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Opus

1.  Work (artistic), especially a composition of a big scale.

Oppidum

1.  Town.
 Historically an ancient Roman provincial town.
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For Port Chalmers and every other small gem in the provinces of New Zealand.
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BEACH STREET PROMENADE, PORT CHALMERS, New Zealand

For many years Port Chalmers has been a major center for 
Timber and Agricultural export with the first shipment of 
refrigerefrigerated meat leaving in 1882, the Port being the primary 
function of the town. Over the last 5 years the township has 
been apart of the nation wide regional development scheme lead 
by the Commission of the Built Environment. The new prome-
nade is dotted with lots of exciting attractions ranging from New 
Zealand's first hillside beach to the Ralph Hotere Gallery. 
A fantastic place to visit, you may just want to stay.
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Metropolises around the globe continue on the path of relentless growth under 
the extreme forces of urbanisation, whilst the provinces are neglected. This 
design-led research builds on recent discussions concerning New Zealand’s 
regional inequality and decline, calling upon the critical role of architecture. It 
asks, what about the small towns? What about the non-city? 

The research presented in this thesis was deployed through a dual inquiry; Firstly, 
it explores the emergent rurban context of the non-city as architecture’s project; 
Secondly, it seeks to reveal methods for architecture’s critical engagement as a 
catalyst towards regional transformation and prosperity. 

An uninhabited ‘buffer zone’ between Port Otago and the township of Port 
Chalmers is presented as the rurban context for architecture’s project. Developed 
in parallel to the design inquiry, the theoretical framework discusses new critical 
urban theory, arguing for a new lens to which design methods and experiments 
within form and field can be tested. The dual inquiry reveals strategies and tactics 
towards a transformative rurbanism equating to the final design proposition: 
Opus Oppidum: A possible armature. 

The conglomeration of the final design proposition, theoretical framework and 
exploration of design method, form a body of work that establishes the rurban 
condition (the non-city) as a place that desperately needs architecture’s critical 
engagement, and a place that is critical for the discipline of architecture.
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<
Fig 0.3 
Chicks Hotel, Music venue, Port Chalmers. August 2015.

Introduction

What about the small towns?

Widening the lens for
design-led research.
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Over a quarter of New Zealand’s population lives in 
the country’s thumping economic heart - Auckland 
- a populous that shows no signs of shrinking. As 
our cities grow freely towards autonomy many of 
our national efforts are absorbed by our major 
urban cities,  and as  consequence our regions are 
left neglected in the dust of the metropolis, whilst 
the forces of extreme global urbanisation charge 
onward.

It is therefore the purpose of this thesis, to expand 
the lens to the regions that support our cities and 
ask; What about the small towns? What about the 
16 regions that collectively make up the success of 
New Zealand as a developed country? 

In ‘Growing apart: Regional prosperity in New 
Zealand’, Shamubeel Eaqub lays bare the very 
frightening realities of regional inequality and 
decline that is occurring under the glossy surface 
of our country. The text builds on the following 
statement: 

 “We may be one country, but our 
regions are worlds apart from one 
another. Deep-seated economic 
forces – urbanisation, globalisation, 
technological change and ageing 
threaten to increase these gaps in the 
years ahead”.1 

These forces can be felt at varying degrees across 
the provinces. For some it’s the increase in youth 
migration to major urban centres. For others its 
low levels of skilled and educated workers and 
consequently low economic growth. With these 
forces come waves of lasting and sometimes 
irreversible effects in their wake such as; loss of 
culture, loss of history and in the most extreme 
instances we will see the doors shut on some of New 
Zealand’s smaller settlements.2

1  (Eaqub, Growing Apart Regional prosperity in New Zealand 8)
2  (NZ has zombie towns that need to close)

The city is beautiful! 
But what about the small towns?
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With an endless string of graphs, facts and figures  
Eaqub has unleashed an issue that can not be ignored. 
It only takes one car ride between Christchurch and 
Port Chalmers of Otago to fully sense the potent 
yet muffled entreaty of the small towns across New 
Zealand and their uncertain rurban realities.3 
3  ‘Rurban’, also referred to as peri-urban is most commonly un-
derstood as the resulting urban landscapes found lying between 
rural and fully urbanised settlements. Rurban areas are a re-
sult of ‘peri-urbanisation or a sprawl from the city into the coun-
try. For the purpose of this research however ‘rurban’ or peri-ur-
ban’ shall be used in reference to the hybridity of a settlement’s 
structure and characteristics, not in reference to the urban pro-
cess that formed the settlement. For example, Port Chalmers is 
an historic settlement of New Zealand that was formed before 
the city of Dunedin. It is a hybrid of rural and urban characteris-
tics and is in this sense rurban, and not in the sense that the town 
was formed as a result of urban sprawl  beginning within an es-

The port is beautiful!
The seaside is beautiful!

The village is beautiful!
The suburb is beautiful!

The town is beautiful!
The mountains are beautiful!

- Thoughts from a regional site visit.
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‘RURBAN’, ALSO REFERRED TO AS PERI-URBAN IS MOST COMMONLY 

UNDERSTOOD AS THE RESULTING URBAN LANDSCAPES FOUND 

LYING BETWEEN RURAL AND FULLY URBANISED SETTLEMENTS. 

RURBAN AREAS ARE A RESULT OF ‘PERI-URBANISATION OR A SPRAWL 

FROM THE CITY INTO THE COUNTRY. FOR THE PURPOSE OF THIS 

RESEARCH HOWEVER ‘RURBAN’ OR PERI-URBAN’ SHALL BE USED IN 

REFERENCE TO THE HYBRIDITY OF A SETTLEMENT’S STRUCTURE 

AND CHARACTERISTICS, NOT IN REFERENCE TO THE URBAN PROCESS 

THAT FORMED THE SETTLEMENT. FOR EXAMPLE, PORT CHALMERS 

IS AN HISTORIC SETTLEMENT OF NEW ZEALAND THAT WAS FORMED 

BEFORE THE CITY OF DUNEDIN. IT IS A HYBRID OF RURAL AND 

URBAN CHARACTERISTICS AND IS IN THIS SENSE RURBAN - NOT A 

TOWN FORMED AS A RESULT OF URBAN SPRAWL  INSTIGATED BY AN 

ESTABLISHED CITY - A DEFINITION OFTEN ATTRIBUTED TO ‘RURBAN’.
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So where does architecture fit in? It is not only in New 
Zealand that provincial settlements can be found 
to be transforming into hybrid landscapes. As we 
watch and meditate upon this global phenomenon, 
it seems that architecture is not doing anything in 
response to these shifting settlements and their 
landscapes. Here in lies a gap, a gap that is very 
wide and uncharted, which posits the concept and 
possibility for architecture to do something for both 
the discipline, and for the regions of New Zealand.

Bernard Tschumi noted that “cities are a precondition 
and they will continue to exist regardless of what 
we do or build”.4 Architecture will be likely to 
always obsess and rely upon the city for inspiration 
and learning, but the city might not always need 
architecture. It is at this intersection that the 
discipline must expand its horizons to consider the 
landscape beyond the city limits.

Caught in the middle awaits a latent rurban condition, 
moving in flux, that could tip at any moment into 
disrepair if we do not act quickly. This thesis is a 
cry to the discipline, a provocation, a proposition, 
a demand.  This is a call for architecture to open its 
arms, bringing with it what it has learned from the 
city, and through a critical engagement within the 
rurban phenomenon, attempt to grip and propel 
the vast array of ecological, social and economic 
opportunities that the latent rurban condition 
contains - or at the very least come up with ways 
of engaging.

The continuing fragmentation between our major 
urban centres and our rural hinterlands is a bright and 
flashing aperture of opportunity for architectural 
design-led research, based in our rural/urban hybrid 
settlements. 

The purpose of this design-led research is three fold:

Firstly, to open up a very important discussion. This 
is not only a discussion for policy makers, businesses 
and communities, but specifically between the

tablished city - a definition often attributed to ‘rurban’.
4  (Eisenschmidt, Importing the City into Architecture: An inter-
view with Bernard Tschumi 2012, 131)
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- What architectural functions might cement 
a settlement’s role within the larger regional 
network ?

-How might we transform the regions to 
captivate the attention of architecture and 
supporting professions, like the cities already 
do?

Thirdly, while this thesis asks for the attention 
of the profession and its  efforts towards these 
issues, it is hoped that the findings uncovered 
throughout this design led research for the 
rurban context will be absorbed back into 
the discipline for further inquiry.

It is intended that this document is viewed 
as issue one, volume one, of an inquiry that 
will command the knowledge and skills of the 
profession for years to come. Conversely it 
is hoped that this thesis will be picked up by 
hands outside of the profession, in spurring 
debate and discussion for the issues raised 
here - hopefully to then extend the discussion 
up off the page and into action.

This document does not  propose a concrete 
or fixed solution. It is firstly a provocation, 
secondly a speculation and thirdly, a 
meditation upon what was learnt, what was 
found and what could happen next.

disciplines of architecture and anyone that 
contributes to, or cares for, the future of the built 
and natural landscapes of New Zealand’s rurban 
settlements and regions.

Secondly, in opening this discussion and upon 
performing the design led research, it is conceived 
that at each chip of the hammer, architecture 
may undertake a critical role in the halt of New 
Zealand’s regional decline and inequality. The goal 
being: to work simultaneously towards regional 
transformation and prosperity through a critical 
engagement of New Zealand’s small rurban centres.

This conception ensues a vast array of questions 
and propositions such as;

- How might architecture critically engage with 
the rurban centre in recovering any lost cultural or 
historical characteristics in working towards a region 
of prosperity? 

- What can architecture borrow from the city and 
use instrumentally, politically, formally, temporarily, 
sensitively, within this insecure context?

- How might architecture respond to the existing 
rurban condition in an exemplary manner, beyond 
economic prosperity, to enrich the cultural and 
social characteristics of a place?

- What role might architecture play in the ongoing 
sustainability of the rurban structure, away from 
band-aid solutions and towards long term visions 
and regional goals?
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The initial provocations regarding New Zealand’s 
regions and their rurban settlements has sparked 
a dual-faceted inquiry; Firstly, what might be 
architecture’s critical role within the rurban context 
towards regional transformation and prosperity? 
And secondly, what might architecture do beyond 
the city? This inquiry was prompted by the discipline’s 
neglect to the provincial rurban centres, a neglect 
which can be attributed to a general disposition and 
disregard for both urbanization and the non-city.5

Recent academic discussions emphasise the need 
for architecture to have a regional development role. 
Alexander Eisenschmidt suggests that 

“What is needed today is a new 
attitude towards urbanization: neither 
the romanticisation of the everyday 
nor the aetheticisation of the informal 
but the openness to an increasingly 
urban world.”.6 

As a profession we must shift our mentality 
to understand that the contemporary city is a 
rich source for “architectural intelligence and 
experimentation”, and in doing so accept the 
processes of urbanization as means to learn from the 
city.7 If an engagement is made in this way; through 
the processes of testing, solidifying, reiterating and 
integrating, it is likely then to result in an architecture 
capable of connecting and placing itself as a critical 
and sustainable element within any given urban 
environment.

If architecture can perform in this way within the 
city, why not then use these processes beyond the 
city within rurban contexts and the non-city? How 
can architecture engage to form rurban centres 
with identity and stability, which contribute to the 
greater regional network?

5 (Brenner, Implosions/Explosions 5)
6	 (Eisenschmidt,	Stranger	than	fiction:	A	mission		 	
 statement 15)
7  (Ibid)

Architecture’s love affair
The wider entanglement
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Most recently Kenneth Frampton, known for his work 
on a critical regionalism during the 1980’s has floated 
the concept of a distinctive urbanism. He sates that 
“today’s discourses on urbanisation privilege cities, 
not regions nor the nation state, yet perhaps without 
nostalgia, for any loss, in a world which is increasingly 
connected, yet distributed inhabited by nomadic 
actors flowing in networks”.8 A distinctive urbanism 
attests to the creation of radical differences within 
and between cities. Frampton proposes that if we 
are to reach and cultivate architecture of a “resistant 
identity-giving culture”, we must assert an ambiguous 
middle ground as our pathway.9

The contemporary discussions concerning the city 
and the neglected rurban context has revealed 
an opportune space for architecture to operate 
critically, though an engagement of rurban centres 
towards regional transformation. 

8  (Verebes 28)
9  (Ibid)
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This thesis employs a design-led research method-
ology to explore architecture’s instrumentality with-
in the rurban context. Generative in nature, the re-
search is framed by the following enquiries explored 
through processes of design as follows:

- What can architecture do in the rurban centre?
- Does the rurban centre need architecture for 
regional transformation?

- How can the contemporary discussion of 
architecture and the city catalyse architecture’s 
engagement towards a distinctive rurban context?

- How might the engagement of architecture in the 
rurban centre effectively transfer back into the city 
and its urban evolution? 

- How can architecture engage the rurban centre 
to form stronger connections within a region and 
negate autonomous existence? 

These research questions have equated to the four 
following objectives:

Contemplate, navigate and investigate architecture’s 
critical role and engagement within a site-specific 
speculation of the rurban centre, towards 
regional transformation and prosperity (actualise 
architecture, through design-led research).

Reveal the latent rurban centre as a context 
for architecture’s critical engagement within 
architectural discourse. This shall be achieved by 
exposing the rurban town as an opportunity and a 
problem for the discipline of architecture, thereby 
revealing possible modes of working that facilitate 
architecture’s vital role within the rurban centre.

Elucidate a reflective critique of the final design 
outcome (not necessarily a solution) in alignment 
with the wider theoretical (design) discussion, in 
exposing the potential of architecture’s project in 
the rurban town.

Enquiry, Aims & Objectives
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Upon reflection, discuss the boundaries, limitations 
and implications of the design-led research and the 
scope for the site specific investigation, so as to 
point in the direction of further research and inquiry.

Scope of design-led research

The dual inquiry of the rurban centre as a project 
for architecture and architecture beyond the city 
exists within the following scope:

The research is conducted and limited to a site 
specific investigation within the historic town of Port 
Chalmers, Otago which equates to a unique design 
response generated from a series of processes, 
experiments and investigations.

The thesis considers the broader implications of the 
rurban centre at the interdisciplinary intersections  
of landscape, urban and architectural design. It 
argues for the possibility of architecture’s deviation 
from the city, elucidating strategies to act upon and 
within the non-city context.

The methods and processes explored throughout 
the research are executed through a critical 
engagement of form and field. The methods and 
strategies deployed are only a handful of possible 
means to investigate the objectives set out, this 
has meant that some assumptions have been made 
around the rurban context being explored and the 
larger discourse it sits within.

The design, theoretical discussion and 
processes that contribute to this thesis 
are limited to the scope of the Master of 
Architecture (prof) design-led thesis.

Research Method(ology)

The research conducted in this thesis is 
specifically design-led, where the design 
research, outcomes and findings contribute 
to the wider discursive argument.
 
The possibility for research through 
architectural design has equated to a body 
of work where the inquiry is woven and 
revealed across three key sections; the design 
outcome; the wider theoretical discussion 
instigated by the former; and the design 
experiments and processes that negotiate 
the research, leading to a considered final 
design outcome. The three sections are 
inextricably connected. Although divided 
in this document - they have occurred in a 
discursive manner and so the document may 
be read in this way. 

The ‘project’ for architecture is a prompt and 
reference point for the broader argument and 
theoretical inquiry. The processes that archi-
tecture is mediated and generated from be-
comes a taxonomy for further investigation. 
It is important that the final design proposi-
tion is not understood as a finite or singular 
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solution, but a piece of research itself, com-
municated in a tectonic and visual manner. 

Chapter Summary: 

Chapter one is a site specific design located 
in the historic settlement of Port Chalmers. 
This chapter primarily attempts a critical 
engagement with the rurban centre, towards 
a region of  prosperity. Titled  ‘An opus in 
oppidum: A project for the rurban centre ’, 
the project seeks to resurface the township to 
regional and national significance (as it once 
was) as a rurban centre of social, political, 
economic and ecological opportunity. The 
project in its conception, testing and outcome 
is a presented as a singular, provocative design 
response.

Chapter two seeks to elucidate the larger 
implications of the rurban context and 
architecture’s role beyond the site specific 
investigation. Entitled: ‘Towards a critical 
rurbanism as architecture’s project’ , the 
chapter digresses between contemporary 
architectural theory, discourse and built 
projects in an attempt to unravel the 
inductive propositions and provocations of 
the research.

Part one of the chapter argues for the 
disciplinary lens to widen beyond the city 
to include the rurban context - an urban 
phenomenon that desperately seeks 

reevaluation of architecture’s critical role and 
motivation within and upon it. It asks: What can 
architecture do beyond the city? Why architecture 
within the regional rurban context?

Part two returns to the contemporary discourse 
surrounding urbanization and the city, in search 
of mechanisms to be deployed, borrowed and 
extended into the rurban context. Architectural 
form and the engagement of field are both explored 
in leveraging a possible position and purpose for a 
critical rurbanism. 

Ultimately this chapter argues for an architecture 
that is formal, tectonic and absolutely generative, 
negotiated through critical spatial practices of 
field and form, as a means of critically engaging 
architecture within the emergent rurban context. 

Chapter three, entitled ‘Regions of enquiry’ is a visual 
exposition that details the design research processes 
and findings, binding the paper’s argument and final 
design outcome into a total body of work of design- 
led research.

Through design experiments and investigations, the 
exposition discusses the limitations, implications 
and possibilities of the design and its theoretical 
framework. It details the research from its 
initial conceptions, its dead-ends and the latent 
opportunities uncovered along the way. Each step 
of the investigation is dedicated to the exploration 
of architecture’s specific role in the rurban context, 
and the opportunities for architecture beyond the 



13

city. The exposition is simultaneously the path way 
to the final design outcome, an investigation of the 
theoretical framework, and a formal critique of the 
design research implications - with regards to the 
theory and broader contextual proposition of this 
thesis. It is a project for architecture, a project for 
the non-city.
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^ Top :  
Fig 1.0 Charles Kettle’s rendering of    
 Port Chalmers, May 1848.
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Opus Oppidum
A project for the rurban centre

Chapter One
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OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE

^
Fig 1.1 Map of Otago locating Dunedin and the   
       township of Port Chalmers.
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A resplendent region 
Expanding the lens to Otago

The Otago region, 7th in its population size 
compared to the rest of New Zealand’s 
regions,  is well known for its rich history of 
Scottish settlers, mountainous high country, 
the gold rush and its tertiary education 
opportunities.1

On paper the Otago region appears to be on 
the positive side of growth as exhibited by 
the population and median wage statistics. 
Upon looking at employment growth 
however, overall Otago is in decline and is 
ranked as the third most volatile to economic 
shocks. 2

In recent council discussion, social service 
worker Laura Black made comment on 
Dunedin’s problematic economic and 
employment stability, in reference to its 
latest economic report.3 She claims that it 
is of no surprise that Dunedin and Otago 
are behind New Zealand on most economic 
indicators, given the lack of support from 
central government; “‘While Auckland 
continues to get all the attention from 
government, you are not going to be able 
to address the lack of regional development 
opportunities across the country as a 
whole’’.4 What is most surprising is central 
government’s inability to see the benefits 
for the whole nation if the government were 
to be more active and show further support 
across the regions. 

The region of Otago has high quality 
infrastructure compared to places such as 
Auckland however it is lacking the economic 
opportunities that would catalyse the region 
into further growth and stability, especially 
within the Dunedin City District.5

1  (Statistics New Zealand, 2013)

2  (NZIER 9)

3  (BERL 34)

4 (Elder , 2016)

5 Ibid

-As recognized by the global urbanist Jane Jacobs. 
(Moretti, 247).
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OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE

The hilly peninsula is known for its distinctive 
colonial character, artist community and the 
major industrial operations of Port Otago Ltd. 
(Fig 1.2). 9 Founded on reclaimed land, the  port is 
the largest of the South Island, and  is one of the 
region’s primary economic assets and investments, 
the ORC being a 100% shareholder of Port Otago 
ltd.10 The council views its share holding role as an 
important economic strategy for the region with 
the ability to share the advantage of the dividends 
with the Otago community.11The economic role 
of Port Otago situated within the charismatic and 
historically rich town of Port Chalmers, provides 
an important geographic node for the prospect 
of regional development and opportunity for 
architecture. 

The township today is a hybridized settlement, 
caught between both land and marine agriculture - 
a diverse community barricaded by the large indus-
trial operation of the port. Its efflorescent rurban 
nature presents itself as a place of autonomy, due 
to its rich character, geographic make-up, and in-
herent displacement from the city. It is the gateway 
to the Otago region and a place of rich historical, 
cultural and national significance - a site well worth 
speculating.

A regional outlook

Supplementary to the aims outlined in this thesis, 
the regional council has outlined in its long term 
plan of 2015-2022 a broad set of goals which are 
considered within the rurban context of Port 

9  (Mckinnen, Otago Places - Otago Harbour 4)

10  (Otago Regional Council 20)

11 Ibid

This must be the place

The Otago region has been chosen as the 
greater context of this inquiry, for the 
great potential it holds in becoming a more 
prosperous and developed region. The 
region ranks 7th within the regional median 
household incomes of 2013 and compared 
internationally its closest comparable 
country is the Czech republic.6

Historically the region of Otago can be 
attributed to a large portion of New 
Zealand’s early economic growth in the 
late 19th  century as settlers arrived for 
prospects of gold, wool and opportunities 
from refrigerated exports leaving Port 
Chalmers.7

The region is made up of 6 districts with the 
Dunedin District being its major urban cen-
tre. Dunedin City is the 2nd largest city to 
Christchurch in the South Island, with 58% of 
the Otago region residing within the Dunedin 
District  limits.8 The city is made up of a city 
centre, 19 inner city suburbs, and 20 outer 
city suburbs 

Of the outer city suburbs, is Port Chalmers, 
15km north east of Dunedin. Port Chalmers is 
one of the earliest settlements of the Otago 
region founded as the main birthing point for 
the Scottish settlers. It was a self governed 
borough until 1989, when it was absorbed 
with the other surrounding districts to form 
the greater city of Dunedin.

6  (Eaqub, Growing Apart Regional Prosperity in New 
Zealand 12)

7  (Mckinnen, Otago Region - Wool and Farming 6)

8  (Statistics NZ)

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE
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Chalmers and its greater regional capacity. The key 
objectives considered in this research are as follows:
 
- Active regional partnerships. 

- A well connected ORC working closely with stake-
holders and partners. 

-Strong connections with the Territorial Local Au-
thorities and Ngai Tahu in the region. 

- Partnerships and common projects with nearby 
regions, e.g. Southland, West Coast and Canterbury. 

 -Realisation of new opportunities. 

- An active programme by ORC that enables new 
resource opportunities. 

- Active interest of private sector parties in oppor-
tunities in the region.

- Active collaboration with regional TLAs and 
Ngai Tahu on opportunity identification and 
advancement.

- A growing distinctiveness associated with Otago 
both domestically and internationally.

- Association in the public mind of Otago with 
quality – products, experiences, lifestyle, etc. 

- Ultimately, that premium value is attached to 
things “Otago”12

12 (Otago Regional Council  4)
<
Fig 1.2 Port Otago of Port Chalmers 1873
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^ 
Fig 1.3 The town ship of Port Chalmers and Port Otago. 
       Showing extent of Port and township.

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE
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Whilst the landscape of Port Chalmers of-
fered the hope of wealth and riches to ships 
and vessels in the early 20th Century, it had 
little luck retaining its visitors as residents, 
titillating today at a population of 3000.13 

An important advantage of the port is the 
geography of the Otago Harbour. Originally 
formed from the drowned remnants of a 
giant shield volcano, it is centred close to 
what is now Port Chalmers. The remains 
of this active landscape can be seen in the 
basalt of the surrounding hills. The harbour 
is interrupted and bisected by Quarantine 
and Goat island (just off the shores of Port 
Chalmers) and greatly limits the size of 
ships that are able to reach the flat lands of 
Dunedin (Fig 1.3). After the gold rush of the 
1860’s a contentious and expensive decision 
was made to dredge the sea bed allowing 
larger ships closer to the commercial centre 
of Dunedin. The Victoria channel was 
officially opened in 1881 and by 1907 twice 
as many ships were using Dunedin wharves 
than Port chalmers. Many deep sea vessels 
are still required to anchor in Port Chalmers, 
hence Port Otago remains the major Port 
of the South Island, creating a tight tension 
between the township and the operations of 
the city centre harbour.

Winning the container terminal over 
Lyttelton in 1971 has meant that most of 
Port Otago’s economic activity has shifted 
to the export of timber. Fishing is of historic 
importance, but is now only a small part of 
the economy. The exercise in reclaiming land 
to form the container terminal has drastically 
altered the landscape and accessibility of 
the township. Whilst a large economy is 
generated for the Port, it has caused adverse 
effects on the social and natural ecologies of 
the town.

13 (Statistics NZ)

A repressed rurban centre:
Port Chalmers
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Strong culture, rich history, 
endangered future?

The decline of population growth in the town can 
be attributed to the little economic opportuni-
ties available and its limited connection to the 
city of Dunedin and the surrounding areas. The 
port is set to continue developing, dredging and 
reclaiming land, however this exercise offers very 
little to the people of Port Chalmers, with next 
to no jobs on offer and further disruption to the 
natural landscape. Cruise ships and its coastal 
charm bring international visitors and weekenders 
however the economic potential of the touristic 
functions are yet to be unlocked with the town 
centre and the surrounding settlements such as 
Aramoana and Sawyers bay. 

Despite the industrial and touristic activity many 
commercial doors are closing. In March of 2015 it 
was announced that the sole supermarket is to be 
downgraded causing much unrest to the local resi-
dents.18 In November of 2015 it was also announced 
that the infamous ‘Chicks hotel’ - a favourite music 
venue for many across the country is to be closed 
down in early 2016. Both outfits are very impor-
tant amenities that form the identity of the place 
that are unfortunately at the mercy of a downward 
economic spiral .19

18  (Morris, Foodstuffs’ attitude ‘absolutely appalling’)

19  (Elder, Chick’s Hotel to close)

Diverse yet in decline.

Historically the township was largely 
populated by port workers, however with 
shifts in technology the port has come to 
rely on its machines rather than manual 
labour, a result of the overall decline in the 
labour industry felt across the region.14 
Today the town is populated by many artists 
and musicians and was once home to  Ralph 
Hotere, an important New Zealand artist 
whom occupied the tip of Flagstaff Point (Fig 
1.8-1.10). The site is now a sculpture park in 
his memory.

The residential dwellings of the township 
are reminiscent of any typical New Zealand 
settlement; a meandering of quarter acre 
sections and pastel coloured weatherboard 
(Fig 1.4-1.5) with approximately 23 council 
houses in between provided by the DCC.15 

Presently 15% of the township is aged 65 and 
over with this percentage expected to rise.16 
Conversely there has been an increase in the 
student population with many Otago 
University students looking for cheaper 
rents and homes away from the city centre.17 

14 (NZIER 2015, 26)

15 (Dunedin City Council)

16 (Eaqub, Growing Apart Regional Prosperity in New 
       Zealand  43) : The baby Boomer generation
       is a big cohort and New Zealand will have more 
       elderly and fewer younger people in the years to 
       come.

17 (Morris, Student suburban shift cited)

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE
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^ Top
Fig 1.4 Housing port chalmers.
^ Bottom
Fig 1.5 Same.
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Fig 1.6 On George Street looking south.
Fig 1.7 On George Street looking North. Port  
       Otago is in plain view.
Fig 1.8 At Flagstaff Point looking down at the port.
Fig 1.9 At Flagstaff Point looking down at timber 
                     for export.

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE

Fig 1.10  Standing on the edge of 40 Beach Street -  
        once home to Ralph Hotere’s studio.
Fig 1.11 Standing on Beach street (once the 
        township’s promenade) shrouded by  
       shipping containers.
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Herein lies the possibility for architecture’s 
engagement with the rurban centre, an 
opportunity for recovery, discovery and 
prosperity. Ultimately lending itself to the 
positive transformation of a stronger, greater 
Otago region.

A site to see, a site to engage

Upon visiting the town, the tension between 
the sleepy village and the activity of the port is 
overwhelming. The main street is rich in character 
with glimpses of cultural activity inside the various 
artist studios and antique shops. George Street 
comes to a screeching halt as you are met with a 
barbed wire fence and a row of menacing container 
cranes. The clash of rolling hills, main street and 
industrial empire are responsible for the rurban 
environment of the township. Extensive land 
reclamation has removed much of the coastal 
walkways and public fishing areas, leaving little 
recreational areas for the residents in close 
proximity to the town centre.  The topographically 
bound and port locked village opens up the 
township to intensification and densification 
through the occupation of slopes and increased 
building height planes.

Its inherent relationship to the sea has carved 
out its past and is essential to the town’s identity, 
providing a sense of place and unique character. 
The port’s physical disruption between the town 
and the ocean threaten to dismantle the town’s 
sense of place with every slice of land it reclaims.
The untapped tensile condition lying between the 
port and the township presents an opportunity for 
architecture’s speculation - an important rurban 
centre faced with an economic downturn, loss of 
identity and a cultural landscape intrinsic to the 
larger context of the province. 
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Fig 1.12 Extent of 40 Beach street. Owned by Port 
Otago and governed by the Otago Regional Council.

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE



27

An important cultural and historical asset, 
central to the township, is the contentious 
site of Observation point located at the 
end of Aurora terrace and home to a large 
historic flagstaff. The bluff, formerly known 
as Flagstaff Point, was named in its memory 
as the chosen location from which the 
first detailed cartographic study of Otago 
Harbour in 1860 was made.

Up until 1993 Flagstaff Point provided the 
home and studio of important New Zealand 
artist and political activist, Ralph Hotere 
ONZ (Fig 1.10). At this time, Port Otago had 
grand plans of excavation and reclamation 
in forming a new storage container precinct. 
Despite region wide objection, the plans 
proceeded and Hotere was forced to uproot 
whilst the flagstaff was momentarily lost 
and relocated to the new edge now known 
as Observation Point. Adjacent to the 
flagstaff lookout, with incredible panorama 
views of the township and the harbour is the 
Hotere Garden Oputae, founded in Hotere’s 
memory by the Dunedin City Council and an 
important attraction for visitors from around 
the world.

Over the last two decades the excavated 
site of Observation Point and the adjacent 
property titles have been claimed by Port 
Otago (Dunedin regional council) in forming 
a ‘Buffer Zone’ between the industrial 
functions of the port, and the opposing 
residential zone equating to a total of 
50,000m2, now called 40 Beach Street (Fig 
1.12).20

The site of 40 Beach Street forms a ‘linear 
dead zone’ of activity between the main 
commercial street, George Street, the 
habitable coast line at the south east end 
of Beach street, and the cultural tourist 
attraction at Observation Point (Fig 1.12). 21

20  (Doron) Please read for an explanation of ‘Dead   
        Zones’  

21  (Franck and Stevens) See “Loose space” on the 
         possibilities of ‘dead zones’ used for projects such as 
         the New York Highline.

A landscape lost
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Dead (buffer) zone or 
zone of activity?

40 Beach Street (the ‘buffer zone’) presents 
a fertile landscape for the development 
of a new centrality for the township. The 
site’s scale, proximity, cultural and historical 
significance, and steep terrain suggests its 
potential role of centrality to the rurban 
centre, a condition conceived from the 
tensional context that it inhabits, capable 
of long-term, sustainable development.

40 Beach Street can also be seen to occupy a 
tensional intersection; both between zones 
of use (residential, commercial, agricultural, 
industrial), and at the social, cultural, po-
litical and historical roads of Port Chalmers 
(past, preset and future). The site is owned 
by the Otago regional council, and presents 
a broader investigation of 40 Beach street 
as a speculative exercise in the politics of 
property development and land use, unlock-
ing the projects wider significance within the 
discussion of land use policy and the role of 
government in regional development – both 
central and local. 

These conditions form a latent tensional 
edge for intervention (surrounded on all four 
sides with opposing land uses), with potential 
to be an essential active infrastructural in 
transforming the rurban centre .

Each year the port issues an environmental plan 
with a singular goal for the use of the ‘buffer zone’: 
‘Where possible, buffer zones should be established 
to ensure that the local communities and the port 
can be suitably separated from each other.’22

The Port retains ultimate control of the town’s 
habitable edge of coastline and has consequently 
deleted the boulevard that once lined beach street 
and offered public recreational space. Spaces such 
as the lost boulevard play a significant role in the 
overall circulation, experience and identity of a 
place. Port Chalmers as it is today lacks a central 
point to navigate from, or a spaces to serve as a 
political, cultural, economic centre accessible by 
all. Just as the town begins it is quickly blocked off 
by high intensity port activity, leaving very limited 
public access to its beaches and hillside tracks, 
whilst all commercial activity is bounded to George 
street. If the Port continues to develop in this way, 
little will be left of an important Otago community. 
If the Port ceases to operate what happens to the 
township? If the Port continues to absorb and 
reclaim the township will the port and its cruise ship 
services sustain themselves without the amenities 
and support from Port Chalmers?
 
If the town and the port are to attain a sustainable 
prosperous future, cementing its role within the 
Otago region, a mediation of tensional space must 
be sought. These tensions can be found where the 
rurban condition is formed at the hard edge of the 
port meeting the soft buffer space of 40 Beach 
Street, between the townships commercial centre, 
residential and industrial zones.

22  (Port Otago Limited 45)
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Prospective tensional edge

With the regional council as governor of the site, 
combined with a dismissive attitude of the port  
and the consequential lack of spatial devices 
available to the town - the site of 40 Beach 
Street presents itself as a latent condition, with 
undeniable sociopolitical potential of invigorating 
Port Chalmers, and affirming a transformative role 
within the wider regional network.
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>
Fig 1.13 Port Chalmers Site Plan: Existing Field.
Key Nodes: Chicks Hotel (music venue set to close down), 
Hotere Sculpture Park, Library, George Street retail.
Only one route of access between George Street, 

residential area and sculpture Park. Limited/no access to the 
beach or seaside recreational areas. Port Otago functions block 
and prevent access to these areas. 40 Beach Street ‘Buffer zone’ 
dislocates pedestrian connections between George street and 
other zones.
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^
Fig 1.14 Parti Diagram of the proposed Port Chalmers  
        boardwalk infrastructure.

N
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Chapter One

Opus Oppidum

A possible armature. 
 A returned edge.



THE FOLLOWING IS A PROJECT FOR THE PROVINCIAL TOWN PORT CHALMERS, CONTRIBUTING 

TO A BROADER INQUIRY FOR THE REGION OF OTAGO. THE PROJECT PROPOSES THE 

TRANSFORMATION OF THE  40 BEACH STREET ‘BUFFER ZONE’:

A 50,000M2 TERRAIN FORMING A  LARGE  PART OF THE TENSIONAL EDGE THAT SEPARATES 

PORT OTAGO FROM THE TOWNSHIP. 

THE PROJECTS CENTRES ON THE  DESIGN  OF  THE  BEACH  STREET  BOARDWALK  INFRASTRUCTURE 

– A POSSIBLE ARMATURE – TRANSFORMING THE SITE OF 40 BEACH STREET FROM A DESOLATE 

LANDSCAPE TO AN INTEGRAL PUBLIC SPACE FOR THE TOWN.  THE INFRASTRUCTURE IS 

UNDERSTOOD AT ONCE AS A BOARDWALK, PIER, ROAD, FOOTPATH, BEACH AND PROMENADE 

– FORMING A SPINE WITHIN THE LANDSCAPE TO SUPPORT AN INFLUX OF ACTIVATING 

ARCHITECTURE ALONG ITS EDGE.

THE PROJECT IS DIVIDED INTO FIVE MAJOR SECTIONS OF DEVELOPMENT OF VARYING 

FUNCTIONS THAT SHAPE AND ANCHOR THE INFRASTRUCTURE WITHIN THE SITE. 

TWO OF THESE CLUSTERS FORM WEIGHTS AT THE MOST EASTERN AND WESTERN ENDS 

OF THE ARMATURE; THE EASTERN BEING THE PROPOSED HILLSIDE BEACH AND OUTDOOR 

AMPHITHEATRE, TO THE WEST AN INFILL DEVELOPMENT CONNECTS THE BOARDWALK INTO 

THE EXISTING FABRIC OF GEORGE STREET. THE ARMATURE OPERATES AT THREE MAJOR 

SCALES AND FUNCTIONS. FIRSTLY, IT IS A LARGE LANDSCAPE INTERVENTION THAT CAREFULLY 

NEGOTIATES THE HYBRID RURAL/URBAN CONTEXT WITHIN THE EXTREME GEOGRAPHY AND 

NATURAL ECOLOGY FOUND WITHIN THE SITE. 
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SECONDLY, THE FORMAL DESIGN OF THE BOARDWALK INFRASTRUCTURE ESTABLISHES 

ARCHITECTURE’S CRITICAL ROLE WITHIN THE RURBAN CONTEXT AS A TRANSFORMATIVE 

ELEMENT WITHIN THE LANDSCAPE. ARCHITECTURAL FORMS ARE CONCEIVED OUT OF THE 

UNIQUE CONTEXT OF PORT CHALMERS. THE ARCHITECTURE IS SIMULTANEOUSLY EMBEDDED, 

ACTIVATE AND RESPONSIVE WITHIN THE SITE, COLLECTIVELY FORMING THE RETURNED EDGE. 

THIRDLY, THE PROPOSAL SEEKS TO FIRMLY ESTABLISH PORT CHALMERS AS AN IMPORTANT 

SETTLEMENT WITHIN A MUCH LARGER CONTEXT. THE PROJECT IS BOTH A SPECTACLE AND 

BODY OF RESEARCH AS A CATALYST TOWARDS REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND PROSPERITY. 

IN THIS SENSE, PORT CHALMERS AS ARCHITECTURE’S PROJECT UNHINGES ARCHITECTURE’S 

CRITICAL ROLE AS A CULTURAL, SOCIAL, POLITICAL, ECONOMIC AND ECOLOGICAL DEVICE, 

CONTRIBUTING TO THE LARGER DISCUSSION CONCERNING THE DEVELOPMENT AND FUTURE 

OF NEW ZEALAND’S REGIONAL LANDSCAPE, TOWNS AND CITIES. 

THE DESIGN RESEARCH ATTESTED IN THE SITE SPECIFIC FIELD OF TENSION HAS BEEN 

NEGOTIATED, TESTED, CRITIQUED AND MEDITATED UPON FORMING A CRITICAL RURBANISM 

THAT REESTABLISHES THE TOWN OF PORT CHALMERS AS AN IMPORTANT SETTLEMENT, 

STRENGTHENING THE GREATER REGION OF OTAGO. ARCHITECTURE’S PROJECT IN PORT 

CHALMERS IS A BODY OF RESEARCH, ALBEIT SMALL, FRAMED AS A CONTRIBUTION TO THE 

LARGER CONVERSATION CONCERNING THE ENTIRE REGIONAL NETWORK OF NEW ZEALAND. 

IT ASKS, WHAT CAN ARCHITECTURE DO IN THE NON-CITY? WHAT CAN ARCHITECTURE DO IN 

PURSUIT OF REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND PROSPERITY?
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Fig 1.15 Proposed site plan  for 40 Beach Street.
The Beach Street boardwalk begins on George Street 
weaving its way across the site forming shops, housing, 
work places, galleries, artist studios, swimming pools, a 

AA

AA

beach and an amphitheatre, finally peeling off at the Beach Street 
marina. A returned edge in the form of a radical architectural 
gesture; the boardwalk as a cultural and sociopolitical transforma-
tive device.
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general store can be found at the plateau, the choice of elevator 
or the cascading walk + bike track lead you to the Port Chalmers 
Transport Hub, or alternatively continue along the Beach Street 
boardwalk across Currie Street to Burkes’ Brewery + Butcher 
arriving back onto George Street .

^
Fig 1.16 Northern Elevation of a Possible returned edge.
From left to right (East to west): The Port Chalmers 
hillside beach, Port Chalmers commons including mixed 
tenancy housing, the Ralph Hotere Gallery, artist studios,  
shops and eateries, mixed use housing/commercial 
units scatter down the boardwalk, a pharmacy and a 



43



44

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE

^
Fig 1.17 Cross Section through the Port Chalmers 
Train Station and Beach Street Elevator. The Beach 
Street commons can be seen in the distance to the East 
including housing, the Hotere Gallery, cafes, community 
gardens and a fish + chip shop.
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^
Fig 1.18 Plan of the Beach Street boardwalk datum.
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^
Fig 1.19 Roof plan of proposed cross-programmed infill  
       development: Barry’s Butcher + Burkes Brewery. 



49

The structure is designed to both respond 
to the existing character of the historical 
buildings on George Street and introduce 
the architectural language of the proposed 
boardwalk. 

The ground surface shifts immediately 
from asphalt to timber acting as a guiding 
ribbon from George street and beyond. 
The functions of the building were chosen 
and explored with a goal of celebrating 
historically significant functions of the town 
that have been lost but also offer economic 
value to the existing fabric. 

Upon exiting the beer hall to the North, the 
ramp leads out to Currie Street where the 
boardwalk continues on to the proposed 
transport hub and the beginning of 40 Beach 
Street.

Cluster One: An Infill Development

The first cluster along the boardwalk responds to 
the existing fabric and character of George Street. 
As previously mentioned the town has been strug-
gling to hold onto its local cultural and commercial 
generators of economy.

In meeting the edge condition, the infill serves 
as an anchor to the proposed boardwalk as a 
cross programmed commercial structure located 
between 21 and 25 George Street. 

A draped cast in-situ concrete wall links the pro-
posed structure to the buildings either side, slowly 
revealing the ramp to the main entrance.

The ground floor consists of Barry’s butcher at the 
western end of the structure, to the east is the 
brewery fermentation and package warehouse. A 
long thin timber hallway links the two programmes 
together filled with booths and tall tables for 
drinking and charcuterie, the roof is a lightweight 
poly-carbonate supported by elegant steel framing 
allowing good daylight access. 

Two major ramps transport visitors to the rooftop 
garden, tended to by locals and provider of produce 
to many of the local eateries. The infill sets a primary 
datum for the proposed armature and serves as a 
main access point to the boardwalk and the other 
amenities that can be found perpendicular to the 
historical main street. 
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^
Fig 1.20 Roof plan of proposed transport hub.
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Cluster Two: A Transport Hub

The Port Chalmers railway was the first railway to 
be built in Otago, during 1873, and linked the Port 
to the central city of Dunedin. Over the last century 
the termini in both Port Chalmers and Sawyers Bay 
has been used as a passenger service, however 
today the only passenger service available is a 
tourist scenic route between Dunedin and Taieri, 
the line is primarily used for shipping container 
freight.

Long term growth and support of Port Chalmers 
and the greater Otago region requires visionary 
infrastructure that facilitates accessibility and 
sustainability. At present the town is accessed by 
car or an infrequent bus via highway 88 eventually 
becoming George Street. At the end of George 
Street is the Port’s barbed wire fence, where you 
may either turn left to carry on to Aramoana or 
right onto Beach Street - a winding road fortified by 
large lumber and container piles eventually leading 
to the highway out. What is most noticeable, is 
the limited access to the beach or sea side. No 
recreational spaces except for the Peninsula Beach 
fishing docks are available. 

The transport hub is afforded with three major 
functions:

1. Connect Port Chalmers by passenger train to 
Dunedin and its surrounding regions.
- Attracts new residents to the township.
- Promotes the tourism sector.
- Facilitate commuting for those working in other 
parts of the region.

2. Provide access to those who live/work 
along the proposed Beach Street boardwalk 
including:
-An elevator  for both goods and passengers.
-A walkway to be used either by foot, bike, 
skateboard or roller-skates.

3. Activate the landscape as an ecology that 
includes social spatial formations:
-A train station platform that promotes 
serendipitous encounters.
- A regional connection of train transportation 
that promotes a cross exchange of people 
across the region.
-An architecture that supports a range of 
uses and experiences of the landscape: cycle 
ways, walkways, seated areas, sheltered 
areas, moments of pause, alternating routes.

Collectively the cluster centred on transport 
and connections is an integral node to the 
boardwalk infrastructure, fostering new 
passages of movement and event within the 
landscape.
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^
Fig 1.21 Proposed general store, health centre and   
                   studio unit for the mixed use commercial plateau.
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on how the demographic of the township 
responds to the proposed armature. 

The density and type of housing is restricted 
to those outlined previously, in order to 
promote economic activities and avoid the 
sprawl of housing we are so accustom to in 
New Zealand.

Cluster three:
A mixed-use commercial plateau

The third intervention along the proposed 
boardwalk is the first plateau which supports a mix 
of commercial and retail buildings as well as forming 
a loose edge to a zone for housing developments.

A general store and a health centre are proposed, 
separated by small sheltered public spaces that 
offer views of the harbour . The plateau supports 
the development of studio units and one bedroom 
typologies that may be integrated with the com-
mercial and retail functions.

This cluster of the boardwalk is important in 
forming economic and social opportunities for the 
township whilst also providing basic living amenities 
which are currently lacking or disappearing with the 
current town centre. 

It is assumed that the owners, operators and staff 
of these buildings will both live and work along the 
boardwalk in sustaining a vital community. 
This part of the proposal is designed to be flexible 
in providing different building types the community 
requires as it becomes apparent. 

The general store and health centre are crucial 
programmes that must be addressed immediately 
however there is potential to develop this a part 
of the boardwalk to include a wider range and 
diversity of amenity to service the township. For 
example, there may be an opportunity to introduce 
educational and day care facilities depending 
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^
Fig 1.22 The proposed Port Chalmers Commons at the 
Beach street boardwalk level: Studio units, Ralph Hotere 
gallery, mixed use apartments, public toilets, fish + chip 
shop..

TO UPPER LEVEL TENANCIES 

AND TERRACE GARDEN
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Cluster Four:
The Port Chalmers Commons

The fourth major cluster of the project is the Port 
Chalmers Commons. Five different typologies 
have been developed to house mixed tenancies 
and a range of demographic including; students, 
the elderly, those in need of welfare support or 
social housing, existing residents of Port Chalmers, 
children, artists and those seeking work in the 
Otago regions. In addition to the housing, the 
commons include the proposed Ralph Hotere 
gallery to house the art of the important local artist 
and in support of existing and new artists. There is 
also a fish and chip shop, cafes, artist studios, public 
toilets, and a terraced community garden made 
accessible by the south-west circulation core, or 
from Constitution Street.

The typologies, as described in the following pages, 
form to create the commons with social, cultural 
and political richness that significantly contributes 
to life on the armature and the larger community 
of Port Chalmers. The built form is modulated to 
allow typologies of different live/work, public/
private configurations and exchanges throughout 
the complex. The boardwalk is split across 3 
levels to facilitate these different configurations 
in developing a fine grain both horizontally and 
vertically.

The roof plane is designed parametrically so that 
each typology may be specifically designed with 
attention to this particular architectural element 
depending on each building’s user, location on the 
site and orientation. This develops a character that 

is site specific to 40 Beach Street and its 
surroundings. Traditional methods of gaining 
daylight through a buildings wall exterior has 
been privileged to the roof plane, this frees 
up the façade of each building to be treated 
with respect to internal functions beyond 
daylighting. The exterior environment can be 
negotiated, framed and formed specifically 
with regards to each building’s use and its 
occupant.

The top terrace of housing is reserved 
specifically for those that require an 
accessible route with car access provided 
from Constitution Street. 1-3 bedroom 
apartments have been provided at this 
plane. Studio units, student housing and 
social housing units occupy the boardwalk 
level and the floor below sometimes with 
work, commercial or cultural functions 
split across levels. The proposal for the 
Port Chalmers commons is a hybrid of live/
work, public, private dialogues born out of 
the hybrid landscape that is Port Chalmers 
and its occupants. Similar to cluster three, 
this cluster of the boardwalk has potential 
to grow, shift and develop in a variety of 
ways dependant on the occupants and 
the economic, educational and cultural 
functions that occur at any one time. Multiple 
levels of boardwalk have the potential to 
be developed in further densifying and 
diversifying the rurban township.
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^
Fig 1.23 Proposed hillside beach including swimming 
pools, changing rooms, shops, a cafe, piers and an 
outdoor amphitheatre.
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rectifying the historical make-up of the 
township – the beach – a place to swim, relax, 
reflect, cry, laugh, trade, sail away and fall in 
love. 

This cluster is the final large scale architectural 
intervention firmly anchoring the proposed 
armature - the Beach street boardwalk - 
into the edge of the site, floating above the 
township, port and harbour beyond. The 
last foundation for a possible armature as a 
critical rurbanism for the township of Port 
Chalmers and the regional prosperity of 
Otago.

Cluster Five: A hillside beach

The final cluster of the project is the proposed 
hillside beach, swimming pools and outdoor 
amphitheatre with access to the Ralph Hotere 
sculpture park as well as the Peninsula bay marina. 

The primary purpose of this cluster is to return the 
habitable edge that has been lost from the coast-
line. Historically this is a space that was integral to 
the ecology and the occupants of the township and 
a space that offered both economic opportunity 
from the sea and social/recreational spaces, but has 
now been lost due to Port Otago’s continual land 
reclamation.

The beach, as employed here,  is an important 
sociopolitical spatial device that is truly public, 
offering much more than a place to swim or take 
in the view. The beach doesn’t rely on economic 
or cultural activities, it exists within its own 
right, made up of a multitude of spatial layers 
and opportunities. The return of the beach is an 
important reinstatement of a spatial formation 
very important to the towns history. The beach 
can be solely attributed to the towns settlement, 
development and consequent urbanisation. The 
beach up until this point has paradoxically given 
life to the town but died in the act.

It is hoped that the proposed hillside beach 
will provide an integral public space for the 
local inhabitants and visitors to the region. The 
architecture seeks to enable the landscape in 
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The following 14 pages outline a possible 
journey, of potential residents, of a 
speculative armature and returned edge 
condition, of and for the place, Port 
Chalmers. Achieved through the use 
of a major longitudinal section, divided 
into parts + embellished at the end, 
with some probable night time scenes.
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Experiencing 
a possible armature

Chapter One
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^
Fig 1.24 Arriving by train from Balclutha. It’s 9am and the transport hub is full of students on their way to Otago university, children are on 
their way to school and villagers fill up the boardwalk. Its a nice day so the zig-zag track will be a good walk.



61

^
The transport canopy is constructed of an undulating pre-cast concrete surface, housing the ticket office and seated areas for passen-
gers. The Beach Street elevator is an important feature, a silo in its form responding to the urban port condition and providing access 
for both passengers and goods to the upper most level of the boardwalk.
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^
Fig 1.25 Once reaching the promenade you are both embedded in the landscape and perched above the township with a magnificent 
view, this is prime property. Heading east is the general store filled with local produce.
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^
Architectural cuts and slices form moments of pause and rest along the boardwalk. The general store and health centre occupy both the 
boardwalk datum and levels below to support public/private spatial dialogues. The building fabric of the health centre responds to the 
port as a robust facade that forms a comfortable  environment for patients and workers.
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^
Fig 1.26 Studio apartments, artist studios and sail maker’s workshops begin to dot the boardwalk. Building typologies are primarily hybrid 
construction on timber and concrete piers. 
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^
Marine grade metal cladding and plaster render has been specified in responding to the seaside conditions. Each roof plane is adapted 
and manipulated in providing adequate daylighting and user controlled ventilation for each site-specific unit.
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^
Fig 1.27 Arriving at the Port Chalmers common you can see Kirsty on the stairwell with Mario + Stefan. Her place is easily located with its 
tangerine wall. New Hotere works are on display at the gallery at the moment. Perhaps we’ll have fish + chips for lunch. 
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^
Modular construction and use of materials is shared between the different building types. Identity and character of the architecture is 
conceived by the event and the uses that occupy each space. This is  communicated in the site specific design of each roof plane and  the 
material treatment specific to each tenancy and its use. Semi-public, public and private dialogues across levels and along the boardwalks 
create exciting and new spatial conditions for a live/work community.
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^
Fig 1.28 Its heating up so a trip to the beach is in order. Taking in the view and amidst the dry Otago heat one might think that this must 
be the place. Embedded cast in-situ baths carve the landscape revealing the hillside beach beyond. 
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^
The boardwalk gently shifts between tussock and timber. Changing rooms, showers and the hillside-life savers club rooms sink into the 
ground amongst the trees and the pools, constructed of similar materials for robustness in the coastal environment. The boardwalk 
zig-zag’s up to Constitution Street where the Hotere sculpture park can be found and a path back to Kirsty’s house in the commons.
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The following images detail the housing 
typologies developed throughout this project 
alongside a poster-picture of each cluster in 
promoting architecture’s critical role in the 
rurban centre of Port Chalmers. Presenting 
the project in this way allows the proposal to 
be understood as five different projects all 
strung together by the constant infrastructural 
element - the boardwalk. 

Each project has the potential to be developed 
in its own right, or incrementally over a long 
period of time. It is the collection of clusters 
that gives strength to the proposal as an 
infrastructure with a long-term  vision for the 
sustainability and growth of Port Chalmers and 
the region of Otago.
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>
Fig 1.29 Tessellated typologies #1:
Singular unit.
Public/Public Dialogues.





Fig.?
Accessing the edge and the existing fabric.
A brewery wedged between the 
existing tea rooms and jewelry maker.
Light weight tectonics leveredge an access point to the propsoed edge and 

new armateur of the township.



75

<
Fig 1.30 Phase One: 
Isometric view of Burkes Brewery and Barry’s Butcher 
infill development. Featuring a rooftop community 
garden, three rain water collectors and a very skinny beer 
hall. An unfolding facade welcomes pedestrians inside, 
perhaps for a beer or as a shortcut to the hillside beach.
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>
Fig 1.31 Tessellated typologies #2:
Collective dwelling.
Live <> Work< > Play  Dialogues.
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Fig 1.32 Phase two:
Isometric view of the Port Chalmers transport hub. 
Linking locals and visitor to the Beach Street boardwalk 
via either elevator or a walk/bike up the zig-zag track. 
Reinforcing the township’s connections to the greater 
region of Otago.
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>
Fig 1.33  Tessellated typologies #3:
Coupled dualities.
Public/Public + Public/Private + Private/Private Dialogues.
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Fig 1.34 Phase Three:
Isometric view of the plateau: A general store, a 
pharmacy, a cafe and perfect place for a picnic. Take in 
the magnificent view or grab some shade on a curving 
bench seat.
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>
Fig 1.35 Tessellated typologies #4:
Vertical dualities.
Intersecting dialogues of Import/Export + Produce/Trade 
+ Teach/Learn, Live/Work.
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Fig 1.36 Phase Four
Isometric view of the Port Chalmers commons. Here 
you’ll find students, retirees, artists, musicians, engineers, 
boat makers, electricians, botanists, parents, children, 
grandparents, the lot. If you’re passing through grab some 
fish and chips or visit the Hotere Gallery.
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>
Fig 1.37 Tesselated typologies #5:
Hybridised Collective/Commons
Live + Work + Teach, Work + Entertain + Grow, Learn + 
Live + Sell, etc.
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Fig 1.38 Phase five.
Isometric view of the proposed Port Chalmers hillside 
beach, swimming pools and piers. Jump in the pool,take 
in the view, stroll up the embedded path to the hotere 
sculpture park/Constitution Street and/or wander south 
to the outdoor amphitheatre.
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<
Fig 1.39 Cross Section BB
Cut through Port Chalmers Commons. Detailing live/work 
+ public/private hybridised dialogues. Live/Work/Teach/
Learn/Eat/Sleep/Play/Grow.

2

5

10

1.BEDROOM
2.BATHROOM
3.LIVING ROOM
4.CIRCULATION CORE TO BEACH ST BOARDWALK
5. SEMI-PUBLIC TERRACE + COMMUNITY GARDEN
6. HOTERE GALLERY
7.PUBLIC BEACH ST BOARDWALK GARDENS
8.LIVE/WORK ARTIST STUDIO AND GALLERY SPACE
9. BEACH STREET BOARDWALK
10. LIVE/WORK STUDIO UNIT
11. SEMI-PUBLIC BALCONY/CIRCULATION SPACE
12. PORT OTAGO
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^
Left to Right
Fig 1.40 Cross-sectional diagrams of Port Chalmers 
Commons: Living spaces, a live work unit, living space 
with an accessible route via ramps and elevator, semi-
public spaces, public spaces, commercial space.
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Fig 1.41 Cross Section CC 
Through Port Chalmers Hillside Beach Public spaces are 
formed as a collective embedded architecture within 
the landscape that offer layers upon layers of cultural, 
social, political + ecological spatial events and movement 
patterns.

1. FLAGSTAFF POINT LOOKOUT
2.1BD ACCESSIBLE APARTMENT
3.2BD ACCESSIBLE APARTMENT
4.1BD ACCESSIBLE STUDIO
5.3BD ACCESSIBLE APARTMENT
6.ELEVATOR/CIRCULATION CORE 
7.1BD LIVE/WORK UNIT
8. FISH + CHIP SHOP
9. BEACH CAFE
10.ACCESS TO HOTERE SCULPTURE PARK 
      + CONSTITUTION ST
11.SWIMMING POOLS
12. SHOWERS /CHANGING ROOMS
13. HILLSIDE SURF LIFE SAVERS
14. ACCESS TO OUTDOOR AMPHITHEATRE + BEACH
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>

Figure 1.42-1.43
Diagramming the dialogues between public and private 
architectural responses to the Beach Street Boardwalk.
The hillside terrain primarily dictates the negotiation 
of public/private spaces and the connections that are 
formed between.

CC

CC
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>
Fig 1.44 A birds-eye view.
By night the edge comes alive - A string of glowing 
beacons between the port and the township.



101



102

OPUS OPPIDUM: A PROJECT FOR THE RURBAN CENTRE

>
Fig 1.45 Perspective view.
Approaching the Port Chalmers Commons by night from 
the transport hub. Ahead is the Hotere Gallery with 
apartments above.
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>
Fig 1.46 Perspective view.
Looking along the edge, back into the centre of Port 
Chalmers from the fish + chip shop by night. 
The edge is alive.
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>
Fig 1.47 Perspective view.
Approaching the Port Chalmers Commons from the hillside 
beach at night. It’s late and the town is asleep, but the edge has 
a constant hum as it lies between the non-stop activity of the 
port and the sleeping town behind. A place of continuous flux.



107



108

Fig 1.48  Roof plan: ‘A possible edge’

Fig 1.49  North Elevation: ‘A possible edge’

Fig 1.50  Cross Section AA: 
                   Proposed Transport Hub

Fig 1.51  Plan: Beach Street Boardwalk
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The purpose of this chapter is to illuminate 
current literature and practice in both 
theorising and contextualising the key aims 
and propositions of this thesis. The theoretical 
framework of this investigation aims to 
activate a local architectural discourse on the 
power and potential of architecture’s critical 
role as a catalyst for change in the non-city. 
This chapter briefly outlines recent theories 
and discussions concerning the power of 
architecture within contemporary urban design 
and theory. These precedents were drawn 
from and relate to the site specific proposal 
for Port Chalmers. Primarily the argument 
is for critical urban tactics explored through 
strategies of architectural form and landscape 
field. These tactics are applied within the rural/
urban conditions of this investigation, towards 
facilitating an emerging regional prosperity, 
within the New Zealand context.
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Towards a critical rurbanism
as architecture’s project

Chapter Two
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TOWARDS A CRITICAL RURBANISM

Architecture and  the ‘Urban’ ?

“I’ll begin with the following hypothesis: 
Society has been completely urbanized”
 Henri Lefebvre, La Révolution Urbaine (19170)1

In much of the literature that is referred to today, 
concerning urbanisation and the future of the ‘city’, it 
is claimed that over 50% of the worlds population is 
‘urban’ with the remaining being ‘rural’, as measured 
by the united nations.2 This is where the first 
problem is found. To what measures do we define 
a landscape as being urban or rural and how does 
this differentiate between global regions and within 
urban studies? Historically in practice the concern 
for the urban has resulted in an academic obsession 
and pursuit for the city as architecture’s project.3 

In the early 20th century, urban studies became a 
specific intellectual endeavour across a range of 
disciplines within the social sciences, collectively 
promoting potent theories explaining the trends 
and possible future of the urban realm.4 Most of said 
theories resulted in enchantingly shallow models. 
Their unavailing ‘paradigmatic pervasiveness’ 
deflected away an analysis of “the full diversity 
of urban forms, generating instead a series of 
unproductive debates regarding the intellectual 
significance of particular cities”. 5

More specifically, the city being at the centre - in 
terms of the where and the what for social science 
disciplines (including architecture) – has for centuries 
been enveloped by a vast array of ambiguities 
curtailing the primary ventures of urban studies.6

No longer is it appropriate to understand the ‘urban’ 
as an ideology of a simple dualism resulting in a 
catalogue of fixed or rigid dichotomies, or binary 
logic i.e. urban – rural, city-town. Urban  studies 
finds itself strapped to simplistic summons of urban 
design theory concerned only with ‘the city’, much 
of the work remaining too diluted, uncritical and 
unusable. 

1 (Lefebvre, Bononno and Smith 1)
2(Brenner, Urban theory without an outside, 11)
3 (Arabindoo 2014, 48?)
4 Ibid
5 (Brenner, Stereotypes, Archetypes and Prototypes: Three uses 
of Superlatives in Contemporary Urban Studies  206)
6 (Arabindoo Urban Design in the realm of urban studies 48)
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In response to the persistent disciplinary 
consensus that the urban problematique is 
found at the core of cities – i.e. A landscape 
and settlement type forming a distinctive 
binary to the non-city (suburban, peri-
urban, rural etc.), Brenner and the likes of 
Hillary Angelo and David Wachsmuth reveal 
the larger, somewhat latent entanglement 
requiring our attention. Effectively, the 
epistemology of urban studies has, until now, 
been singularly portrayed as a ‘methodological 
cityism’.8 This cityism is deeply entrenched 
within the discipline’s understanding of ‘ the 
urban’, naturalising the study and knowledge 
of the urban to be of cities and their urban 
processes, where the non-city may be also 
be important, if not more so. 

The primary proposition of critical urban 
theory is to understand first and foremost 
that urbanization, the fashionable and 
demanding topic at the forefront of 
architectural discipline and many others, 
consists of highly differentiated processes 
across different landscapes, geographies and 
contexts. There are many different urban 
processes being produced and hence our 
understanding of the urban can no longer 
remain a cityism, or of a singular nature.9

8 (Brenner, Urban theory without an outside, 15) 
9 See Neil Brenner’s theses on Urbanization 

Recent theory has emerged within critical urban 
studies promoting an alternative understanding and 
critique of the urban, and the relationship found 
between urban studies and urban design. Neil 
Brenner, a ‘critical urban theorist’, can be found at 
the forefront of the discussion, building platforms for 
the (re)engagement of the architectural profession 
and its urban role. Brenner attests that despite all 
the revolutions and diversities of methodology, 
political orientation and analytical focuses of the 
20th century that have approached the question 
of the urban; the entity we all know as ‘the city’ has 
been the dominant site for disciplinary pedagogy 
and practice.7

Architecture + the Non-City

From the metropolis to the megalopolis to the 
regional cities and so on, both the qualitative and 
quantitative research performed over the years has 
been drawn from “city-like” socio-spatial landscapes. 
Major ideological shifts from the radical political 
economists of the 1970’s through to recent forays 
in the neoliberal city are limited in their application 
to the context in which they were drawn from. 
Whatever the methodological, ideological or 
political agenda, the urban question has either; 
1. Documented ‘city-like settlement across larger 
territories’ or 2. Employed precursor terminology – 
for example neoliberal, global, neo etc. – in carving 
the terrain for research as the presumed social, 
political and spatial form: ‘The city’.

7 (Brenner, Stereotypes, Urban theory without an outside 4)
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The notion of urban and how it is defined 
is typically empirically driven and rests on 
early 20th century pragmatics lead by Davis 
Kingsley, utilized as a definitive analytical tool 
for research by global corporation such as 
the UN. This is the idea that a settlement 
with 21,000 occupants is urban however a 
settlement of 19,000 is not and instead rural.10 
This  loose and dated definition presupposes 
an over arching notion of the urban which we 
all engage with in our current practice. Equally 
homogenized is the notion of the rural, based 
on the assumption that the non-rural realm 
is basically separate from ‘cities’ and the way 
in which the built environment is formed.11

How can we know where the urban ends 
and the rural begins? What does it even 
look like? How do we begin to consider the 
non-city or non-urban? Brenner proposes, 
rooted in Lefebvrian theory, that we need  
to throw out the idea of the urban as a 
unit of measurement or settlement scope, 
so that we might understand the urban as 
an “ongoing sociospatial transformation”.12 
In doing so, the assumed divide between 
urban and non-urban is eliminated and 
the non-urban then becomes internalized 
within the theory of urbanisation.13 Urban 
theory can then be “without an outside” and 
hence our understanding of the processes 
and transformations of urbanisation will 
include both the growth and expansion of 
cities as well as the ‘operational landscapes’ 
that support these urban centres.14 A notion 

10  (Kingsley 435)
11 (Brenner, Urban theory without an outside 2013)
12 Ibid
13 Ibid
14 (Brenner, Urban theory without an outside, 26)

coined as ‘planetary urbanization’, defined as an 
uneven dispersal of spatial development varied 
between territories and contexts.15 Not singular 
urban totality and density.

In context:

In New Zealand the state has made some attempt 
to provide more detailed specificity to the types of 
settlements there are by providing sub-categories 
to the rural-urban divide. Urban settlements range 
from minor to major urban centres whilst the rural 
areas are assessed based on an intensity of ‘urban 
influence’. Whilst this definition provides a definitive 
structure for statistical purposes the definitions 
themselves do not help us understand how a 
place might be urbanized, or how the processes of 
urbanization may occur at one time. Consequently 
distinguishing between rural and urban centres 
is a difficult task and an unproductive way of 
understanding urbanisation within the greater 
context of New Zealand and the specific contexts 
of each settlement

For example, Port Chalmers is defined as being 
‘majorly urban’. This is due to the township being 
absorbed as a ‘suburb’ of the greater city of Dunedin 
which is more convincingly a major urban centre. 
One would argue Port Chalmers as an independent  
rural centre with a high level of urban influence. This 
is exhibited in the hybrid landscape formed by the 
major urban functions of Port Otago clashing with 
the rural township, its history and its economies. 
This hybrid is formed and operates at a local, 
regional and national scale - caused by a process of 

15 This does not insinuate a singular totality of urban form but 
the urban as territories of unbalanced urban processes and out-
comes. See Neil Brenner’s text on operational landscapes.
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urbanisation that is a direct outcome of capitalist 
industrialization of rural landscapes in support of the 
greater economic goals fuelled by globalization at 
a national level. It is these processes that threaten 
to destroy significant rural settlements such as Port 
Chalmers and consequently the regions they form.

Fig 2.0  Statistics NZ diagram of rural-urban   
 landscape definitions
Fig 2.1 Statistics NZ map coarsely defining rural-  
 urban settlements.

Dunedin

Alexandra

Queenstown
Cromwell

Milton

Arrowtown

Balclutha

Wanaka

Oamaru

Urban/Rural Profile Categories: Otago Region

Source: Statistics New Zealand,
Census of Population and Dwellings, 2001

Rural area with moderate urban influence

Major river
Major road
State highway

Rural area with low urban influence

Highly rural/remote area

Main urban area

Satellite urban community

Independent urban community

Rural area with high urban influence
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A project for Architecture

So what does this mean for the practice of 
architecture and design-led research?
First and foremost, we must reevaluate the way we 
approach design research and utilize the knowledge 
yielded before us. In light of the spatial shifts 
occurring in critical urban theory of the 21st century, 
can our historical understanding of the urban and 
our love affair with ‘the city’ be built upon, or re-
framed? Can architecture’s critical role emerge 
within operational landscapes or non-cities, and 
regional urban design?

This research aims to shift from what we have 
once known as the city, to now be concentrated, 
‘planetary’ urbanisations, or moments of 
‘implosions’.16 Thus, the urban will embrace the 
extended forms of urbanisations which include the 
rural, countryside, the city and their hybrids. New 
critical theory provides a widened lens to which 
we might begin to understand our landscapes 
and settlements, re-framing and transforming the 
foundations from which we practice and perform 
design research. We occupy landscape and 
territories that are heterogeneous outcomes of the 
varied processes of urbanization, hence   we must 
begin to visualize, analyse, design and 
communicate through this exploded 
lens and revised notion of the urban.

If we do not there is a danger that in continuing binary 
urban practices inherited from the 20th century, 
we will create built landscapes that accelerate the 
processes of capitalist venture and hence promote 
further the inequalities found between operational 
landscapes and agglomerated urban centres that 
are emerging today. 17

Within the discipline of architecture, the revised 
notion of urban and non-city are not new to 
discussion, but it is only beginning to be deployed 

16 (Lefebvre, Bononno and Smith 27 )
17 (Brenner, Urban theory without an outside 2013)

Interview by Dezeen, 
Monday, November 25, 2013https://imeo.
com/80267224
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within practice and design-led research. The GSD 
at Harvard, home to the Urban theory lab run by 
Neil Brenner,  has in the last year drawn significant 
practitioners, such as Rem Koolhaas to participate 
in activating the discussion into academia and 
practice.18

Led by questions and propositions such as; “What 
about the countryside?”; Or in the words of Koolhaas, 
“It’s cliché that everybody is living in the city”.19 The 
university is actively seeking ways of redefining and 
readjusting the linguistic relationship the discipline 
has with the urban and the non-urban in uncovering 
new methods of practice.

This research thus puts forward the following 
discussion of field and form  to elucidate tactics, 
methods, strategies and tools for design-led research 
to be used within an ‘operational  landscape’, or the 
non-city.

The ambition is to draw upon the rich disciplinary 
knowledge we already have, to reflect upon examples 
of what might facilitate a role for architecture within 
and upon the non-city and deploy these within the 
site specific application of Port Chalmers, towards 
regional development and prosperity.

18  (Koolhaas 2015)
19 Ibid 
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Fig 2.2  
Peter Eisenman’s and Jacques Derrida’s pivotal proposal 
for Parc de la Villette. 

The following section aims to discuss the critical 
role of architectural in its collective formal 
manifestation as an urbanism, probed and 
explored through the works and critical practice 
of Bernard Tschumi and Pier Vittorio Aureli.

Architecture 
+

Form
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Architecture, form 

Recent contemporary architectural discourse has 
centred around architecture’s persistent neglect 
for the city and the need for the discipline to 
respond and perform accordingly to the rapid 
urbanisation forces at play.1 The city continues to be 
an important point of reference for the discipline as 
it is deemed to provide “constraints that architects 
can take advantage of. Whether they are physical, 
geographical, legal or social”. Both architects 
discussed in this section position their work within 
the context of the city, responding through the 
power of architectural form that either engages or 
resists the forces of urbanisation at play.

Tschumi promotes architectural form as a device 
both conceived of the city and an activator of the 
city. He sees the need for architectural forms that 
“transform these negative factors (of the urban), and 
use them productively, turning them into positive 
forces for the evolution of the city.”2

Aureli’s formal approach is fundamentally 
political, manifesting as singular forms of the 
absolute and of resistance. “The city emerges as 
a locus of a permanent political conflict of which 
architectural form is one of the most extreme and 
radical manifestations.”3 Thus, the manifestation 
of the city only occurs out of “a political state of 
exceptions”, in which the urban typologies worthy 
of construction are presented as singular, absolute 
forms of resistance that obtain a primary status in 
reforming the urban condition.4

Theses two distinct formal approaches can be 
understood as either generative or absolute 
techniques, deeply positioned within the context 
of the city. 

This section is therefore a discussion of these 
opposing formal techniques  and the tensional space 
found between them. Set within the context of the 

1   (Eisenschmidt, Importing the City into Architecture:   
      An interview with Bernard Tschumi 131)
2  Ibid
3   (P. V. Aureli, The City as a Project, 33 )
4   Ibid

and the non-city
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city, the precedents establish a formal approach, 
specifically in response to the social and political 
characteristics of the non-city, and the rurban centre 
that this thesis is concerned with. 

The purpose of the design-led research is not to 
abandon the city, but to extend architecture’s role 
beyond the city to the landscapes that support 
our cities and regions. The city and the non-city 
are deeply connected to one another. Common 
discourse attributes global urbanisation to the 
cities however this is a misconception, it is the non-
city where these forces are most active and it is the 
relationship between the city and the non-city that 
these forces can be found to be most active. 

Ultimately, this is an argument  for a form of critical 
architectural resistance to the attractive forces 
of the city. This discussion defines one part of a 
theoretical framework and set of methods that 
extend architecture’s critical role to exist both in the 
city and the non-city and therefore, elucidate formal 
strategies for architecture’s engagement within the 
rurban context of Port Chalmers. 
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^
Left to right
Fig 2.3 Birds-eye view of the Follies at Parc de la   
                Villette
Fig 2.4 People picnic amongst the follies, an exchange  
                   of event and movement.

Fig 2.5 Approaching a folly connecting to the footbridge.
Fig 2.6 Under a canopy at Parc de la Villette
Fig 2.7 Follies house concert goers at la Villlette
Fig 2.8 Axonometric drawing for the grid proposal
Fig 2.9 Northern view of Figure 2.6
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“There is no architecture without the 
city and no city without architecture”5

Particularly within the work of Parc de la Villette 
[1982-97], the Manhattan Transcripts [1976- 81] 
and Bridge city for the Swiss city for Lausanne 
[1988], Bernard Tschumi’s fascination with the 
city show a plethora of techniques for the formal 
engagement of architecture and the urban realm.

The earlier of his work, the Manhattan transcripts, 
was motivated to find another way of looking at 
architecture, in the context of the city, a place 
deeply influenced by ‘space, event, and movement’.6 
Tschumi describes his investigation as being less 
about the buildings and more about the ‘urban space’ 
upon which we act and relate to. Engaging with the 
city in this way removed a contextual dimension 
from the work as he searched for an “abstraction 
of  movement, event and space.”7

What the transcripts revealed was an understanding 
of the body and space and the temporal, 
tridimensional qualities of the urban. This was 
manifested in the work of La Villette. At the site of 
La Villette, architectural form is treated as a layering, 
juxtaposition and collision of parts. The treatment 
of form establishes a system of ‘disjuncture’, and 
a continuous dialogue between the architecture 
and the different moments within the site, resulting 
in tensions found within the spaces between. The 
architecture is alive between the temporal, physical, 
historical and functional moments of the urban 
realm. Forms activate space between the events 
that occur within the different structures. In this 
sense Tschumi describes this activation of space 
as a ‘generated energy’ which creates a field of 
magnetism’ 8 

5  (Tschumi 1994)
6  (Eisenschmidt, Importing the City into Architecture: An inter
      view with Bernard Tschumi, 132)
7   Ibid
8   Ibid

Tschumi + Form
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Building upon these tactics, The Bridge City project 
for Lausanne operates at a much larger scale as a 
dynamic infrastructure. The city of Lausanne is 
not conceived as a canvas for an autonomous 
object but a land of ‘horizontal and vertical fields, 
the infrastructure is then “an architecture in the 
expanding field”, a provider of programmatic 
collisions.

The skeletal combination of glass, steel, mesh and 
concrete, choreograph real life movement vectors 
of the pedestrians into solid lines of desire.12 The 
project is deemed incredibly successful due to 
the sensitivity given to the position of structures 
only where the site demands.13 The collage at a 
new horizontal datum and the thrusting vertical 
structures re-frame the mountainous landscape, 
giving form to the city’s trajectories, “a stage that 
sets off the everyday dance of people living in 
Lausanne’s Z dimension”.14

As exemplified amongst the rich array of Tschumi’s 
projects and inquiries, architectural form  is at 
once an accelerator and transformative device of 
the urban forces and phenomena found within the 
city. Form is here a generative element that lives 
and responds to its context. This formal approach 
must be examined within the context of  the non-
city, most specifically for its possible function of 
transforming the rurban context of Port Chalmers 
towards regional prosperity.

12 (Giovannini 76-79)
13  Ibid
14  Ibid

In the case of La Villette, an activation of 
space was achieved in establishing a formal 
opposition to what already surrounded and 
existed within the site, an anti-contextual 
engagement of form deployed through “an 
abstract mediation” between the site and the 
project’s “programme’.9 This resulted in the 
arrangement of folies across a point-grid that 
served as both a common denominator and a 
field for the folies to act within and between 
space, event, and movement.10

Architectural form in this way presents the 
building as a small city, and the city a piece 
of architecture. Recalling the ambitions of 
critical-theory, one may then argue that the 
building may be a small piece of non-city and 
the non-city a small piece of architecture. 
The architecture is not in opposition of the 
transformative dimension of the urban but 
an element which acts within it, never static, 
maintaining a continuous dialogue between 
the built and the non-built.

Tschumi suggest that ‘Architectural-form’ is 
never a starting point, always a result found 
through ‘concept-form’. This formal process  
allows the ideas, hunches, propositions and 
questions to be explored within the abstract 
so that architectural form may be realised 
through a critical intent which channels 
the multiplicity of what is found between 
architecture and the urban.11 

9   (Kaye 46)
10  Ibid
11 Ibid
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^ Top
Fig 2.10 Physical model of Lausanne bridge proposal by  
                   Bernard Tschumi Architects

Bottom
Fig 2.11 Drawing communicating trajectories and lines  
                   of desire solidified by the urban infrastructure.
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^ Top
Fig 2.12 ‘Ramones’ Dogma’s project’.

Bottom
Fig 2.13 Perspective of proposed Dogma’s bridge.
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The work of Pier Vittorio Aureli and his studio 
‘DOGMA’ is significant for their argument towards 
Architecture’s critical engagement, within ‘the urban’ 
and the city, as a formal resistance of urbanisation 
– the architecture of the absolute.

His most recent and seminal text ‘The possibility 
of an absolute architecture‘ (2011), defines the city 
(and architecture too) as fundamentally, a political 
phenomenon.15 In realising a critical architecture of 
the city, each project or form must be “at once an act 
of radical autonomy from, and a radical engagement 
with the forces that characterized the urbanization 
of cities”.16 Aureli draws upon the Ancient Greek 
city settlements – ‘the polis’- an idea of the city as 
articulated by the ‘urban archipelago’. This model 
of the urban is principally defined by a network of 
architectural islands, distinctly separate each island 
its own heterotopia specific to its location within the 
urban realm - both conceived from and resistant to 
the forces of the city at play. 17 

A connection can be made here to the work of Rem 
Koolhaas in ‘The City of the Captive Globe ‘ 1972.18 
The urban grid is the sea and the building plots are 
islands.19 Each island represents the differing values 
forged by the sea’s urban forces.20  The building is 
thus not just simply a building, but a ‘miniature 
city’ itself.21 Aureli argues however that Koolhaas’ 
city is “not really that of an island”, on the basis of 
the urban paradigm that the islands of the city are 
meant to oppose one another and thus, bound 
by the dialectical principle that something is only 
“united by being separated”.22 Koolhaas’ difference 
is achieved not via the formal absolute but through 
the architecture’s infinite ability to vary and unfold 
without changing the general principle. 

15  (Aureli 2011)
16  (Aureli 2011, xii)
17  See Michel Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Hetero-  
         topias’.
18  See Rem Koolhaas ‘Delirious New York: Retroactive   
      Manifesto for Manhattan for more on The City of the Captive  
      Globe .
19  (Aureli, Toward the Archipelago 104)
20  Ibid
21  (Aureli, Toward the Archipelago 106)
22  (Aureli, The possibility of an absolute architecture, 25) See  
         also Oswald Mathias Ungers ‘The City in the City – Berlin: A 
         Green Archipelago’ for more on the urban archipelago para-
          digm.
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Aureli + Form

(Aureli, Possibility of an Absolute 
Architecture, 10)
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singular form in the shape of a pure bridge (Fig 1.12-
1.13). As a non-figurative architecture it exists simply 
for a tension with nature, between its autonomous 
urban form and the vast open space of the Taichung 
Park, “a tension that the project is destined never 
to resolve but rather to sustain”.28 Its simplicity and 
pureness is archetypal in nature, avoiding at all costs 
to accept the ecological forces that surround it. The 
project achieves its power and potency only through 
its mega-scale as a singular finite island, floating 
rigidly within the vast urban sea. The bridge “is what 
it does”, wherein lies the possibility for an absolute 
architecture as a critical engagement within the city, 
and the urban. 29

Stop city is much larger in scale, a fundamental 
theme to the project of the absolute. The project 
can be understood as a continuation of Archizoom’s 
significant project No-Stop City, a critique of 
the capitalist city as a vast field of homogenous 
urbanisation during the 1970’s.30

Stop city consists of a literal monumental border of 
the city, forming an ’absolute limit’ and thus revealing 
the very form of the city (Fig 1.15). 31 The ‘limit ‘is 
formed by 8 enormous concrete slabs each 500m 
high by 500m wide by twenty-five metres thick, 
containing a city of exactly 500,000 inhabitants. 
Each slab is defined as an “Immeuble Cité” or “a city 
within a city”, not by a character that internalizes 
any specific programme, but by the architecture’s 
ability to support the multitude of agglomerated 
programs within the city it forms. 32

28   (Masrigli 117)
29   (Aureli and Tattara)
30  (Aureli and Tattara, Stop City by Dogma) See also Andrea 
         Branzi, No-Stop City (Paris: Editions HYX, 2006) 
31  Ibid
32 Ibid

Koolhaas’ city thus operates as more of 
an enclave rather than an island, strictly 
dependent on the circulation and accessibility 
of the city and compensated for by the ‘image’ 
and the iconography of the architecture itself. 
23

Koolhaas’ enclave is a direct consequence 
of capitalist accumulation rather than an 
architecture of resistance to the capital.24 
Koolhaas’ archipelago fuels Aureli’s argument 
for an architecture that “drastically counters 
the very idea of urbanization” rendered 
through the political and the formal rather 
than continuing to embody urbanisation.25 
The island notion of Aureli’s absolute 
architecture is quintessentially a political 
dichotomy between ‘form’ and ‘city’. Aureli 
states “the city is always the result of political 
intention, often in the form of specific 
architectural projects”.26 

Looking to the projects of Dogma, two 
in particular; ‘Ramones’ and ‘Stop City’, 
exhibit Aureli’s “extremist attitude” and 
“deliberate autism” in each project as his 
thesis is formalised.27 Each proposal is densely 
concentrated in re-articulating architecture’s 
critical role in the city through political 
autonomous form.

‘Ramones’ was submitted in 2001 for the 
Taichung Gateway Park in  Taiwan; a striking 

23  (Aureli, Toward the Archipelago 107)
24  Ibid
25  Ibid
26  (Aureli, The City as a Project 352)
27  (Gallanti 69)
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It is a proposal for a city which does not hold 
architecture but is framed by architectural form. 
Altogether  a pursuit of an architecture free from 
image, style and useless new forms born out of 
capitalist urbanization - an absolute architecture 
freed from itself – “it is the form of the city”.33

“The possibility of an absolute 
architecture is thus both the 
possibility of making the city and 
also the possibility of understanding 
the city and its opposing force – 
urbanisation – through the very finite 
nature of architectural form”. 34

33 Ibid
34 (Aureli, The possibility of an absolute architecture, xiv) ^

Fig 2.14 DOGMA’s proposal for Stop City.
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The theoretical approaches, methods and 
techniques presented through the discussion of 
architectural form - as generative or resistant devices 
within the urban context - has unpacked a wealth 
of methods and ideologies in forming architecture’s 
critical role and approach for the non-city. The work 
of Tschumi and Aureli presents distinctly different 
formal approaches to, and understandings of, ‘the 
urban’. The task of the research is then to both 
interpret and engage these opposing techniques 
within the context of the non-city , specifically in 
the township of Port Chalmers. The intention is 
to speculate a critical rurbanism towards regional 
prosperity, elucidating what architecture might do 
in the non-city.

Neither of the two formal strategies discussed are 
assumed to rank higher than the other due to the 
fundamentally opposing roles within the urban 
context and perceived potential of the architectural 
form. Form is explored through the contradictions 
and the tensions space found between these two, 
so that site-specific formal outcomes are conceived 
from a practice that understands the urban context 
it is engaging with. The role of architectural form 
and its urban potential is forever up for debate 
and it only seems timely that the critical role of 
architectural ‘form’ is probed and questioned within 
this new understanding of the Urban, and context 
for concern- the non-city. 

The research  assumes a task of conceiving a formal 
approach that is absolutely generative, in reaching a 
critical architecture that simultaneously resists and 
engages within the rurban context that this thesis is 
most concerned with.

Mediating form
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^
Fig 2.15 Towards a tensional formal approach for the 
tensional hybridised contexts of engagement in the 
non-city.
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The following section discusses landscape urbanism 
as a theoretical framework for the engagement of 
architecture within an interdisciplinary intersection 
of ‘field’. Following this, the work of Rural Urban 
Framework and Enric Miralles seeks to elucidate the 
concepts and practices discussed through landscape 
urbanism theory in siting architectures critical role 
within the contemporary urban realm of the non-
city, to ultimately afford and promote architecture’s 
role towards regional prosperity upon and through a 
hybrid rurban context.

Architecture + Field

<
Fig 2.16 Taking Measures across American landscapes   
-James Corner 1996
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Architecture + Field

“Ecology and landscape are useful, 
because unlike the architectural 
object, they escape definitive control 
or closure; instead they address the 
complexity of loosely structured 
organizations that grow and change 
with time.”35

In recent years Landscape design and its disciplinary 
knowledge has been commanded in the wake of 21st 
century tourism growth, a rise in global ecological 
awareness, the increase in regional needs of retaining 
a sense of identity and purpose, and in response 
to the impacts upon rural areas due to rapid urban 
growth and migration. 36 Here the term ‘Landscape’ 
can be understood to act with/in the ‘urban’ in a 
range of different ways; firstly as a genre of cultural 
production, secondly as mode for human perception 
and individual experience, and thirdly as a medium 
for design within the urban realm, i.e both the 
empirical definition and where urbanization takes 
place.37

Therefore, upon engaging architecture within 
this theoretical framework, we must at once act, 
learn and produce through an understanding of 
‘Landscape’ and ‘Ecologies’.

Secondly, if urbanism or the ‘urban’ is to be 
understood in its contemporary definition then we 
can consider Landscape urbanism as the following:

The promise of Landscape urbanism is the 
development of a space-time ecology that treats 
all forces and agents working in the urban field 
and considers them as continuous networks of 
interrelationship.38 James Corner’s seminal essay 
‘Terra Fluxus’ describes the practice of Landscape 
urbanism as consisting of the four following themes; 
processes over time, the staging of surfaces, the 
operational or working method and the imaginary.39

35  (Allen and Corner 16)
36  (Corner, Terra Fluxus 305)
37  (Waldheim 2016)
38  Ibid
39   (Corner Terra Fluxus) See essay for a detailed explanation of 
        each theme.

(Waldheim 2)
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At first we recognize that the forces of urbanisation 
move much faster and stronger than its counterpart- 
the spatial forms - in shaping the environment and 
the consequent relationships found throughout the 
urban realm.40 The emphasis is then shifted  (so as 
not to divorce spatial form from urban processes), 
to building a dialectical discernment between the 
spatial form and the urban processes which shape 
and move space.41 Building upon this, David Harvey 
attests that if we are to project new ‘urbanisms’ or 
possibilities we must draw less from object form and 
derive more from an understanding of the social, 
political ,ecological, and economic processes that 
shift and change through space and time.42 

Between the four themes Corner promotes a 
method of practice conceived  deep within the 
larger matrix or ‘field’. An ecological lens helps us 
to understand that space is shaped by individual 
actors that produce permanent, temporal and 
incremental effects that shape the operational field 
or environment they act within. He calls for new 
radical methods and representational techniques, 
so that these processes may be better represented 
and understood beyond the cartographic paradigm 
of the 20th century.43 

Upon producing and reading surfaces Corner 
suggests that we must first understand surface as 
urban infrastructure, a matrix of surfaces through all 
scales, states and geometries. Unlike architecture, 
urban infrastructure “sows the seeds” of “future 
possibility”, a multi- dimensional, strategic, spatial 
element that privileges ‘means-over ends’ rather 

40  Ibid
41  Ibid
42 (Harvey 2008)
43  Ibid

than “compositional design”.44 The most 
paramount of Corner’s themes is the power of 
the “collective imagination”.45 The processes 
of landscape urbanism are both first and 
last an “imaginative project’.46 Our creative 
endeavour as practitioners must be driven 
by an imagination permeated and galvanized 
by our experiences of the physical world, 
“a speculative thickening of the world of 
possibilities”.47

The paradoxical relationship found 
between landscape and our contemporary 
understanding of ‘urbanism’ must be 
maintained to avoid the naïve phenomenal 
understanding of environment, and the 
unimaginative regional urban design methods 
of the 20th century. The union of landscape 
and the ‘urban’ insures territories of all scales 
with new systematic workings and modes of 
understanding. Simultaneously however, the 
oddities of both landscape and the urban 
acknowledge intimacy, difference and the 
physical always found throughout the entire 
breadth and depth of the field.

44  (Corner, Terra Fluxus 316)
45  Ibid 
46  Ibid
47  Ibid
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Rural Urban Framework is a young design research 
collaborative, led by assistant professors John 
Lin and Joshua Bolchover, operating out of the 
University of Hong Kong. The duo recently published 
‘Rural Urban Framework: Transforming the Chinese 
countryside’ (2014), a text which details an extensive 
body of work performed throughout a long list of 
‘rural’ villages in China. 

China lives in an age of advance urbanization passing 
through all regions and territories of the country in 
some shape or form. The work of RUF responds to 
the urban age we find ourselves embedded within, 
with a belief that the “future course is intertwined 
with the fate of the rural”.48

The research started as journey which led them 
8 hours across the Chinese landscape for a single 
project. What was revealed was not just a village at 
the end, but a diverse landscape of villages in the 
middle of transformation. The once clear distinction 
between rural and urban, now obsolete in the 
face of urbanization processes that have blurred 
and warped their distinction. Quickly they began 
to document the diverse settlements “observing 
collisions, paradoxes, abandonment, synergies, and 
contestation”.49 Over the course of 6 years RUF have 
managed to categorise each village they passed 
through to sit within five distinct urban categories, 
unique and specific to the landscape of China; Urban 
Village, Factory Village, Suburban Village, Contested 
Village and Rural Village.

RUF describe the Chinese context as an “ideal 
laboratory” for performing design research amongst 
these emergent village conditions.50 Each village 
had originated from an individual homogenous 
type, primarily used for farming (sometimes 
for over 300 years) but now operating as hybrid 
landscapes carrying massive infrastructure. This is 
not urbanisation in the conventional understanding 

48  (Bolchover and Lin 4)
49  (Bolchover and Lin 7)
50  Ibid

Rural Urban Framework + 
Field
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^ Left
Fig 2.17 Qinmo Village Community Centre + demonstra-
tion eco-farm.

^Right
Fig 2.18 Qinmo Village Primary School as a part of the 
incremental development

of mass migration to urban centres but rather, this 
process is tied directly to its origins as rural land. The 
rural is in fact the active agent in the ever-evolving 
process of urban transformation.

This context and the projects RUF pursue in their 
design research serves as a perfect parallel for 
the New Zealand condition; once a network of 
homogenous colonial settlements, we too have 
experienced major transformation in the last 50 
years.51 New Zealand’s economy was derived from 
its resource rich, rural landscape, a source that lead 
to a technological, political and economic process 
of urbanisation, shifting us from an economy lead 
by agriculture, to a country led by a service sector 
of highly skilled people.52 The result is an uneven 
spatial disbursement of urban development across 
our regions, forming the hybrid ‘rurban’ landscapes 
that this thesis is most concerned with 53.

Central to their design-led approach, across all 
projects, RUF limit their time spent on mapping 
the change and decay and privilege the ecology of 
each specific village. Speculation of architecture’s 
ability to offer a solution occurs instantly through 
the mediation of all actors and forces that move 
through each particular site. 

51  (Carolyn and Morrow 78)
52  (Eaqub 49) 
53  A third of all jobs were in the primary sector (i.e 
Agriculture,fishing, mining) at 1990 but has now dwindled to less 
than 10%. Land exports remain at 50% of all export. The deduc-
tion in jobs but the maintenance in high export is representative 
of global urbanisation forces at play. (Eaqub 48)

The architecture intends to simultaneously 
leverage from the live and forecasted social, 
cultural, historical, ecological, economical 
and political conditions of each village, an 
often contradictory and paradoxical mix of 
forces at play.

Chinese policy concerning land development 
and a high level of democracy within each 
village forms the foundation and direction 
for each investigation. An emphasis 
is placed on the “life” of each project, 
demanding a fundamental understanding 
that architecture’s responsibility, at the very 
least, is to be of and for the village, ensuring 
flexibility for the future transformations 
that may or will occur.54 Each project is then 
designed with the goal of robustness and 
adaptability within the rapidly changing 
context of each specific site.55 

Two projects of RUF within two of the village 
categories they have unearthed, serve as an 
important precedent for the discussion of 
Architecture and its critical role within the 
non-city and the chosen site of speculation, 
Port Chalmers. The first is a long-term 
incremental project within the rural village 
of Qinmo, set to assist the settlement in 
the sustainability of its environment and 
economy for the future. The project was 

54  (Bolchover and Lin 11)
55  (Bolchover and Lin 9)
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prompted when a large mound of earth 
threatened to slide onto the playing space of 
their local school- a result of the construction 
of a national high speed train track. RUF 
engaged multiple stakeholders and the local 
community in working towards building a 
new primary school on a safer site, with a 
focus on environmental education and good 
practice56. One of the village’s primary assets 
was its maintenance of fertile land, kept free 
from pollutants and chemical damage. The 
primary school project quickly developed to 
include restoration of the old school into a 
courtyard for playing and a demonstration 
eco-farm, the projects overall focus resting 
on education for the community as a whole. 

The architectural setting that RUF have 
created, facilitates a rich social engagement 
and knowledge exchange. This contributes 
back to an incremental renewal of  the village 
and its agricultural practices whilst also 
maintaining the continuation of education, 
with alternative futures, separate to what 
the cities have to offer.57

The second project is located in the ‘factory 
village’ of Lingzidi, where RUF have made a 
small formal intervention as an attempt to 
recover lost pedestrian connections that have 
occurred from the Chinese Government’s 
capital investments within highway 
infrastructure that runs through the village.

56   (Bolchover and Lin 129)
57  Ibid

RUF describe the urbanisation in these settings as 
forming ‘landscapes of movement’ materializing a 
kind of ‘highway urbanism’.58

In this case highway transport infrastructure drives 
through the middle of a village, ultimately destroying 
hundreds of local bridges.59 The project brief was 
simple: Reconnect the villagers via new pedestrian 
bridges. The site being of a difficult nature 
required complex spatial manoeuvres to achieve 
strong connections. A site specific bridge for each 
village facilitating both vehicular and pedestrian 
connections were designed, including additional 
integrated programmes such as viewing platforms 
and public spaces. Each bridge acts as a smaller 
node in a much larger infrastructure connecting 
multiple villages. Each bridge is a critical link in the 
sustainability of a village’s economy and a facilitator 
of social and political space; the conflict between 
the micro bridge and the large state infrastructure 
being central to the many social, political and spatial 
issues that many villages experience today.

RUF’s projects, both completed and failed are 
experiments that form political statements. Each 
affording a significant contribution to the much 
wider issue of vast urbanization felt throughout 
the rest of China. Each project works to provide 
clarity and understanding of the complex forces 
at play within these hybrid contexts, providing 
useful methods to be employed within this body 
of research.

58 (Bolchover and Lin 62)
59  Ibid
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^
Top
Fig 2.19 Lingzidi Bridge, massing study

Bottom
Fig 2.20 Lingzidi Bridge,built and occupied.
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^
Fig 2.21 Hand drawing of proposed plan for Igualada   
                   Cemetery.

The work of Enric Miralles, specifically his project 
for the Igualada cemetery, is an important example 
of Architectures critical engagement that both 
distinguishes and acts within a non-urban landscape. 
The site is located in the rural town Igualada on 
the edge of where an industrial zone meets a rural 
agricultural landscape.60 Historically the site was 
used as quarry, dug deep down into a river bed 
running through it, until it was left abandoned .

Miralles’ primary intention of engaging architecture 
with the quarry was to maintain the site as a natural 
landscape and therefore interpret the site as a living 
entity with historical, cultural, ecological and visual 
qualities. 61 The project exists as an experimentation 
between site and form. Architectural form is treated 
as a continuation of site, both a representation of 
the natural landscape and the activities that have 
altered it. Miralles’ approach to site understands 
landscape as a series of live contextual dialogues.

The task of the architecture here is not to catalyse 
or impose new dialogues upon the site. Instead, the 
built form acts as a seamless and passive facilitator 
in the sustainability of the dialogues found there. 
This approach assumes landscape to be fluid and in 
flux, not a stable or fixed spatial entity.62

Miralles’ performs a processes of excavation and 
embedding to achieve the linear progression 
between entrance and chapel, pathway and burial 
ground (Fig 2.22). The experience of the landscape 
is a slow descent achieved through the notion of 
embedment, causing the body to feel entrenched 
and enveloped within the cemetery.  In many 
ways the methods of excavation and embedment 
appear to be an imposition and destruction of 
landscape, however in practice, this interaction 
affords a dialogue between the environment and 
the architecture, working with it, not on it.63

60 (Zabalbeascoa 11)
61 Ibid. This can be likened to the field of actors as discussed 
through the theories of landscape urbanism.
62 (Zabalbeascoa  14)
63 (Zabalbeascoa 20)

Enric Miralles + Field
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to a continuation and expression of site. The 
built form is both performed and experienced 
through the design process as a grounding 
and embedding of the historical, cultural 
and naturally occurring qualities specific to 
the context. Miralles’ design methods and 
processes as well as the broader context that 
the site is situated, presents itself as both a 
critical and powerful example of a meaningful 
engagement between architecture and the 
non-city.

Upon entering the site one passes over a curved 
platform, greeted by two splayed steel totems 
forming a primary threshold at the highest point 
in the site (Fig 2.23). This imposes a distinct spatial 
shift as the body moves from one landscape to 
the next. Descending downwards, one is gradually 
embedded within the landscape until you meet the 
edge of the cemetery. The excavation process and 
exaggerated feeling of buried-ness can be felt most 
when approaching the mausoleums.64

The materials Miralles’ employs are a combination 
of gravel, mesh, timber, sculpted concrete and 
cast steel. These elements gracefully articulate 
and make “palpable the relationship between the 
site’s past and present programs: that a quarry and a 
cemetery both involve cutting into the ground - one 
is a place of removal from the earth in order to build 
elsewhere, while the other is a place of return to it”.65

Engaging the landscape in this way, as a field enacted, 
the historical modern assumptions of architecture 
merely resting upon the plinth which the ground 
provides are consequently subverted.66 The 
process demands much more than the knowledge 
of architecture, but expertise from a range of 
disciplines that intersect one another, ranging from 
landscape architecture and urban design to land art 
and sculpture.67

Miralles’ actuation of the Igualada cemetery equates 

64 (Zabalbeascoa 23)
65 (Berrizbeitia and Pollak 14)
66 Ibid
67 (Zabalbeascoa 14)

^ Left to right
Fig 2.22 View of the excavated site looking      
                    towards the mausoleum.
Fig 2.23 Rebar entrance-way to the cemetery
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TOWARDS A CRITICAL RURBANISM

The theoretical discussion of Form and Field 
presents an interesting and exciting opportunity 
arguing for an investigation of architecture’s possible 
critical role within the non-city, explored through 
the design research and project ‘Opus Oppidum’ in 
Port Chalmers.

The notions of Form and field do not exist as 
separate entities but rather bring each other into 
existence. The field is constantly in flux and form, 
as here presented, conceived through an array of 
strategies as emerging out of, or in response to the 
field conditions. In working within the uncharted 
context of the non-city, the research calls for a 
disciplinary application and understanding of 
these two conditions, ultimately determining an 
architectural response to the non-city, into or out 
of existence.

As this thesis argues for architecture’s engagement 
within the rurban centre, an analysis and 
understanding of the specific rurban ‘field’ of 
Port Chalmers is integral in forming a position for 
a possible architecture within this context. Once 
there is an understanding of field, form may then be 
generated - “Architectural form is a result; it’s never a 
starting point.”68 The site-specific field, or landscape 
presents an ecology of spatial actors, agents, 
movements and vectors which architecture may 
then chose to respond to. The task for architecture 
in meeting the aims of the research is therefore in 
search of architectural form that may be absolutely 
generative. Form is sought as a transformative device 
specific to the field that it acts within, ultimately 
aspiring to claim a critical and positive role within the 
non-city -  more specifically for this line of inquiry, 
towards regional development and prosperity.

The application, probing, critical engagement and 
questioning of both form and field through a site 
specific investigation aims  to uncover the role of 
architecture in forming a rurbanism as a project for 
the non-city.

68 (Eisenschmidt, Importing the City into Architecture: An 
interview with Bernard Tschumi 134)

Form as Field/Field as Form

>
Fig 2.24 
Realising the field. An investigation into wind 
energy.
James Corner 1996.
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<
Fig 3.0 Port Chalmers site model     
 1:500 CNC machined plywood     
 + paint.

Regions of research 
+

 inquiry

Chapter Three
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^
Top to Bottom
Fig 3.1 View of Port Otago’s cargo cranes from George  St
Fig 3.2 View of 40 Beach street and Port Otago from
                   Carey’s Bay 
Fig 3.3 View of the existing township from the Flag-   
        staff point (Edge of 40 Beach st).

This chapter is a critical, visual discussion with 
annotations, detailing the major moves and key 
process of the design research project – Opus 
Oppidum: A possible edge – as an investigation 
towards a critical rurbanism for the non-city.

The design research outcomes presented in this 
chapter are enabled by the theoretical discus-
sion and design proposition of the previous two 
chapters. The work responds in a variety of ways, 
working to the primary objective: exploring archi-
tecture’s critical role within the emergent rurban 
condition and the non-city.

The architectural processes and studies do not 
serve as an after thought, or a post-rational 
supplement to the final proposition, but as a string 
of critical reflections on the design project as it 
developed. It is important to understand the design 
process and the final design as fragments that both 
contribute to the larger body of work, including 
the practice, theory and literature studies in the 
previous chapter. Each component holds equal 
weight to the overall findings of this thesis. 

A range of architectural strategies are put forward 
through the exploration of form and field as 
discussed in chapter two - programmatic shifts 
tend to propel a fluid exploration. None of the 
strategies presented here were premeditated or 
imposed upon the design process. They emerged 
and were employed as the design developed and as 
broader research  findings were made. The limited 
constraints and open ended proposition meant the 
design process relied heavily on the development of 
form in relation to site. The strategies presented are 
evidence of a critical reflection on the design and 
the broader research implications of architecture’s 
project for the non-city.

Regions of 
Research + Inquiry
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Primarily the formal massing strategies 
used here look to transform the site of 40 
Beach Street from a redundant site to a 
field which strengthens the overall identity 
and pedestrian experience of the township. 
An architecture that seeks to mediate the 
hybridised landscape of urban port and 
rural township towards a rurban catalyst for 
growth.

Learnings from the Field

A site visit to Port Chalmers was essential in 
mapping and identifying crucial design implications 
for the research. Key nodes and paths of activity 
were documented to distil both the existing and 
historical identity of the township and its rich 
culture.

It was immediately clear that the site (for 
intervention - 40 Beach street, governed by Port 
Otago and the Otago Regional Council) is more of 
a detrimental dead-zone to the township than a 
landscape that positively contributes to the town 
ship, beyond its ‘buffer zone’ function (Fig 3.2).

The George street field, is cut off by the port and so 
too are all the spatial functions that once continued 
around Beach Street and into the residential area 
to the south. The western end of 40 Beach Street 
forms an anchor at this cut off point and spans to 
the only significant cultural node found outside of 
the town centre – the Ralph Hotere Sculpture Park 
located at Flagstaff Point with incredible views of 
the port and the harbour beyond. These initial find-
ings fuelled the first investigation of an architecture 
that strengthens connections between George 
Street and the Hotere sculpture park in both re-
turning and forming new nodes and connections 
that support the township. This process is docu-
mented on the following pages, which eventually 
develops into a typology study and proposal for the 
implementation of social and student housing with 
artists’ studios, tied into the township by a looping 
boardwalk. 



158



159

Field Making
+

Form Finding

Chapter Three



160

^
Fig 3.4 Field Study of the existing township.
                  See fold out page Fig 1.13.
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^
Fig 3.5 Matrix of the initial massing study for housing,  
       studio, and boardwalk typologies occupying the  
                   edge of 40 Beach Street buffer zone.
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At this point in the research New Zealand was (and 
still is) experiencing dramatic shifts in the housing 
market as result of the state housing reform issued 
by the government in late 2014. Private develop-
ers and community housing initiatives are now 
charged with the provision of welfare housing with 
large amounts of Housing New Zealand’s portfolio 
set to be sold off. The government has reduced its 
welfare role to that of a monetary provision, leav-
ing the responsibility of shelter to local government 
and the private sector. 

At present the Otago regional council has a portion 
of social housing located in Port Chalmers, typically 
occupied by elderly - many of these homes are 
outdated in the planning or of low quality. The 
transformation of 40 Beach Street, as governed by 
Otago Regional Council, has great potential for the 
development of residential typologies to house a 
mix of residents including those seeking welfare 
support. Charging the site with this function 
enriches the architectural research with a critical 
function secondary to the objectives presented 
earlier. The site being of difficult terrain also 
presents an opportunity to seek design strategies 
for housing on a slope – a phenomenon rarely seen 
of the quarter acre typology administered by the 
state since the 1930’s. 

The introduction of a sociopolitical function to the 
site adds another difficult layer for architecture to 
negotiate. This function however presents itself 
to be an active ingredient catalysing a critical 
architecture within both an emergent rurban 
context, and a transforming region.

shape each form in responding to specific site conditions and ori-
entation to achieve good daylight and thermal qualities. The site is 
north facing however its southern edge is lined with houses typical 
to Port Chalmers. A flexible roof plane in forming each dwelling 
helps respond to these existing boundaries and city height planes.

>
Fig 3.6 A typology study for potential social housing and 
student housing models was explored utilising 2.4 metre 
modular construction. 1bed, 2bed + 3bed possibilities 
were explored. Manipulating the roof planes of each 
dwelling presented a strategy to adjust each module and 

A political opportunity
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spaces are readily available beyond individual 
artist studios at present in the township.

Crucial  to the proposal is an  incremental 
strategy of development which sees the 
edge slowly densify and diversify (see Fig 
3.8-3.13). 

The work of Lucien Kroll and John Habraken  
has been crucial here as precedents 
of successful incremental strategies.1 
Designing in this way has helped to form a 
hierarchy of the architectural interventions 
within this proposal, revealing the most 
important elements and relationships to the 
sustainability of a catalytic proposal such as 
this. 

The following pages detail each incremental 
stage followed by perspective drawings of 
the development fully embedded within the 
land. Architectural form and tectonic mass 
employs temporal and flexible qualities, as 
it negotiates a testing landscape.

1  See John Habraken ‘Housing for the millions’ and 
Lucien Kroll’s ‘An Architecture of complexity’ detailing 
incremental strategies for housing and social architecture. 
(Bosma, Hoogstraten and Vos)(Kroll)

An amassed  armature for further 
inquiry

The final proposal consisted of a new boardwalk to 
carve through the site of 40 Beach Street, anchored 
at the west end by George Street and again at the 
east end by the Hotere Sculpture park and marina 
further to the south (Fig 3.14). The boardwalk 
is intersected by a series of vertical folly-like 
structures (named as collectors) each serving the 
primary function of moving pedestrians on and off 
the proposed boardwalk. A new transport hub is 
located at the mouth of the existing freight train 
tunnel; a boardwalk armature connects this node 
to the central spine of the walkway. A collection 
of 2- 3 storey housing units area then introduced 
off the track of the Hotere Garden Oputae, made 
accessible by Constitution Street.

Finally, an Arts centre was introduced between the 
transport hub and the housing precinct in providing 
a touristic opportunity for the town and a space for 
the many artists to present their work, no gallery 



164

REGIONS OF RESEARCH + INQUIRY

Fig 3.7 
Boardwalks, platforms and collectors are introduced.

Fig 3.8 
Transport hub is introduced to connect Port chalmers and the new habitable edge of 40 Beach 
Street to the Otago region.

Fig 3.9 
Two housing blocks, 10 people per block, are developed on two of the boardwalk armatures.
These are easily accessible from Constitution Street and link to the ‘hub space’. The hub space 
has potential to serve as building for community social or political events.
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Fig 3.10 
Further housing blocks are integrated included student housing, shown in blue (less accessible 
parts of the site). The Art Centre begins construction, possibly occupied by those living in close 
proximity. The Art Centre is formed as a line of linked ‘sheds’, a hillside iteration of the typolo-
gies once found seaside..

Fig 3.11 
The Art Centre nears completion. Further student housing is built and Otago regional Council 
Housing is mixed with private tenancies in the housing blocks at the North-western end of the 
boardwalk. There is potential for education facilities to service Otago University students from 
Dunedin City and local residents. 

Fig 3.12 
Development meets feasible completion with the ability to build further housing and facilities.
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>
Fold out:
Fig 3.13 Proposed massing of Port Chalmers boardwalk, student 
+ social housing, Arts Centre + train station.
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^
Top:
Fig 3.14 Birds-eye perspective of the North-eastern side  
        of the development.
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Upon reflection , it was noted there was a 
clear gap for the political role of architecture 
within this site that needs to be explored fur-
ther. The proposed massing and its forma-
tion privileges the implementation of hous-
ing however the housing and its occupants 
rely on many other spatial functions that 
were not deeply explored throughout this 
initial process. Economic, social and politi-
cal spatial functions are fundamental to the 
success of housing within a site. Considering 
the underlying objectives of the research, 
the design needed to consider alternative 
spatial functions,  in forming of catalysts to 
develop the non-city of Port Chalmers into 
a sustainable settlement within the greater 
Otago region.

^
Left to Right
Figures 3.15- 3.18 
Surrounding views of the development. The boardwalk offers a 
new datum for pedestrians to experience social and recreational 
spaces that are not currently accessible due to the Port’s land 

reclamation. A ‘returned’ edge connects pedestrians 
from George Street to the new Arts Centre and Housing 
precinct.
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Regional Totems as a 
critical rurbanism

CHAPTER THREE
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“STRIVE TO AUGMENT 
THE OBJECT FORM WITH 
ACTIVE FORMS OF DIF-
FERENT KINDS - REMOTE 
CONTROLS,MULTIPLIERS, 
AND PROTOCOLS COM-
POSED OF INTERDEPEND-
ANT SPATIAL VARIABLES.

THE POLITICAL WORLD 
COULD USE THESE KINDS 
OF ACTIVE FORMS FROM 
US, FROM PRACTITION-
ERS WHO KNOW SOME-
THING ABOUT SPACE AND 
URBANITY.”

(Easterling 63)
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The following is an exploration of form as field in 
providing a sociopolitical spatial condition within 
the rurban context of Port Chalmers.

16 digitally mapped, concrete totem poles cascade 
down the most accessible part of the hill located 
directly east of the Hotere Sculpture Park. Each to-
tem is activated by communications either being 
received or sent out across the regions. These come 
in the form of news broadcasts, emails, sms mes-
sages, tweets, Facebook posts, Instagram posts, 
mobile phone calls , visually transmitting data as it 
is sent. 

The totems form a forest of public dialogue con-
necting Port Chalmers to the regions and the rest of 
the world as a socially activated architecture. The 
totems are both activated and activators. Depend-
ant on human input, the totems are an architecture 
in flux, fuelled by event. Without human communi-
cations inputted into their data stream the totems 
are dormant, a forest without an ecology. 

Weaving through the totems is a digitally active fab-
ric that forms a screen for the users’ technological 
engagement. Occupying the tensional space be-
tween port and provincial landscape, projections 
of the local environment are shared and observed 
throughout the nation. 

The image of the hybrid landscape is Port Chalm-
ers’ totem and the totem is the rurban landscape. 
The critical role of architecture is explored here 
through its ability to command human interaction 
and therefore activate a regional network of both 
virtual and political space. 

Towards a regional network
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(Eaqub, Generation Rent, 138)

<
Previous page
Fig 3.19 
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^
Fig 3.20 Mapping totems into the initial proposal for the Port 
Chalmers Boardwalk and housing development. Events are 
represented by coordinates throughout the township transmitted 
and sent from the totem field, located at the most north-western 
point.
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^
Bottom
Fig 3.22 Top view. Actors (visitors) take  a moment to soak up the 
transmissions from other regions of society projected from the 
weaving digital screen. Rhino 3d Drawing, Pencil, Ink, Photoshop.

^
Top
Fig 3.21 Perspective view from NW. Actors arrive at the 
site to explore the field of projections and input images of 
the landscape. Rhino 3d Drawing, Pencil, Ink,Photoshop.
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^ 
Bottom
Fig 3.24 Digital fabric is activated by user control as 
shown in orange. Regional information is received from 
Auckland and Wanaka.

^
Top
Fig 3.23 Birds-eye view from NW. A landscape in transition.
Receiving information from Northland, Auckland and Canterbury. 
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^
Fig 3.25 Map tracking primary trails of actors through the 
proposed housing, polytechnic buildings, and artists studios. 
The implementation of the digital totem forest has attracted the 
attention of Tertiary institutions and has such drawn students into 
the township to live, study and play.



182

REGIONS OF RESEARCH + INQUIRY

Employing a speculative and theoretical narrative 
enabled a loose and fluid experiment of form 
and its digital potential to activate the site via 
a connection to the greater regional network. 
The implications of an intervention such as this 
would have incredible effects nationwide socially, 
politically and economically. The architectural form 
when analysed tectonically is very simple in nature, 
a repetition of a singular totem pole. It is however 
this act of repetition which is crucial. A spatial field 
is created that offers an experience of site both 
locally and within the greater network. Every town 
and city in New Zealand could have an architectural 
intervention such as this, how great is the power of 
a virtual connection that the totem poles provide? 
The singularity of the totem forest could provide 
an infinite dimension for the landscape to be 
communicated and represented.

The strengths of the proposal lies within the prom-
ise of unique and varying outcomes catalysed by 
spatial actors (users/data/forces). The question is 
no longer how do we experience space, but what 
effect does the space have after we experience 
it or during our experience? What effect do we 
have upon a space and the architectural form that 
shapes us? The events that the intervention enables 
creates an architecture unique to the place and the 
larger regional and potentially global context.
To this end the proposition shows promise in 
establishing architecture’s critical role within the 
emerging rurban context. A possibility of a future 
rurbanism on the edge.

Learnings from a possible 
future.



183

^
Fig 3.26 Map of totem sites forming a regional network.
Landscapes experienced, landscape shared, landscapes 
received.
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Port Chalmers:
Culture Catalyst

Chapter Three

<
Fig 3.27 Initial sketch for Port Chalmers Cultural Centre   
       + community facilities
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The following investigation for the Port Chalmers 
Cultural Centre and community facilities, was 
explored through physical form making, drawing 
and mapping. The proposal explores form through 
its relationship within the field and its tectonic 
connection to the landscape. An emphasis was 
placed on finding an architecture that is formally 
shaped out of the forces found within the hybrid 
rurban context and ecology of Port Chalmers. 
Vectors, actors and forces each play a role in 
realising the final architectural proposition.2  

The investigation was not lead by forcing a pro-
gramme upon the site, but rather a negotiation of 
the site’s physical, cultural, ecological and historical 
characteristics that lead to the ‘Culture Catalyst’- a 
community centre, education facility and cultural 
hub for the both the local township and the greater 
region.

An exploration of field was explored through a 
mapping exercise of 40 Beach Street at a scale 
that could allow the inquiry to shift between human 
scale, the greater rurban context of Port Chalmers 
and the Otago Region. A continuous scale shift 
through the drawing process allowed a greater un-
derstanding of the  implications of form within the 
specific site; each new form becomes an opposing 
force to the forces already moving through the field 
of 40 Beach Street. 

The massing studies explored in the earlier exercise 
were iterated through this process with new forms 
emerging as potential functions for the site were 
found. The boardwalk initially proposed takes on 
a new shape and forms new connections within the 
landscape as it interacts between site and built-
mass. The boardwalk can be understood as a soft 
architectural mediator that negotiates between 
landscape and form –  a horizontal datum for the 
vertical to be tested, moulded and intersected.

2   In the ‘Agency of Mapping’ James Corner discusses mapping 
the landscape as an “Urban Theatre”, “actors” participate in space 
with ‘stated desires’ and “agents” have the power and capacity 
to make things happen. See (Corner, The Agency of Mapping: 
Speculation, Critique and Invention).

Drawing upon the Field
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^

Figure 3.28- 3.35
Exploration of site and field through 1:100 mapping and 
form making with recycled cardboard, plastic, balsa and 
paper.
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The plan, elevations and sections presented here 
detail the development of the proposed Cultural 
centre within the landscape. Two distinct connec-
tions to the ground are established; embedded and 
stilted, determined by the programmatic functions 
and users of each architectural form.

At the southern end of the site is the proposed 
mass for the Port Chalmers Cultural and commu-
nity centres that seeks to distil and promote the 
unique artistic culture of the township through a 
gallery space, education facilities, studios and hill-
side gardens. The form is explored here through a 
part to whole investigation - the whole formed as 
a collection of spaces, each with a specific archi-
tectural gesture. The structure is embedded within 
the landscape, following the natural contours and 
forming a range of circulation paths that connect 
to the ground plane and the new pedestrian datum 
provided by the boardwalk. 

The process of embedding the structure is a crucial 
formal gesture as it establishes the buildings 
longevity within the landscape. The mass is of the 
landscape, subject to the forces that move through 
it. The curved enclosures are concrete cast in-situ 
that twist and fragment between enclosed spaces 
and circulation paths. The tectonic gesture forms 
an architectural mass of resistance but the spaces 
it produces are in flux. The mass, in some cases, 
scatters across the site extending the functions 
of the centralised mass. For example, to the north 
an outlying concrete wall forms an enclosure for 
an amphitheatre - the hill side provides a natural 
grandstand.

The second relationship to the landscape is a stilted 
mass which provide spaces for dwelling and living. 
These structures are intended to house a range of 
occupants and are therefore constructed in a flex-
ible nature of modular timber framing, similar to 
what was explored earlier. The stilts form a rigid 
foundation allowing the skeleton of the dwellings 
to shift, merge and fragment as the site changes 
over time.

Formalising a 

>
Top:
Fig 3.36 East Elevation: A formal dichotomy of opposing masses   
        in the landscape.

hybrid landscape
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In Section AA (Fig 4.39) an interplay of the two 
formal approaches create a grain for the site. The 
sunken mass is a distinctive form. The resistant 
formal approach provides a strong mass for the 
opposing forms to play against, creating interesting 
interactions for the flexible dwelling units- the 
housing typologies are specific to vectors actors 
and topography of the landscape. This intervention 
can be read as a emergent hybrid interplay for 
the rurban town. Existing on the edge between 
town and port, the architectural forms facilitate a 
continually shifting landscape that responds to the 
tensions of urbanisation found between town and 
port.

^
Bottom:
Fig 3.38 Longitudinal section through main gallery spac-
es, boardwalk and housing beyond. The boardwalk ties 
the hybrid mass of landscape and form together creating 
an assemblage as a critical rurbanism for the site.

^
Middle:
Fig 3.37 North Elevation: Stilted masses dot the hillside forming a  
       fine grain against the embedded mass beyond.
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<
Fig 3.39  Massing study of opposing masses in-situ.  
The collection of curved masses to the south leverage off 
the existing Ralph Hotere Sculpture park.

AA
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>
Fig 3.40 Proposed massing intervention including; Port Chalmers 
train station;  Beach street boardwalk starting at Currie Street; 
Port Chalmers Culture and Community Centre; education facili-
ties; community gardens; mixed occupancy housing and the 
totem forest.
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VERTICAL
ELEMENTAL 

CONSTRUCTION
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^
Fig 3.41 Starting at the boardwalk datum of 43m, plans 
are sliced at 3m increments detailing the opposing 
masses and their connection to land.



198

REGIONS OF RESEARCH + INQUIRY

^
Fig 3.42 Proposed plan at 46m.
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^
Fig 3.43 Proposed plan at 49m.
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^
Fig 3.44 Proposed plan at 52m.

>
Fig 3.45 Fold out Plan. Proposed ‘Future Village” at 49m.
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^
Figure 3.46 - 3.49 Top to Bottom
The developed scheme employs an incremental construction pro-
cess for the collective embedded form that includes the Culture 
and Community Centre, its extended function across the site and 
the totem park. Each image represents 1 year.
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^
Fig 3.50 East elevation of an established ‘village’. The site becomes 
and extension of George Street forming 40 Beach Street into a 
hybrid sociopolitical field of work, play , live, create, and exchange.

A study was performed in developing the site 
through an embedded formal approach that 
intersects the proposed boardwalk (Fig 3.41- 3.45). 
An incremental strategy of the embedded mass 
is explored through a four-phase series. At first 
the form is folly as an extension of the landscape. 
It then develops to form enclosures that have 
specific relationships between land, boardwalk 
and programmes. The incremental deployment of 
form opens up the masses to be tried and tested 
by both the field conditions and the actors (users/
inhabitants). In doing so the formal process can 
shift, adapt and fragment as specific site and 
user conditions arise over the extended period of 
time. In this sense the architecture’s autonomy is 
enabled to synthesise with the site and its users 
through a strategy of incrementalism, as opposed 
to a singular formal intervention. The strategic 
interventions explored earlier in the research, such 
as the boardwalk and access points, remain as a 
critical infrastructure in this development both as 
a catalyst and framework that gives order to the 
incremental growth. 

The following four pages are a visual narrative 
of a bird’s eye journey throughout the hybrid 
intervention, moving between embedded and 
stilted forms as they collide, dislocate, fragment 
and emerge throughout the site.
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^
Figure 3.51 - 3.54 Top to Bottom
Circling in from George Street the village is sleepy and the 
boardwalk is dewy. The totem forest flickers.
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^
Fig 3.55 Perched from the collector stairwell a mother and her 
daughter wander down to the totem forest. Kirsty arrives by bike 
from her house nearby - the children arrive from Aramoana today 
to  learn of Hotere’s work.
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The cultural centre’s doors are wide open, children are playing on 
the roof garden, running between the gallery and the classrooms. 
Daniel is taking his daily stroll through the flux gardens.

Figure 3.56 - 3 .59 High above, the village is in plain view. 
The community centre and its gallery rest peacefully in 
the land. Flying over the port, fluctuating forms hug the 
hillside concealing activities of the villagers from view.
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^
Fig 3.60  Daniel takes the stairs to the rooftop - here the crisp 
Otago winds coming in from the south pacific can be felt. The 
Port appears obsolete from this viewpoint, nestled amongst the 
houses and the hills.
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This next section  details  a  tectonic  
exploration of material and surface 
generated from data collected from the site/
field. Materiality and surface were explored 
in an environment that carefully considers 
their interrelation in form making. The 
findings come out of the dichotomy between 
field and form with a focus on generative 
surfaces within the specific rurban context. 
Coordinate and topographic data from 
the site of 40 Beach Street was abstracted 
within a digital context to generate forms 
that embody this site information through a 
physical representation.

The final result is a taxonomy of surface 
and geometry that was thenextricated 
from the digital representation of field and 
reapplied within the physical landscape. 
The developed architectural typologies 
are in effect the essence of the site. These 
new forms offer different programmatic 
and spatial qualities which were tested and 
shaped by the physical elements from within 
the taxonomy.
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Surface
+

Form

Chapter Three
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^
Fig 3.61 Digital drawing of 3d surface studies in relation 
to site coordinates. Grasshopper, rhino, Ink, photoshop.
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^
Figure 3.62 - 3.73 Left to Right.
Points related to the boardwalk and moments of  
desired intersection with a mass or new spatial territory 
, along with topographical data of land heights generate 
enclosures. Fig 4.66. Showing a detail of these surfaces 
placed within the landscape.
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Figure 3.68 Multiple overlays of surfaces generated from 
the same coordinates with varied outcomes. 

Figure 3.72 Detail of generate surfaces placed back on to 
the site of which they were conceived.
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^
Fig 3.74 Totem poles drawn in earlier investigations 
are distorted combining the forms with site data. This 
generated a manipulated form due to a steep ridge that 
runs through the placement of the totems.
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The following documents a specific investigation 
into the possibility of a hillside beach as a 
transformative architectural gesture within 
the site.  Form is explored through analogue 
and digital modelling in establishing a fruitful 
relationship between the landscape and a 
paradoxical programmatic opportunity.
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Resurfacing the site

Chapter Three
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^
Fig 3.75 
Photograph of CNC routered site model and formal 
exploration of the proposed hillside beach.



221



222

REGIONS OF RESEARCH + INQUIRY

^
Figure 3.76-3.81 Left to Right
3D topographic data has been converted to generate a 
CNC routered plywood model of the particular section of 
the site at a scale of 1:200. Surfaces generated from the 
previous experiments are rendered here with plastered 

foam models forming  the beach and a series of swimming pools. 
The boardwalk is developed to facilitate the new function of the 
site making the beach accessible from George Street and Beach 
Street, a continuous accessible loop by foot, bike or caravan..
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Located at the north east end the forms 
initially proposed were critiqued to be 
a possible cause for gentrification of 
the township. Reflecting upon this and 
moving forward the initial proposal for 
the large collective intervention has been 
deconstructed so as to distil the essence 
of what was truly thought to be a critical 
architecture for the township. 

Looking back to the initial findings of 
site, what is missing for the township is a 
habitable edge for the occupants of Port 
Chalmers, i.e. The beach. ‘The beach’ in its 
typical spatial formation offers a truly public 
condition, owned by everyone, for everyone 
to experience. 

The possibility of returning the beach to the 
Port Chalmers community formed from the 
steep hillside of 40 Beach Street has great 
potential to transform the sociopolitical and 
cultural qualities of the township. A public 
space for entertainment and relaxation is a 
place the township has lost since it was abol-
ished by the continuing urbanisation lead by 
Port Otago. Why not then, make a hillside 
beach?

A hillside beach
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The final region of exploration details a synthesis 
of the experiments and investigations already 
discussed, in developing the final proposition for 
40 Beach Street. Formal massing and field studies 
collide, resulting in a rurban scale proposition for 
the township. This is distilled and communicated 
in a series of ‘chunks’ taken of the site, each with 
specific programmatic and formal outcomes, 
forming the holistic proposition of the possibility 
of a returned edge, an Opus oppidum.
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Towards the Opus Oppidum

Chapter Three
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^
Fig 3.82  Composite Drawing of ink, pencil, collage and 
3D rendering of a developed concept towards a final 
proposition for 40 Beach Street.
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Reflecting upon the experiments and inves-
tigations discussed throughout this chapter 
it was evident that a programmatically spe-
cific proposal - addressed through form and 
field – should be tested .

Each investigation shown previously existed 
as a fragment within a larger body of 
fragments that did not yet work together in 
forming a holistic proposition or over-arching 
conclusion of the findings presented. This 
next section amalgamates each fragment as 
a singular proposition for the site of 40 Beach 
Street, that both assembles and refines the 
larger body of the design-led research, in 
search of a critical rurbanism for the non-city 
of Port Chalmers.

The drawings that follow detail an 
exploration of five different ‘chunks’ of 
the site, tied together by the Beach Street 
boardwalk. Each section contributes to 
the greater  proposition of an armature as 
a critical rurbanism for the town ship. The 
Beach Street boardwalk is charged with the 
following programmatic functions:

Section One: A mixed used commercial infill 
scheme at 40 George Street marks the beginning 
of the Beach Street boardwalk.

Section Two: A secondary access to the Beach 
Street boardwalk is explored through a new trans-
port hub for the town and a potential walking and 
mountain biking track.

Section Three: The possibility of new commercial 
and economic ventures are developed in this part 
of the site.

Section Four: Cultural opportunities, mixed ten-
ancy and mixed use living are proposed

Section Five: The beach. A shifting landscape; 
Swimming pools; piers; amphitheatres  and a place 
with a view are each negotiated  in this part of the 
site.

The programmes attributed to each part of the site 
for further architectural development are informed 
by the previous design inquiries of field and form, 
specifically;. the cultural, historical, economic, 
political, geographic, ecological conditions of Port 
Chalmers and its role within the greater region of 
Otago.

Realising a returned edge 
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^
Fig 3.83 Section one: Proposed infill development and 
section of the Beach Street Boardwalk within the zone 
of George Street, intersecting the industrial functions of 
Port Otago

GEORGE STREET

Industrial Buildings

Commercial Buildings

Residential Buildings

Chicks Hotel Music Venue

Proposed Infill + Boardwalk
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^
Fig 3.84 
Section two: George Street Boardwalk becomes Beach 
Street boardwalk as it crosses Currie Street and enters 
the site of 40 Beach Street. A secondary point of access is 
provided from the Transport Hub.

Industrial Buildings

Commercial Buildings

Residential Buildings

Proposed Transport Hub, track, elevator + boardwalk

BEACH STREET
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^
Fig 3.85 
Section 3: Beach Street boardwalk plateaus to a 
commercial precinct including a grocery store and a 
medical centre.

Industrial Buildings

Commercial Buildings

Residential Buildings

Proposed Commercial buildings, medical centre + boardwalk
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^
Fig 3.86  
Section four: The Beach Street boardwalk meets its 
first major intersection of mixed tenancy and mixed use 
residential and commercial typologies accessed from 
both Constitution Street and the boardwalk.

Industrial Buildings

Commercial Buildings

Residential Buildings

Mixed use residential and commercial development typologies

CONSTITUTION STREET

BEACH STREET
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^
Fig 3.87 
Section five: Arriving at the final destination, the Beach Street 
boardwalk shifts into a series of piers. ‘The Beach’ sweeps over 
the piers and around the swimming pools forming a natural 
grandstand for the outdoor amphitheatre. The boardwalk breaks 

BEAC
H

 STREET

Industrial Buildings

Commercial Buildings

Residential Buildings

Beach street piers, swimming pools, amphitheatre, 
beach + access to Hotere sculpture park

away into two paths becoming a link to the Beach street 
marina where Port Otago’s reclamation ends. The second path 
is an embedded hillside track to the Ralph Hotere Sculpture 
park, leading back up into the residential zone of the township 
and finally to a view at Flagstaff Point.
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^
Bottom:
Fig 3.89 
Working plan of the total proposal. Working site sections 
described  previously are outlined in red.

^
Top:
Fig 3.88 
SECTION AA: Working drawing of Port Chalmers 
transport hub, walking + mountain bike track + Beach 
Street Elevator.

AA

AA
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^ 
Top:
Fig 3.90 
Working perspective drawing, negotiating the Beach 
Street board walk and its interaction with the different 
architectural forms that intersect its edge.
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Fig 3.93 
Developed perspective with emphasis on housing typologies.
Fig 3.94 
Testing commercial and semi-public enclosures.
Fig 3.95 
The brewery interplays with the existing Tiger tea rooms
Fig 3.96 
Infill becomes is cross programmed to include a butcher.

^
From left to right:
Fig 3.91 
Developed infill project as a Brewery.
Fig 3.92 
Developed walking track and commercial opportunities 
at the top.
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Fig 3.99 
Developed housing typologies intersect with the 
boardwalk. Materiality and positioning investigated.
Fig 3.100 
Entering the brewery from the Currie Street entry.
Fig 3.101 
A view from above. Developed boardwalk, transport hub 
and living precinct.

^
Top down then left to right:
Fig 3.97 
Perspective of Beach Street piers, swimming pools and 
amphitheatre to the left.
Fig 3.98 
Standing on the pier looking back to George Street.
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Fig 3.104 
Cross section CC (zoomed in from figure 95) though the 
boardwalk pier. The beach is formed as the piers intersect with the 
landscape and swimming pools, bathing chambers weave between 
the piers and the boardwalk.
Fig 3.105  
Cross Section through 40 Beach Street hillside beach and Port 
Otago

^
Top to bottom:
Fig 3.102 
Cross Section BB through the living precinct. Social hous-
ing, community garden, gallery + 1 bed house typology 
and student flats developed through cladding, passive 
design systems, day lighting and acoustic treatment. 
Fig 3.103 
Plan of developed proposal within the greater context of 
Port Chalmers

BB

BB

CC

CC
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A review of regional findings
The final design project and the design-led 
research processes are set within a divers 
framework that has adjusted its boundaries 
and specific constraints along the way. The 
research has remained focused on one pri-
mary objective – elucidating architecture’s 
critical role with the rurban centre towards 
regional prosperity. This has resulted in an 
extensive exploration of architectural form 
and field. 

As the process proceeded a constant push 
and pull between literature and theory stud-
ies, testing design methods and their appli-
cation within the chosen context, it brought 
to light the embryonic impact of 40 Beach 
Street and its position within the greater 
region. The extreme geography of the site 
and its immediate location between port 
and provincial township significantly influ-
enced both the design outcome and nego-
tiation - an outcome intended to be truly site 
specific-  however this limited the project’s 
application beyond the immediate site into 
other rurban contexts.

A strength of the design process is displayed 
in each formal proposition, gesture or 
analysis of form and field performing for the 
site-specific context whilst also acting with 
regard to the greater regional context. This 
can be seen in each typological development 
and study, the negotiation of character 
and identity, the exploration of density, 
the programmatic functions and material 
responses explored in each advancement, 
the fragments and the collective, the formal 
engagement of the landscape, and the 
implications of field in form making.

In this way, the design-led findings operate 
in both the context of Port Chalmers whilst 
still contributing to the broader inquiry of 
architecture in a rurban condition (social, 
cultural, political, programmatic) providing 
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possible design strategies and outcomes for 
alternative sites and applications.

This lead to an extensive investigation and 
engagement of the immediate site of 40 
Beach Street. Outside of this research 
the site has been primarily understood as 
a ‘buffer zone’ and  a desolate landscape. 
The design research reveals its latent spa-
tial qualities, transforming the site and the 
social, political and cultural rurban context 
that it exists within. This process has af-
firmed architecture’s critical role within the 
transitional conditions of the non-city and its 
transformative role within a regional context. 

The particular condition of the non-city as 
exhibited in Port Chalmers, was diversely 
engaged, attested and expressed through 
the project of Opus Oppidum. The project 
is in no way a finite or singular solution to 
the propositions and problems of the rur-
ban context and non-city in this thesis. The 
strategies, methods and design techniques 
employed were subject to a multitude of 
limitations within the defining scope of the 
research which are to be noted:

Firstly, the personal motives and partialities 
of the author as both the researcher and the 
designer has seen this project partial to the 
authors particular knowledge and experi-
ence in both design and Port Chalmers. It 
is expected that if this process was to be 
performed outside the academic world and 

in practice, it would demand the involvement of a 
wide range of practitioners, developers, politicians, 
councillors members of the community and so on. 
Wherever the process demanded real world input 
that could not be explored in the scope of this the-
sis  fictional occupants and probable events were 
introduced to stimulate and give life to the inquiry. 

Secondly, the broad discussion of architecture’s 
abilities determined by form and field opened up 
a very broad and unrestrictive framework for the 
research to develop and exist within. The func-
tions and programs of the building forms integrated 
throughout the project were developed through a 
fluid exploration of scale and spatial formations 
with an emphasis on the larger scale of the inter-
vention and overall infrastructure, with less of a fo-
cus on each individual space. Although the project 
does not provide immense detail at each scale or 
individual intervention, the project as a whole has 
conjured a radical,but also, a viable outcome that is 
critical within rurban condition..

Thirdly, the geographic and environmental 
conditions of the immediate site attained more of 
a prominent impact on the design outcomes than 
explicated throughout the design research. Each 
process or investigation was hinged on a concern 
to interact formally, spatially, programmatically 
and tectonically with the site and context at hand. 
The latent ‘buffer zone’ and the social, cultural 
and political tensions that run through it have 
significantly informed the design process in many 
ways giving strength and potency to the outcomes 
and findings and thus, an explicit engagement 
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within the wider regional context. Concerning 
the larger argument for the non-city and regional 
transformation, it would have been fruitful to 
explore other sites that are a apart of the larger 
archipelago of non-cities within the Otago region, 
the scope of the design-led inquiry however, only 
allowed for the investigation of Port Chalmers. The 
next step of  this research would apply the design-
research methods and strategies elucidated from 
the theoretical framework to explore a range 
of rurban settlement or non-cities to reveal the 
diversities of architecture’s critical role within 
varying rurban contexts.

The proposal for Opus Oppidum in the township 
of Port Chalmers reveals architecture’s critical 
role within an important emergent condition of 
the rurban centre as the non-city. This possible 
architectural paradigm of a critical rurbanism for 
the non-city is one example of what architecture 
might do in this peculiar context, whilst also probing 
what the context of the non-city might mean for 
the discipline. It is envisaged that the findings 
presented here may fixate the widened lens which 
extends architecture’s project beyond the city and 
into the non-city. The design research presented 
here requires further inquiry within other forms 
of the non-city and alternative rurban contexts 
beyond Port Chalmers and the region of Otago. The 
findings claim firmly a critical architectural position 
within the emergent rurban condition. The design 
process, its findings and propositions establish 
architecture’s catalytic role in the transformation 
of the rurban centre. An ongoing project towards 
regional prosperity for Otago and the greater 
regional network of New Zealand.
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Upon and beyond a widened lens 
for design-led research

So what about the 
small towns?
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An outlook 
for the rurban centre

So what about the small towns and the critical 
role of architecture? The initial provocation of this 
thesis formed an inquiry explored in two specific, 
opposing frames: What might the emergent 
context of the rurban centre mean as a project 
for architecture? And secondly, what might 
architecture do within this emergent condition 
towards regional transformation and prosperity? 
These two lines of inquiry were underpinned by 
the larger question at hand concerning ‘the urban’, 
effectively: What might architecture do in the non-
city?

The methodology and consequent methods that 
have enabled this design-led research have facili-
tated and expanded upon the dual propositions as 
a balanced inquiry.

The first proposition mediates, considers and 
presents the emergent rurban context as a 
condition that both needs and gives opportunity 
for architecture to be engaged. Furthermore, 
the rurban context and its contribution to the 
wider regional context has been examined and 
determined (in practice) to be an important topic 
for discussion. The design inquiry reveals the 
operative and activating ability for architecture to 
critically act upon and within the emergent context 
through a process of transformation towards 
regional prosperity. 

The research questions, propositions, investiga-
tions and findings were presented within three key 
sections: A unified, refined design proposition, a 
theoretical inquiry concerning architecture and the 
non-city, and thirdly, the regions of inquiry. Each 
section can be understood on its own as a piece of 
research, but are are most effective when read as 
a whole that reveal the conversation, findings and 
tensions between them.
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The site-specific project ‘Opus Oppidum: A 
possible returned edge for Port Chalmers’  presents 
a speculative and radical project within the rurban 
condition that negotiates the tensions between the 
urbanisation process of land reclamation by Port 
Otago and the historical provincial settlement of 
the township. In doing so, the project presents a 
‘returned edge’ reinvigorating social, public and 
living spaces that were previously lost in the wake 
of major urban development. The project includes 
five major clusters for development including 
an infill project, a transport hub, a project for 
new or lost economies, a work/live precinct, 
and the reinstatement of recreational spaces. 
Consequently, the proposal is conceived as a 
hybrid of the opposing rural and urban conditions. 
The result is fundamentally of the unique site 
conditions, it is a critical rurbanism in support of 
the development and sustainability of the township 
and its significant role within the greater Otago 
region.

The theoretical paper entitled ‘Towards a critical 
rurbanism for the non-city’ reconsiders the 
discipline of architecture’s understanding of its 
engagement with the ‘urban’. The paper argues for 
architecture to look beyond the city as its project 
and to the non-city as a primary concern. The 
paper considers architecture’s methodological 
engagement through form and field, exploring 
and expanding upon possible methods of acting 
within the rurban centre. The paper argues for the 
conception of absolute and generative form making, 
and the critical role of field in the conception of 
form and in determining form making processes.

The third section regions of inquiry, pre-
sents the design processes, tests, failures 
and findings that led to the final project and 
both informed and drew from the theoreti-
cal framework.

Deploying and presenting the research 
in this way placed the propositions, aims 
and questions of this thesis under a triple-
examination. The theoretical framework and 
design project presented varying strategies, 
each providing a scaffold for reflection and 
critique of the counterparts. The theoretical 
argument and framework formed a holistic 
lens for reflection and advancement of the 
project for architecture within the rurban 
context of Port Chalmers. Conversely, the 
site-specific findings within Port Chalmers 
and the limitations of the project feed back 
into the theoretical inquiry, establishing 
architecture’s critical role in the non-city.

The third section - the most important 
component - is a critical reflective process 
that binds the holistic body of research 
together. The regions of inquiry tests both 
the project and the theory simultaneously, 
providing a visual taxonomy for the 
interpretation of the project for the rurban 
centre and architecture’s role in the non-city 
towards regional transformation.
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The rurban centre as a 
necessary project for 
architecture

The implications of the research reveals the 
rurban centre as a necessary context for the 
critical role of architecture to engage upon 
and within. The discursive discussion, design 
explorations, propositions and findings 
explicitly reveal the emergent condition 
as requiring the active engagement of 
the architecture, and secondly identifies 
methods (means) and examples of how 
architecture might do so.

The research has been most successful in 
its ability to act within a range of scales; 
firstly, within the rurban context of Port 
Chalmers, secondly within the regional 
context of Otago, thirdly within the greater 
regional network of New Zealand and finally 
concerning the non-city and the multitude 
of ways this urban condition can be both 
understood and engaged with.

The defining methods of architecture’s 
critical role within Opus Oppidum have 
potential to reveal further opportunities 
for architecture and the rurban centre 
when applied in different rurban contexts 
or provincial settlements. It should be 
considered how these alternative rurban 
contexts could implicate the broader aims 
and questions of this research. 

The design methods and theories discussed in this 
thesis are only some of the many ways that were 
possible to perform this inquiry, and can only be 
used as a means to approach & engage with these 
issues, rather than be result in a prescriptive device. 
It is perceived that the argument for architecture’s 
engagement with the rurban centre towards 
regional transformation has a much deeper impact 
both for the rurban condition and the discipline.
Identifying and understanding the rurban centre as 
a distinct urban condition in need of architecture’s 
critical role, is understood to be as crucial as the 
elucidation of the methods and modes that the 
architecture responds with.

The strategic and tactical engagement of architec-
tural form within the rurban context presents archi-
tecture as a catalytic and transformative device for 
the emergent rurban condition. Architectural form 
and the exploration of field transcends the research 
as being of upmost importance for the non-city and 
regional, infrastructural investment.

It is evident that the rurban-centre and the 
question of the non-city is in requires the attention 
of the architectural discipline and practitioners that 
operate within this context. Both the non-city and 
the city must continue to educate the discipline of 
the urbanisation processes at play across the globe 
and their physical implications. The research must 
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continue, and in doing so continue a flow of diverse 
design exploration, debate and propositions for the 
pressing rurban condition. 

Architecture of, for and within the 
non-city

An engagement of the rurban centre has illuminated 
the need to look beyond architecture’s persistent 
critical role within the city, towards the non-city. 
As a discipline, and as individuals, an ongoing 
assessment of architecture’s role and involvement 
in the urban development of our towns and cities  
must be maintained if architecture is to serve as 
positive catalytic device. The findings in this body 
of research attest that to understand the power and 
critical role of architecture, one must first consider 
all of the contexts that architecture operates 
within – not solely the ‘city’ that is obsessed upon in 
literature and practice throughout the 20th century 
and today.

This thesis asks, How architecture? When 
architecture? Why architecture? As a premise to 
consider strategies, modes and methods of research 
and practice within site-specific rurban contexts. 
The research presents the value of a theoretical 
framework and discussion in the disconnection to 
the insistence of reality - a reality where the non-
city is changing extremely fast from the forces of 

rapid urbanization at play.  Engaging with 
the non-city through the architectural design 
methods explored in this research reveals a 
lens to view our environment and ways to 
shape it in support of growth and vibrancy. 
It argues for architecture’s critical role in the 
non-city and in doing so provides tools to 
invigorate and protect the spaces we value 
the most but above all, the communities 
within them. 
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^
Fig 3.106 Proposed retuned edge for Port Chalmers, 1956 
.
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