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Introduction 

 

 

Learning by Design: Building Canterbury College in the city 1873-1973 

An illustrated history inspired by the Armson Collins Architectural Drawings Collection 

 

 

The buildings that form the original town site of the University of Canterbury, once known as 

Canterbury College, are far more than just bricks and mortar. They are no less than the building 

blocks of our institution, in which we may find stories of staff and students, of education and 

recreation, and of service to community. Although the first site of Canterbury College is no longer 

formally attached to the University, the buildings continue to serve the wider community as the Arts 

Centre, and in the hearts of many former students and staff they still represent a place where minds 

and lives were forever changed.  

 

‘Learning by Design’ is a visual history of the building of Canterbury College from its humble 

foundation in 1873, through the College’s evolution into a University with ivy-clad cloisters, and 

finally to the gifting of the town site to the people of Christchurch in 1973.  

 

The inspiration for this exhibition came from the visionary designs for many of the College 

buildings which may be found in the Armson Collins Architectural Drawings Collection. A project 

to digitize the Armson Collins Collection in 2012 has slowly illuminated a rich source of historical 

documents which show how much of Canterbury College was conceived and constructed.  

 

By connecting the architectural drawings to the wealth of archives, photos, and books in the 

University Library’s collections, this exhibition highlights how architecture, education, and 

community combined to create Canterbury College.  Although the University is now at home in 

Ilam, the legacy of Canterbury College lives on in its graduates, in our research collections, and in 

the buildings of the Arts Centre.  
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PART ONE: FOUNDATIONS 
 

The history of the University of Canterbury is one that started with a grand vision, embedded in the 

ideals which led to the formation of the province Canterbury itself. It began life in 1873 as 

Canterbury College, home to just 87 students, and affiliated to the University of New Zealand. One 

hundred years later the College had evolved into the independent institution of the University of 

Canterbury with over 7000 students.  

 

As the College grew, so too did the College buildings, which were for the first century of its life 

situated on the town site between Worcester Boulevard  and Hereford Street. The College was to 

start out with one ‘temporary’ tin shed for a laboratory, but by 1973 the town site would include 32 

buildings, additions or extensions, not to mention the temporary structures that had come and gone. 

Amongst them would number buildings that have become an essential part of the architectural and 

cultural landscape in Christchurch.  

 

A Vision for Christ-Church College 

 

The University of Canterbury celebrates its foundation in 1873, but the inspiration for a college of 

higher education in Christchurch dates back to 1848 in the aims of the Canterbury Association. The 

Association saw a university as being a necessary part of the social cement that would bind together 

their newly planned colony, and accordingly made provision for a Religious and Educational Fund 

that they estimated would be worth £1,000,000.  

 

As early as 1850 the Association published a paper on a Scheme for the Establishment of Christ-

Church College. The scheme laid out plans for a college with two departments that would cater for 

public school boys and young men over 17 years of age. Young men in the upper department would 

be required to study theology, classics, mathematics, civil engineering and agriculture, all dressed 

appropriately in academic cap and gown.
1
  

 

These grand plans were further elaborated upon in the Plan of College
2
 which described a new 

college built firmly on the traditions of Oxford and Cambridge. The Association was determined 

that “Our settlement will be provided with a good college, good schools, church, a bishop, clergy, 

all those moral necessities…”
3
  

 

Despite this early vision of higher education in Christchurch, the funds available simply did not 

match the expansive plans, and the city had to wait a further two decades before Canterbury College 

was formed. 

 

A University for New Zealand 

 

During the 1860s, politicians and statesmen throughout New Zealand were debating how best to 

provide for university education in a new country with limited finances. Some favoured the 

provision of scholarships to enable students to return to England for their education, while others 

preferred the establishment of a local institution. If there was to be a University of New Zealand 

however, the big question became ‘where was it to be located?’ Seeing the potential benefit of such 

                                                 
1
 Canterbury Association, Canterbury papers, (London: The Association, 1850-1859), 102 

2
 Canterbury Association, Canterbury papers, 285 

3
 Canterbury Association, Canterbury papers, 8 
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an institution being situated in their own province, Otago raced ahead to establish a University by 

ordinance in 1869, and then attempted to gain it status as the University of New Zealand. Spurred 

on to action, Canterbury politicians argued that the University of New Zealand should be an 

overarching national entity supported by affiliated colleges. And if Otago could have an affiliated 

college, then Canterbury could certainly have one too! 

  

When the University of New Zealand called for institutions of higher education to apply for 

affiliation in 1871, it was no surprise then that two Christchurch institutions put their names 

forward. Both Canterbury Museum (which opened in 1870) and Christ’s College (which was 

established in 1855) applied, but neither fulfilled all the necessary requirements on their own. A 

union was suggested between the two and the Canterbury Collegiate Union was formed. The Union 

was to be in essence the forerunner of Canterbury College. In April 1872 the Union was officially 

granted affiliation, and began offering courses in classics, mathematics, botany, zoology, chemistry, 

and modern languages. In the following year they added the subjects of jurisprudence, English 

language and literature, physiology and geology. The initial enrolment amounted to a grand total of 

83 students, which included women, and classes were held mainly in the evenings to allow working 

students to attend.
4
 Higher education had found a place to begin in Christchurch. 

 

Therefore may your fields prosper 

 

It was auspicious for Canterbury that by the time the Canterbury College was founded in 1873, the 

Province was about to experience an economic boom as the value of wool exports rose 

dramatically. The increase in the region’s income was matched by an expansion of its social and 

educational infrastructure. In the 1870s alone the city was to open the Normal School, Christchurch 

Girls’ and Boys’ High Schools, the Public Library, the council swimming pool on the Avon, a new 

railway station and the Post Office in Cathedral Square. The Council was particularly proud to have 

New Zealand’s first telephones in operation by 1879.
5
 

 
The combination of the appropriate finances along with political willpower allowed the Canterbury 

Collegiate Union, formed in 1871, to evolve into Canterbury College. The College formally came 

into being when the Provincial Council passed the Canterbury College Ordinance on 16 June 1873. 

The College was to be financially supported by leases from land reserves set aside specifically for 

this purpose. Being built upon the wealth of the land explains why the College adopted the Latin 

motto "Ergo tua rura manebunt", meaning "therefore may your fields prosper". 

 

It is interesting to note that Canterbury College as it was in 1873 was viewed as an organization 

with a wide variety of responsibilities, not just management of the College. The Board of Governors 

were also responsible at various times for the oversight of the Museum, the Public Library, the 

Boys’ High School, the Girls’ High School, the School of Agriculture, and the School of Art.
6
 The 

College would face many challenges as a result of the diverse needs of these groups, not the least of 

which was the provision of appropriate buildings and facilities for each.  

 

 

                                                 
4
 W.J. Gardner et al, A history of the University of Canterbury 1873-1973, (Christchurch, N.Z.; University of 

Canterbury, 1973), 32 
5
 Christchurch City Council, Christchurch Chronology: 1000 years of settlement,  (Christchurch, N.Z.; Christchurch 

City Council, c.1983), 19-22 
6
 Gardner et al, A history of the University of Canterbury, 53 
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The College in the Clouds 

 

The physical location for Canterbury College was a subject of great debate in the 1870s, just as the 

University’s later move to Ilam in the 1950s would be hotly contested. There was much support for 

the College being located within what was developing into an educational precinct in the vicinity of 

Canterbury Museum, which was seen as the more senior and leading institution. To this end in 1873 

the Provincial Government purchased an initial acre on the corner of Worcester and Antigua Streets 

(now Rolleston Ave).
7
 For some though, even this wasn’t close enough to the Museum. Alternative 

locations were proposed directly adjacent to or even as part of the Museum building itself, in what 

is now the Botanic Gardens.  

 

The debate over location and funding continued through into 1875, so that the College found itself 

after two years with three new professors but no dedicated buildings. When John Macmillan Brown, 

Foundation Professor of English and Classics, arrived in Christchurch on Christmas Day 1874 he 

“was taken along to a fenced section on the corner opposite the Museum with an old wooden 

building standing on a mound of sand, and told that that was the College; somewhat in conflict with 

this demonstration, there was added the remark, ‘The College is in nubibus’ [in the clouds]. I made 

up my mind that I should not follow the example of the College but plant my feet firmly on the 

earth.”
8
 

  

Without any actual College buildings, the foundation professors began teaching in temporary 

accommodation provided by the Public Library (formerly the Mechanics’ Institute), the Oddfellows 

Hall, and in a room at the Museum.  A student of this period recalled in The College Review that the 

rooms in the Public Library “… were not handsome rooms, and a central table formed of several 

small ones of varying sizes, heights and degrees of dinginess, with a few chairs of most 

unpretentious character can hardly be termed luxurious furnishing.” In his opinion, the abiding 

characteristic of all the lecture rooms at this time was the amazing coldness of their atmosphere, and 

he noted that “overcoats were freely worn by students who sat shivering around the above-

mentioned tables.”
9
  

 

It would indeed have been cold to attend morning lectures in mid-winter, which began at 7.45am. 

Despite such hardships the fledgling College attracted a roll of 87 students, with men and women 

being admitted on an equal basis.  

 

A Gothic Soul 

 

Early Christchurch was essentially a village of wooden cottages and shops, which would have 

seemed desolate to newly arrived colonists. According to one settler it was “an odd, straggling 

place. Small wooden buildings dotted about with little pretension to regularity, rough wooden 

palings for enclosures…”
10

 With the appearance of grander stone buildings from the 1860s 

onwards, locals could begin to feel reassured and proud that their city would indeed become a small 

slice of ‘home’. By 1886 buildings like those of the Cathedral, the Museum, and the College 

enabled the Picturesque Atlas of Australasia to claim “Two features at once arrest the attention of 

the travelled visitor. The first is the thoroughly English look of the place… Nothing is here to 

suggest pronounced colonial peculiarities.”
11

 

                                                 
7 Gardner et al, A history of the University of Canterbury, 42 
8
 Lyttelton Times, Canterbury College Jubilee: fifty years of educational progress,  (Christchurch; Lyttelton Times, 

1923), 1 
9
 ‘Early Days’, The Canterbury College Review,  May 1897, 10 

10
 John Wilson, Lost Christchurch, (Springston, NZ: Te Waihora Press, 1984), 8 

11
 Andrew Garran, Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, (Sydney, Australia; Picturesque Pub Co, 1886), 624 
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The original overall vision for Canterbury College was for it to be reassuringly European, based on 

best traditions of Oxbridge. The Gothic Revival style in vogue at the time ensured that new 

buildings in Christchurch emulated those being built in Europe. More than that, the Gothic style 

encapsulated many of the Christian ideals upon which the new province was founded, and was 

extolled as being the only appropriate style for churches and places of learning by leading 

commentators such as Augustus Pugin. It was for this reason that C.R.H. Taylor was able to write in 

1929, when considering the gothic beauties of Christchurch, that “The love of change means a free 

will, and as this epitomizes the Gothic Soul, so does it symbolize the spirit of the early pioneers of 

Canterbury.”
12

 

 

Beyond the desire to reproduce Oxford or Cambridge in the new college, there seems to have been 

little overall forward planning for how the campus would develop and expand to meet the practical 

needs of its staff and students over time. In fact development was rather piecemeal, and in many 

cases the potential increases in demand were severely underestimated. William Armson declared in 

1881 after designing the Boys High School for the College site, that his original building would 

serve for all time. 
13

 That same building would have additions made to it in 1891, 1896 and 1913, 

before the Boys High grew to such an extent it moved to a completely new site. It is not surprising 

that it was a common complaint of students that their practical needs were often overlooked. O.T.J. 

Alpers describes in ‘Cheerful Yesterdays’ how “Chemical and physical laboratories and additional 

lecture rooms were urgently needed. But the Governors, many of them English public-school men, 

and several of them Graduates of English Universities, had ideals that soared beyond the mere 

utilities of the moment.”
14

 

 

A more thorough overview of how the site might be developed was eventually proposed by the 

architect Samuel Hurst Seager in 1913, whose scheme noted the new buildings required and how 

they could be incorporated over time into the existing site. Hurst Seager considered that the College 

should be arranged around quadrangles, with a library forming the intellectual heart of the 

institution. Amongst others, he listed as necessary a library that could hold 20,000 volumes, a 

lecture room for 230 people, two smaller lecture rooms for up to 30 people each, and 

accommodation for lady students’ bicycles. Having consulted with the Professorial staff, Hurst 

Seager claimed that ‘…the scheme provides for the rooms they need, and in addition provides for 

all buildings likely to be required.”
15

 

 

Although buildings were as a result added in response to need as and when funds became available, 

the Gothic style established by the College's first architect Benjamin Mountfort was more or less 

maintained over time. With some planning and much good fortune, the many architects involved in 

constructing the site managed to create a harmonious and intimate environment with overall 

architectural unity. When Canterbury College celebrated its 50
th

 Jubilee in 1923, T.W. Cane was 

proud to note “A great college is not, we well know, a thing of stone, bricks and mortar. But it is 

very desirable that the outward and visible beauty of the House of Learning should harmonise with 

the intellectual life it harbours.”
16

  

 

                                                 
12

 C.R.H. Taylor, The gothic beauties and history of the Canterbury Provincial buildings, (Christchurch: Canterbury 
Provincial Buildings Board, 1963), 14 
13

 Glyn Strange, The Arts Centre of Christchurch: then and now, (Christchurch, N.Z.: Clerestory Press, 1994), 19 
14

 O.T.J.Alpers, Cheerful Yesterdays, (London [England] : John Murray, 1928), 51 
15

 S. Hurst Seager, Proposed Scheme for the Completion of Canterbury College, (Unpublished manuscript MB1984, 

1913), 2 
16

 T.W. Cane, The Canterbury College Jubilee, [Christchurch: 1923], 1 
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United Existence 

 

The Canterbury College Board of Governors began planning for their first building in 1873, which 

they envisioned would include two classrooms and a large hall. They approved a design by architect 

Benjamin Woolfield Mountfort in 1874, but the project lapsed when no agreement could be reached 

as to where to build it. Despite already owning land on the Worcester Street site, dithering over 

whether the College should be adjacent to the Museum or not affected the establishment of its first 

buildings significantly. 

 

In 1875 the arrival of Professor Bickerton, newly appointed Professor of Chemistry, finally forced 

matters along as the need for laboratory space became pressing. The Board authorized B.W. 

Mountfort to design a temporary laboratory on the Worcester Street site, though many still held on 

to the notion that a future joint building with the Museum was the preferred option. This supposedly 

temporary structure was constructed in 1876, and was known for being both ugly and inconvenient 

over its 40 year lifespan. Such was its reputation that it was nicknamed ‘The tin shed’ or 

alternatively ‘The realm of stinks’. Whatever its later drawbacks, the lecture room in the Tin Shed 

was the largest in Christchurch at the time it was built, and for many years it was used for public 

demonstrations and lectures, as well as for teaching students.  

 

Eventually, it became clear that the Worcester Street site was to be the only site for Canterbury 

College. Mountfort was engaged to create first formal building, which was a modified version of his 

earlier design, and included offices for the porter and registrar, studies for the professors, a board 

room and a lecture room. On the opening of the first permanent College buildings in 1877, 

Macmillan Brown announced “Hitherto we have done our work in old lecture room in Christchurch. 

Now we receive a local habitation, and pass into a stage of united existence.”
17

 By the time the 

University began to depart for Ilam in the 1950s, the city campus would reach over five and a half 

acres. 

 

Despite the humble beginnings, Canterbury College was to grow into a significant institution with 

Gothic inspired buildings that many claimed were the envy of the country. At its height the campus 

would be home to a clock tower, a great hall, a library, the classics building, the girls’ high / art 

school, the chemistry building, the biological sciences building, the physics building, the  

observatory, a school of engineering, the boys’ high school, a gymnasium, a theatre, a registry, and 

a student union building. The ivy-clad buildings would lead some locals to claim that Christchurch 

was ‘the Cambridge of New Zealand’.
18

 
 

 

                                                 
17 Strange, The Arts Centre, 12 
18

 Cyclopedia Company, The Cyclopedia of New Zealand: industrial, descriptive, historical, biographical facts, figures, 

illustrations. Volume 3 Canterbury, (Wellington, N.Z.: Cyclopedia Co., 1897-1908), 162 
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PART TWO: A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE 
 

In the 100 years that Canterbury College occupied the original town site, numerous architects 

played a role in designing and creating its many buildings. We are fortunate indeed that represented 

in the Armson Collins collection are the designs of B.W. Mountfort, W.B. Armson, C.J. Mountfort, 

J.J. Collins, R.D. Harman, J.G. Collins, and S.H. Seager.  

 

We are perhaps even more fortunate that at a time when architecture was still a developing 

profession, the architects involved in the creation of the College were both greatly skilled and 

showed a dedication to high standards. The individual styles and visions of each of these architects 

shaped the way Canterbury College was to develop over time. Yet overall the College buildings, 

linked as they are to the ideals of Gothic architecture, form a harmonious and beautiful site.  

  

Colonial Architects 

 

Architecture was not widely regarded as a profession throughout Europe and America until the 

1850s, and was still slowly developing into a separate and specialized skill set in the 1870s when 

the construction of Canterbury College began. Prior to the 1800s, architects were usually chief 

workmen on the building site, and would in essence design as required while construction went on 

around them. Classical modes of building were widely understood and adhered to in the Western 

world. As a result drawings were small and utilitarian, usually did not include perspective or 

aesthetic elements, and were not often retained once a building was complete
19

. 

 

However after 1800 a shift began to happen when buildings became more complex in design and 

construction. There was a gradual move away from the understood classical modes to new styles, 

including the Gothic. Once these new styles of buildings were introduced, drawings became more 

important to the process. Clients needed to see drawings to understand designs that they may not 

have been familiar with, while builders could not rely on past experience to get them through the 

construction process. The result was that architects gradually began to work more as designers 

rather than builders,
20

 and their drawings evolved to increasingly include aesthetic elements.
21

 

 

As the profession was still a developing one, the term of architect was not regulated in New Zealand 

at the time Canterbury College was founded. Anyone could in fact call themselves an architect and 

set up in business. This resulted in an increased competition for contracts, which meant that forming 

long standing relationships with potential clients would have been highly useful.
22

 For example, 

when William Armson returned to New Zealand in 1862, he was happy to be appointed as an 

architect to the Provincial Government of Otago on £300 per annum, even though the salary offered 

was considered a little low, because of the security such a position offered
23

. It is little wonder then 

that firms like Armson Collins were keen to establish a good relationship with Canterbury College, 

and maintained that relationship over much of the firm’s 123 years in practice. 

 

                                                 
19

 Lois Price, Line, shade, and shadow: the fabrication and preservation of architectural drawings, (New Castle, DE: 
Oak Knoll Press; Winterthur, DE : Winterthur Museum & Country Estate ; [Houten, Netherlands] : HES & DE 
GRAAF Publishers, 2010), 1 
20

 Robert McDougall Art Gallery, W.B. Armson: a colonial architect rediscovered, (Christchurch, N.Z: Robert 

McDougall Art Gallery, 1983), 21 
21

 Price, Line, shade, and shadow, 57 
22

 McDougall, W.B. Armson, 8 
23

 Collins and Son, A century of architecture: Collins & Son, (Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1965), 7 
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Men of integrity 

 

The profession of architecture was somewhat distrusted in colonial New Zealand, given that there 

was initially no strict definition of who could call themselves an architect. Failures of some early 

buildings only served to increase doubt in the minds of the public.
24

 Yet the architects whose work 

forms the nucleus of the Armson Collins collection were committed to the highest professional 

standards, and took their roles in the process of creating buildings extremely seriously. Samuel 

Hurst Seager summed up this attitude when he wrote “Our architect of today must first and 

foremost be a man of perfect integrity and unimpeachable honour; generous-minded and strictly just 

in all his dealings…”
25

 

 

Worldwide, the slow improvement of the standards and practice of architecture during the 19
th

 

Century was reflected in the formation of architectural courses of study, specialist journals and 

magazines, and professional associations.
26

 Likewise trained architects in practice in New Zealand 

began to look for ways to enhance the status of their vocation.  

 

In 1871, four architects formed the Canterbury Association of Architects. This was the first 

professional architectural organization in New Zealand, and it included two of the architects who 

would be instrumental in the College’s first buildings, Benjamin Mountfort and William Armson. 

The Association showed that they took professional standards seriously, as their rules made it clear 

that membership would be open only to architects who had been in practice for more than 3 years, 

and who had trained for at least four years as an articled pupil. 
27

 The Canterbury Association 

lapsed in the 1880s, but was replaced in 1905 by the New Zealand Institute of Architects. Not 

surprisingly, several more of the College’s architects were members, including John James Collins, 

Samuel Hurst Seager, John Goddard Collins, and Richard Harman. 

 

Learning by Design 

 

Prior to establishment of architectural courses of study and degrees, the usual method for architects 

to learn their craft was to become an articled pupil at an established firm, in a position that was 

much like an apprenticeship. They would generally receive four years of training on the job in order 

to be able to call themselves an architect, during which time they might be instructed in design and 

drawing methods, as well as possibly learning engineering and surveying skills, depending on the 

nature of the firm they learnt with.  

 

Although architecture was increasingly seen as a specialized profession in the 19
th

 Century, the 

methods of acquiring an articled position must have varied. John James Collins for example was 

taken on as an articled pupil by William Armson in 1871. At the time Collins was just 16 years old. 

When he came and asked for a position, Armson gave him two books to read and left him alone for 

a while. One volume was on Red Indians, and the other was about architecture. When Armson 

returned, he found young Collins reading the book on architecture, and so agreed to hire him. 
28

 

Armson himself had completed articles at the office of Mssrs Purchas and Teague in Melbourne. 
29

 

 

                                                 
24

 McDougall, W.B. Armson, 21 
25

 S. Hurst Seager, Architectural education: being the annual address of the retiring Branch President, (Wellington 

[N.Z.]: Harry H. Tombs, [1915] ),  5 
26

 Price, Line, shade, and shadow, 60 
27

 McDougall, W.B. Armson, 21 
28

 Collins and Son, A century of architecture, 11 
29

 Collins and Son, A century of architecture, 7 
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In addition to learning on the job, architects could expand their knowledge of design through 

research, or travel and work overseas. For that reason many New Zealand based architects would 

make journeys through England or Europe to ensure they developed a good knowledge of 

architectural styles, and kept up with current trends. Firms would also develop extensive libraries of 

reference material, as is aptly demonstrated by the prints and cuttings in the Armson Collins 

Collection. The firm obviously agreed with Samuel Hurst Seager when he wrote in ‘Architectural 

Education’ that “We are all students, or we should be, for the complexity of problems embraced 

within the term architecture can never be fully solved even by the most studious – the most 

experienced.”
30

 

 

The professionalization of architecture eventually led to the creation of specialized courses of study, 

which were necessary to cover the increasing skill set that an architect might require.  Papers in 

technical drawing and architecture skills were available at Canterbury College from a relatively 

early stage. The newly established Canterbury College School of Art advertised its 1882 syllabus as 

including courses in design, machine construction and drawing, and building construction and 

drawing.
 
Of the 63 evening students enrolled in that year, 28 came from the building trades.

 31
 

Architectural courses continued to be offered at the College for many years, and were eventually 

taught by Samuel Hurst Seager when he joined the staff as a lecturer in Architecture and Decorative 

Design in 1893.  

 

Students were expected to learn more than just drawing skills. By 1915, Samuel Hurst Seager 

claimed that a good architect should, in addition to acquiring design skills, also have studied: 

geology, inorganic chemistry, sound engineering, heat engineering, hydrostatics, mechanical 

engineering, graphics, statistics and have a general knowledge of arts and crafts such as wood 

carving and masonry. 
32

 With such high expectations, it was unfortunate for local students that in 

1914 when Canterbury College considered creating a School of Architecture that lack of funds 

prevented its establishment. It fell instead to the University of Auckland to establish a national 

architectural school in 1919
33

 and future prospective architects had to travel further afield to gain a 

degree.   

 

The firm of Armson Collins 

 

The architectural firm of Armson Collins was formed in 1870 when William Armson arrived in 

Christchurch. The firm went on to practice under a great many names, as partners came and went. It 

is unique however in that the firm existed for over 120 years, and was home to four generations of 

architects from the Collins family.  

1862  William Armson begins practice in Dunedin 

1870  Armson establishes the firm in Christchurch 

1871 Armson is handling contracts worth over £8,000. John James Collins joins the firm 

in as an articled pupil 

1879 The firm begins its association with Canterbury College, designing the Boys High 

School 

1881  The success of the firm means they now have a staff of 13 

1883  William Armson dies  

1883-1884 The firm operates as Armson, Collins and Lloyd 

1887  Richard Dacre Harman joins the firm, which becomes Armson, Collins and Harman  

1903  John Goddard Collins joins the firm 
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1916 The firm takes A.J. Munnings into partnership as Armson, Collins, Harman and 

Munnings 

1921  J.J. Collins retires 

1927  R.D Harman dies. 

1928  The firm probably becomes Collins and Son at this time 

1936  John Kempthorne Collins joins the firm 

1955  J.G. Collins retires 

1957 Collins and Son design new School of Art on Ilam Campus for the University of 

Canterbury 

1960  Richard John Kempthorne Collins joins the firm  

1965 The firm completes extensions to the Registry building on the Canterbury College 

town site 

1993 The firm closes after 123 years. The last senior partners are Graeme Loveridge, 

Maurice Hunt and Daryl Partridge 

1994 The Armson Collins Collection is donated to UC 

 

By the time the firm closed it was one of the two oldest architectural firms in the country. It is 

possible that J.J. Collins and R.D. Harman may have been the first Christchurch based architects to 

have been born and trained in New Zealand. The firm was to have an impact on architectural design 

throughout New Zealand, but its major influence was on the Canterbury landscape, with their 

numerous public and private commissions bearing witness to years of hard labour. For example, 

amongst the multitude of major contracts were included:  

 

Commercial Buildings 

NZ Loan and Mercantile Store, Lyttelton 

BNZ bank buildings in Lyttelton, Ashburton, Timaru, Wanganui, Opihi, Napier, Naseby and 

Ashburton 

Colonial Bank, Hereford St  

Strange and Co's building, cnr High St and Lichfield St 

Lyttelton Times building, Cathedral Square 

Christchurch Press Building, Cathedral Square 

Sign of the Takahe, Cashmere 

British Hotel, Lyttelton 

Whitcombe and Tombs, Cashel Street 

Factory for Aulsebrook and Co 

Christchurch Gas Company 

Dominion Farmers Building, Wellington 

Public Buildings  

Oddfellows Hall, Lichfield St 

Christchurch Public Library 

CSA Art Gallery, Durham St 

Grandstand Lancaster Park 

Borough Council Offices at Lyttelton, Woolston and Sydenham 

Cholmondeley Home, Governors Bay  

Canterbury College Library, Physics, Chemistry, gymnasium, student union, and registry 

buildings 

Hospitals in Christchurch, Burwood, Akaroa, Lyttelton, Cashmere, Rangiora, Leeston, 

Lincoln and Darfield 

Fire stations in Sockburn, St Albans, Sumer, Lyttelton, New Brighton, Woolston, Kaiapoi 

and Rangiora 

Churches 

St Mary’s Church, Timaru 
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The Deanery, Armagh St 

Nurses Memorial Chapel, Christchurch Public Hospital 

Nazareth House and chapel 

Marist Brothers Monastery 

Convent of the Sacred Heart, Greers Rd 

Churches in Cheviot, Irwell, Hawarden, Lyttelton, Dallington, Culverden and St Albans 

Schools 

Christchurch Boys High School, Worcester St 

Christchurch Girls’ High School, Cranmer Square 

Avonside Girls’ School 

Rangi-Ruru School 

Private 

Residence for A.E.G Rhodes, Te Koraha, Merivale
 

Residence for G. H. Rhodes, at Claremont, Timaru 

Residence for R. H. Rhodes at Bluecliffs 

Residence for G. E. Rhodes at Meadowbank 

Residence for H. D. Buchanan at Little River 

Residence for J. Grigg, Longbeach House 

Residence for J. Deans at Homebush 

Curator’s House, Botanic Gardens 

 

Unfortunately many of the firm’s buildings are no longer standing, but it is some consolation that 

one of the firm’s great achievements was to create the Armson Collins Collection of architectural 

drawings, photographs and archives. 

 

Benjamin Woolfield Mountfort (1825-1898) 

 

Although not a member of the Armson Collins firm, Benjamin Woolfield Mountfort is represented 

in the Armson Collins Collection and was instrumental in the creation of a Gothic Revival 

townscape in Christchurch. C.R.H Taylor described him as being “… a short man, of a most lovable 

and genial disposition, but essentially a student, a recluse; his one interest was architecture, with its 

associate studies of heraldry, history and art, in which he was completely wrapped.”
34

 

 

Born in 1825, Mountfort grew up in Birmingham, England, and in 1844 became an articled pupil 

with the architect Richard Carpenter of London. It is likely that Mountfort became a devotee of the 

Gothic style while completing his articles, as Carpenter was an influential Gothic Revival church 

architect.
35

 In 1850 Mountfort and his family arrived in Lyttelton on board the Charlotte Jane. He 

immediately began practicing as an architect, designing churches and taking on public 

commissions. In 1865 Mountfort designed the Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings in 

Christchurch, which are generally recognized as the outstanding achievement of his career, and the 

earliest example of High Victorian Gothic architecture in New Zealand. He also became a 

supervising architect for the Anglican Cathedral in Cathedral Square, and designed additions to the 

tower and spire.   

Mountfort demonstrated a strong commitment to personal and professional standards throughout his 

life. He was for example, one of the founding members of the Canterbury Association of Architects. 

He was also known as a devout member and active of the Anglican Church. A contemporary related 
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the tale of Mountfort hurrying along to Canterbury College one day, intent on carrying out some 

study. As it was a Sunday however, Mountfort was holding his book and papers beneath his coat so 

as not to be seen breaking the Sabbath, and was horrified when the papers suddenly tumbled to the 

ground revealing his subterfuge to several passersby! 
36

 

Mountfort’s influence on the development of Canterbury College was also significant. He not only 

designed a major gothic building for Canterbury Museum, but was also responsible for the 

Canterbury College clock tower, East Wing, and the Great Hall. It would be difficult today to look 

at the cultural precinct around Rolleston Avenue and Worcester Street in Christchurch without 

seeing Mountfort’s presence.  

 

William Barnett Armson (1833–1883) 

 

Born in c.1833 in London, William Armson was the son of Francis and Jane Armson. He came to 

New Zealand with his parents around 1852, but the family then moved to Melbourne in 1854, where 

Armson became articled to the firm of Mssrs Purchas, and Swyer, Architects. Armson was fortunate 

in that he was able to train as both an architect and a civil engineer, which would prove useful 

throughout his career.  

 

In 1862 Armson returned to New Zealand to work in Dunedin as an architect for Provincial 

Government of Otago. There he designed the Supreme Court building and the Municipal Chambers 

amongst others. After Dunedin, Armson spent several years working in Hokitika, Oamaru and 

Leeds before he finally moved to Christchurch in 1870 where set up his practice. He remained in 

Canterbury for the rest of his career, and the firm of Armson Collins went on to become one of two 

of the oldest architectural practices in New Zealand. His colleague J.J. Collins described Armson at 

this time as a short, tubby and slightly balding man, afraid of no-one, and meticulous about his 

professional standing. Armson apparently was a keen fencer, and would keep foils in his office. 

Collins related how he there were occasions when he would usher clients into Armson’s office, only 

to find it full of dust with a fencing bout in progress.
37

 

 

Armson was obviously interested in local affairs, as he regularly wrote Letters to the Editor on 

current issues. In Dunedin he wrote to the Otago Daily Times under the nom de plume ‘Pro Bono 

Publico’ and may have edited the ODT from time to time when the Editor was absent. In Hokitika 

he once again took to writing letters to the Editor, often commenting about local notables, which did 

not appear to affect his ability to attract commissions! Later on in Christchurch, while writing to the 

Editor of The Press, he dictated his letters to his articled pupils, and commented to J.J. Collins one 

day, “You know John, in writing this sort of letter, it is not what you say, but what you do not say 

that counts.”
 38

 

 

Although he employed classical forms to great effect in his career, like his counterpart Benjamin 

Mountfort, Armson appears to have had a solid grounding in Gothic architecture as an articled pupil 

and increasingly used rich ornamentation in his designs as his career progressed. In Christchurch his 

Gothic inspired buildings include the design for Canterbury College of the Christchurch Boys’ High 

School. Amongst his most well-known buildings are the Bank of New Zealand in Dunedin, St 

Mary’s Church in Timaru, the second Canterbury Public Library and the second Christchurch Girls’ 

High School in Cranmer Square.  
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Armson died in 1883 age 50, a confirmed bachelor. By the time he died he was widely regarded as 

one of the best architects in New Zealand 
39

 and after little more than a decade in Christchurch it 

was noted that he had “transformed the appearance of the commercial heart of the city.”
40

  

 

The Collins Family 

 

Four generations of the Collins family were to serve as architects for Canterbury College and the 

University of Canterbury. They included: 

John James Collins (1855–1933) 

 

John James Collins was born in Christchurch in 1855. He was the son of James and Selina Collins 

who had arrived onboard the Bangalore from England in 1851
41

. His father is noted in different 

sources as being either a gentleman farmer or a gentleman’s servant, but the Passenger List for the 

Bangalore notes the James Collins, steerage, as a general labourer. Mr Collins Snr and served as the 

Steward at the Canterbury Club, and then established several hotels, including successfully running 

Collins Hotel in Hereford St, (which was later known as the Occidental). 

 

J.J. Collins was educated at Christ’s College from 1865 to 1871, and so would have witnessed 

firsthand the establishment of the Canterbury Collegiate Union. He was interested in architecture, 

and joined William Armson’s firm in 1871 as an articled pupil at the age of 16. Collins was also 

evidently a keen sportsman, having been a member of the Canterbury Rowing Club, and a life 

member of Canterbury Rugby Union. He was elected a life member of the Rowing Club after 

designing their new sheds on the Avon in 1886. 

 

In 1882 John James Collins married Arabella Walkden
42

. The following year his colleague William 

Armson died without having made Collins a formal partner in the firm. As a result, Collins had to 

sell his house, and his pony and trap to raise the capital necessary to purchase the firm – no small 

undertaking with a new wife to support. 
43

 

 

In 1887, Collins invited Richard Harman to become a partner in the architectural firm. They carried 

on the firm successfully, and with the same commitment to professional standards. J.J. Collins was 

a Foundation member of NZ institute of Architects. He also demonstrated a commitment to 

supporting the local community, as a Fellow and Trustee of the Benevolent Foundation.
44

 

 

Collins showed an interest in local architectural history in his private life, having purchased the Red 

House (now the Cranmer Club) for £1200 in 1907. In 1911, he sold the Red House to L.G.D. 

Acland for £1750.  After Collins retired in 1921 he moved into another historic building 'Englefield' 

in Fitzgerald Avenue
45

. Finally, Collins bought ‘Hadleigh’ house which was sadly destroyed in the 

recent Christchurch earthquakes.  
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J.J. Collins retired from architectural practice in 1921, and died in 1933 aged 78 years. Like his 

mentor, William Armson, Collins was extremely proficient in Gothic Revival style and was one its 

foremost designers in New Zealand during his career.  

John Goddard Collins (1886–1973) 

 

Born in 1886, John Goddard Collins was the son of John James and Arabella Collins. Like his 

father before him, J.G. Collins attended Christ’s College from 1896 to 1903. After leaving school, 

he then joined his father’s architectural firm as an articled pupil.
46

 

 

John Goddard Collins was evidently interested in art and exhibited with Canterbury Society of Arts 

(CSA).  It is possible that he attended the Canterbury College School of Art, where he would have 

been taught architectural drawing by Samuel Hurst Seager. This is hinted at in the 1910 CSA 

catalogue, which shows that Collins won 1
st
 place for architectural sketches in the students’ 

category, for which he would have won a silver medal. The same catalogue lists both Hurst Seager 

and J.G. Collins as working members of the Society.
47

 Collins also had a drawing of the Provincial 

Government Buildings, designed by Benjamin Mountfort, published in the Canterbury Times in 

May 1907. It is tempting to wonder if the drawing was completed as part of his architectural 

education. 

 

J.G. Collins was married to Doris Roskruge in Wellington in 1909.
48

 Perhaps the Collins continued 

to move in artistic circles, as a portrait of Mrs John Goddard Collins was entered in the CSA annual 

exhibition in 1912 by well known portraitist Elizabeth Wallwork.
49

 Alongside his father, J.G. 

Collins was a Foundation member of NZ Institute of Architects. He represented New Zealand in 

rifle shooting as a teenager, (where he would have been familiar with Richard Harman’s father who 

had founded the Canterbury Rifle Association), and was a lifelong member of Canterbury Rowing 

Club.
50

 

 

One of J.G Collins’ first big commissions after completing articles was The Press building in 

Cathedral Square (1909). Over the course of his career he was responsible for designing many of 

the buildings on the Canterbury College town site, including the Chemistry, Physics, Library, 

School of Engineering, and Student Union buildings. His sense of civic duty is demonstrated by his 

involvement with The Nurses Memorial Chapel which he designed in 1926/1927. He subsequently 

supervised its construction free of charge. Collins also designed many other well-known 

Christchurch buildings including the Sign of the Takahe and Nazareth House Chapel.  

 

J.G. Collins retired in 1953 (though some sources suggest 1955) after 50 years with the family firm. 

By the end of his career he was recognized in New Zealand as a leading authority on Gothic 

design.
51

 In the Home and Building Magazine of 1953 he described his many years in architecture 

as “an unduly severe sentence in view of the small nature of the crime.” 
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John Kempthorne Collins (1916–1983) 

 

John Kempthorne Collins was the third generation of Collins men to work as an architect with the 

family firm. The son of John Goddard and Doris Collins, he was born in 1916. As was family 

tradition, J.K. Collins was educated at Christ’s College from 1930 to 1933, and then studied at 

Canterbury University College, where he would have become very familiar with the town site.  

After completing his studies, he became an articled pupil with Mr A.H. Manson of Christchurch, 

and then joined the family firm in 1936.
52

 

 

During World War II, J.K. Collins served as a Lieutenant in the 2nd Manchester Regiment, and 

later as a Captain in the 29
th

 Battalion, where he would have seen action in the Pacific. Following 

the War he rejoined the family practice and resumed work as an architect. 
53

 

 

By the time John Kempthorne Collins rejoined the firm, Canterbury University College was on the 

verge of announcing that it would be moving to the Ilam site. Consequently, J.K. Collins was more 

involved with design work for the Ilam campus than previous generations of the firm.  

 

J.K. Collins died on 19th June 1983. His son Richard John Kempthorne Collins would be the fourth 

generation of Collins’ to join the family firm in 1960.
54

 

 

Richard Dacre Harman (1859–1927) 

 

The Harman family originally hailed from Ireland, but emigrated to New Zealand with the 

Canterbury Association on board the Sir George Seymour in 1850. Richard Dacre Harman was born 

in New Zealand in 1859, the son of Emma de Renzy and Richard James Strachan Harman. R.J.S. 

Harman was a civil engineer who had been articled to Mr George and Sir John Rennie of London. 
55

 

He became a prominent local body politician serving on numerous boards and councils, including 

the Canterbury Provincial Government. 

 

Richard Dacre Harman attended Christ’s College from 1869 to 1877, where he probably came to 

know his future colleague John James Collins. After completing his schooling, Harman became 

articled to W.B. Armson, and later joined forces with J.J. Collins to purchase William Armson’s 

practice in 1887. The firm then became known as Armson, Collins and Harman.
56

  

 

R.D. Harman was apparently a keen sportsman. He was a first class cricket representative for 

Canterbury from 1883 to 1886, as were two of his brothers. Harman also became the New Zealand 

lawn tennis singles champion in 1891, as well as clinching the doubles championship for several 

years running with Frederick Wilding, the father of Anthony Wilding. Without any doubt, Harman 

must have been fit and somewhat immune to pain, as the firm’s history relates that he would use a 

penny farthing to cycle about the countryside supervising construction work.  
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Harman married Alice Sidney Spooner in 1894/1895. Alice Harman was the cooking teacher at 

Christchurch Girls’ High School, and co-authored an important early New Zealand cook book, The 

New Zealand Domestic Cookery Book in 1900.
57

 

 

Given that Richard Dacre Harman was articled by William Armson, and grew up in the cultural 

precinct largely designed by Benjamin Mountfort, it is not surprising that he received a thorough 

grounding in the principles of Gothic design. This is aptly demonstrated in his 1894 design for the 

second Canterbury Society of Arts (CSA) building, which though plainer than Mountfort’s design 

for the first building, had the practical inclusion of a sprung dance floor which the CSA used to 

great advantage
58

. With Harman as a partner, the firm of Collins and Harman built up a 

considerable reputation for their expertise in Gothic Revival, and established an excellent 

relationship with Canterbury College as college architects.  

 

Samuel Hurst Seager (1858-1933) 

 

Samuel Hurst Seager was born in London in 1858, and came to Lyttelton with his parents in 1870. 

His father Samuel Seager was a master builder. S.H. Seager studied at Canterbury University 

College, and worked in the offices of Benjamin Mountfort. In 1882 he returned to England and 

studied at London University College, the Royal Academy, and at the Architectural Association, 

where he passed his examinations as an Associate of the Royal Institute of British Architects.
59

 By 

1884 Seager had returned to New Zealand and established his architectural practice. His first major 

design was for the Christchurch Municipal Offices (1885-1886) built in Queen Anne Revival style. 

In 1887 Samuel Seager married Hester Connon, the sister of Helen Connon. 

 

Samuel Hurst Seager is well remembered as an influential teacher, having joined the staff of 

Canterbury College School of Art as a lecturer in Architecture and Decorative Design from 1893 to 

1903. However, he is most well known for his architectural practice, where he specialized in the 

design of private residences such as Daresbury (1900) and Clarisford (1914).
60

 In contrast to these, 

Seager also designed smaller cottages for relaxed informal living. Examples of his work include his 

own cottage in Cranmer Square (1899) and the Macmillan Brown Cottage in Cashmere (1901). The 

cottages were the physical expression of Seager’s belief that there was a need to create a distinctly 

New Zealand style of architecture, which responded to local conditions and materials. In his paper 

on the subject published in 1900 he wrote that architecture in New Zealand at that time was “chiefly 

made up of architectural quotations, more or less grammatical.”
61

 

 

Seager went into partnership with Cecil Wood from 1906 until 1912 and continued his work to 

develop a New Zealand architectural idiom. The partnership designed workers cottage and 

displayed the concept at the 1906–7 New Zealand International Exhibition in Christchurch. Later in 

his career, Seager became intensely involved in urban-planning, lecturing on the issue, and joining 

the Christchurch Beautifying Association and the Summit Road Association. He also attended the 

first New Zealand Town Planning Conference in 1919. His papers on the subject included ones such 

as ‘The Disfigurement of Towns with Placards and Advertisements and Architects Responsibilities 
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in Relation Thereto.’
62

 Like his colleagues in Armson and Collins, he was also a member of the 

New Zealand Institute of Architects. 

Over the course of his long career, Samuel Hurst Seager was to develop close links to Canterbury 

College. He was not only a graduate of the College, but was also a staff member and later served on 

the Board of Governors. His extensive design skills and knowledge of planning meant that Seager 

was to have a significant impact on the architectural development of the College town site.  
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PART THREE: BLUE PRINTS 

 

The way in which architects go about creating designs and producing architectural drawings has 

changed immeasurably over the last century. When Canterbury College was founded in 1873, 

architects in New Zealand looked to Europe for guidance on fashion and design, and settled upon 

the intricate and detailed Gothic Revival style for the College.  

 

For each separate building at the College, the architects then had to create all their plans, drawings 

and designs laboriously by hand. The challenges for those involved in the construction of 

Canterbury College would have been enormous, but the Armson Collins Collection attests to the 

fact that they rose to the occasion magnificently.  

 

What is Gothic Revival? 

 

Gothic Revival was one of the most influential styles of the 19th Century. Based upon the ideals 

and designs of the European Middle Ages, Gothic Revival became popular first in England from the 

late 1700s, and then spread throughout Europe, America and Australasia in the 1800s. The style was 

to influence a wide variety of the creative arts. For example Gothic Revival is often linked to a 

fascination with the chivalry and romance of the Middle Ages, which fed into the creation of the 

19
th

 Century Gothic novel. Gothic script, heraldry, and motifs were also often incorporated into new 

designs for furniture and objet d’art.  

 

In architecture, designers were particularly inspired by the Gothic buildings of the 12th to the 16th 

Centuries. The fascination with these buildings, especially the churches and cathedrals, was in part 

linked to philosophical ideals about tradition, conservatism and spirituality. Local architectural 

commentator C.R.H. Taylor believed that the essence of Gothic included honesty, a love of change, 

naturalism, rigidity, sturdy strength, the spirit of perseverance, and generosity. “In the structure of 

Gothic buildings therefore, we find that every detail has a purpose, and each curve and line is a 

characteristic emblem of its nature…” 
63

 Architectural elements often found in Gothic Revival 

buildings, such as those of Canterbury College, might include: 

 Pointed and segmental arches 

 Steep sloping roofs 

 Decorative tracery 

 Naturalism in motifs, such as fleur de lis and quatrefoil 

 Heraldic motifs, such as chevrons 

 Curving figures and emotion in sculpture 

 Finials 

 Oriel windows 

 Cloisters and colonnades  

 Decorative embellishments to incorporate utilities into a building
64
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Why go Gothic? 

 

It is interesting to consider how the Canterbury College town site would appear today if the 

presiding style of the buildings was not the Gothic. After all, there were other potential style options 

open to the Board of Governors when planning began for the College’s first buildings. A 

Christchurch resident of the 1890s noted that “… no particular or rigid line of architecture has been 

adopted [here], but the general design and style, however, embrace good taste and elegance with 

substantial utility. There is a happy combination of ideas from various schools – the Classic, 

Gothic, Venetian, Elizabethan and Domestic English.”
65

 

 

For many reasons though, Gothic Revival was the obvious choice for the College. For a start, 

Gothic was the popular mode in England, and colonists in New Zealand were keen to follow the 

trend. Being the same or as good as ‘home’ would have brought with it a sense of security and self-

confidence in the new settlement. A Christchurch settler wrote in 1903 “Small and irregularly built 

structures, relics of the past, … must be replaced by finer buildings before the citizens can be 

satisfied with the impression that their town will produce upon casual visitors.”
66

 

 

The philosophy behind Gothic Revival would also have firmly matched the ideals of the Canterbury 

Association and the College Board of Governors. Through its references to European Christian 

architecture and places of learning, the Gothic spoke volumes to early settlers about respect for 

tradition and enduring strength.  By the time many early Christchurch schools and churches were 

being constructed, Gothic Revival with all its cloisters and pinnacles was generally accepted as the 

appropriate style to match the status of educational institutions. In the mid 1800s, Augustus Pugin 

lamented the building of colleges in plainer styles in ‘The True Principles of Pointed or Christian 

Architecture’. Without cloisters, pinnacles and towers he exclaimed ‘How is it possible to expect 

that the race of men who proceed from these factories of learning will possess the same feelings as 

those who anciently went forth from the Catholic Structures of Oxford and Winchester.”
67

  

 

It was not surprising then that the Gothic style should be favoured by the College Board and 

Architects, and they had only to look sideways to find affirmation of the choice. Gothic was already 

well established in Christchurch by the time the first buildings on the College site were being 

designed. In the heart of the city George Gilbert Scott’s Gothic Christchurch Cathedral was still 

under construction in the 1870s, and architect B.W. Mountfort had created magnificent examples of 

Gothic Revival in his designs for Canterbury Museum, and the Provincial Government Buildings. 

The Gothic also offered some practical advantages in the building process. New building materials 

used in the 19
th

 Century meant Gothic styles could be built several stories high, while still allowing 

for enough light inside. By the time Canterbury College celebrated its Jubilee in 1923, T.W. Cane 

could happily write that “Visitors to our city … cannot fail to surmise that this air of old-world 

dignity and charm is a legacy bequeathed by the founders of the province … They aimed at 

planning and building a city which should grow up around some nucleus of culture and reverence 

for tradition.”
68
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Finding Inspiration 

 

Architects in New Zealand during the 19th Century looked to England and Europe to set the trends 

and fashions for design. But finding out what those fashions were from half a world away was no 

easy feat. Those with the means were able to travel abroad to study and absorb firsthand any new 

developments in architecture. Many of the Canterbury College architects, including William 

Armson, Samuel Hurst Seager, J.J. Collins and J.G. Collins, travelled to Europe at different points 

in time to find inspiration. From the Armson Collins collection for example, we can see that J.G. 

Collins visited England during the Coronation in 1953, as the collection holds a number of 

souvenirs of the event with his name inscribed. Architects would then take advantage of the 

opportunity to return with prints and photographs of buildings that they admired and could utilize in 

their work. 

 

More commonly, architectural firms began to invest in extensive libraries of reference texts to 

which they could turn for guidance and instruction. Treasured architecture books were brought out 

to New Zealand by immigrants, and added to by those architects born and raised here. The Armson 

Collins collection for instance includes many texts probably purchased by William Armson, and 

added to by subsequent generations of the Collins family. The ‘Collins Architects’ bookplate can be 

found inside books on Gothic architecture in University Library Collection, including texts such as 

“An Analysis of Gothick Architecture: Illustrated by a series of upwards of seven hundred examples 

of doorways, windows, etc” by Raphael and J. Brandon, 1849, or ‘The Principles of Gothic 

Ecclesiastical Architecture’ by M.H. Bloxam, 1843. 

 

As architecture became an increasingly specialized professional throughout the 1800s, the 

emergence of publications such the Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, or The 

Building News and Engineering Journal added to the resources available for architects. Armson 

Collins must have subscribed to The Building News from an early date, and the subscription was 

maintained by the firm over many years, as is evidenced by several boxes of clippings from the 

journal which date from the 1870s onwards. An additional reason for gathering together books and 

journals on architecture would have been to share inspiration with clients. The development of 

architectural journalism promoted the profession, and allowed architects to have their designs 

published where they could be seen and admired by potential clients.  

 

The Concept Drawing 

 

The first phase in the architectural process was the creation of concept or presentation drawings. 

Concept designs could be used to secure contracts from clients, or be submitted to architectural 

competitions. It was essential therefore that architects both understand design, and have advanced 

artistic drawing skills.  Little wonder then that emerging courses of instruction in architecture 

focused so keenly on drawing skills. Samuel Hurst Seager believed that “Though an architect as 

such, need not have sufficient skill with the pencil or brush to enable him to rank as a painter, he 

nevertheless must have sufficient power of draughtsmanship to enable him to adequately express 

his ideas in order that they may be readily understood and faithfully carried out.”
69

  

 

Prior to the 1860s initial concept drawings generally concentrated on showing just the design of the 

building in black and white without much embellishment, and designs were not always shown with 

perspective indicated.  From the 1860s onwards however, concept drawings increasingly took on 

‘picturesque’ qualities, which often showed the initial design for a building set in idealized 
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landscapes.
70

 Design concept drawings started to become artistic works in their own right. Lovingly 

tinted and hand coloured, they were no longer just utilitarian drawings set down to meet the clients’ 

needs. This trend was further reinforced by the development of halftone printing processes from the 

1890s onwards, which allowed architectural journals to reproduce drawings in showing tone and 

shading. A simple line drawing would not look half so impressive alongside a painterly presentation 

drawing in such a publication. 
71

 

 

One further result of the change in the way concept drawings were presented was the development 

of architectural firms starting to catalogue and preserve their own collections of drawings. The more 

time and effort invested in concept drawings, the more worth they had in being preserved for future 

reference and promotion.  J.G. Collins exquisite rendering of the concept drawing for The Press 

building, completed in 1909, is a perfect example of Samuel Hurst Seager’s belief that “… beautiful 

buildings, and the drawing of perfectly truthful representations of them from accessible points of 

view will be encouraged as absolutely essential to our art.”
72

 

 

Given the considerable work involved in producing concept designs, architects began to find it 

necessary to assert ownership of the drawings and charge for them appropriately, whether or not 

they were successful in being awarded the contract. The Armson Collins firm experienced just such 

a dilemma over the design of the Canterbury Public Library building for Canterbury College. The 

firm’s initial design was deemed too costly to construct by the Board of Governors, who then asked 

for a second design of a cheaper building. The design was duly completed by William Armson, but 

the firm ensured the College was billed for both sets of drawings. William Armson noted in a letter 

on 19 July 1875 that “It is almost needless to remark that the time required for a work of design 

cannot be computed by any but those who are actually engaged in it …”
73

  

 

Disputes such as these are likely to have led to the inclusion of a scale of costs for drawings in the 

rules for the Canterbury Association of Architects, which were based on the price scale established 

by the Royal Institute of British Architects. It is notable that the contracts and specifications for the 

Canterbury College buildings in the Armson Collins Collection all include reference to the 

ownership and costs of drawings and copies. 

 

Working Drawings, Copies and Specifications 

 

It has been estimated that by the 1890s, the average number of drawings required for each major 

contract undertaken by an architectural firm was over 3500, and might include: design sketches, 

presentation drawings, site or block plans, and working drawings such as sections, elevations, 

mechanical and structural plans, design detail drawings (for windows, doors, fireplaces etc), and 

shop drawings
74

 Typically, the phases of the drawing process included: 

 conceptual drawings completed by architect 

  drafter would lay out the drawing to scale in pencil  

 drawings then inked in, usually in black but sometimes coloured inks might be used 

 shadow lines or shade lines added. If using tints, process meant layering slowly and drying 

between applications to achieve gradual changes in shade. 

 watercolour details added to provide local colour, for instance for specific types of stone 

 corrections were carried out, which might involve pasting over an additional layer of paper 
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 presentation drawing might be mounted, matted or bound, and the borders drawn in. 

 drawings could then be copied into multiple sets.
75

 

 

Copying multiple sets of drawings was required so that every builder or craftsman involved in the 

construction could see what was required and complete their part of the process. Early copying 

processes included pricking out designs onto a second sheet of paper using a sharpened tool. From 

the 1850s drafters could use tracing papers and cloths, and a pantograph to enlarge drawings, which 

still required much patient work at the drawing table. Finally some photo-mechanical copying 

became possible from 1870s onwards, and blueprinting after 1880s, with an increasing range of 

options developing in the 1900s. Collins and Sons note in the firm’s history that tracing out 

drawings was laborious work. “This meant night work, which was done with a row of guttering 

candles along the top of the drawing board.”
76

  

 

Drawings were not the only documentation required once a contract was secured. Apart from the 

legal contract itself, calculations and specifications had to be prepared and might be written out by 

hand or typed. Specifications were immensely detailed and required that the architects have a sound 

grasp of building codes, materials, and engineering standards. Getting the details right was 

essential, as the specifications were the document on which tenders from contractors would be 

based. The specification for the 1908 Chemical Laboratory at Canterbury College for instance, 

provides details not just for doors in general, but for basement doors, front door frames, front doors, 

2” doors, folding doors, swing doors and fireproof doors. The document then goes on to set out 

materials, sizes, method of opening, methods of fastening, and inclusion of windows for each type 

of door. Between 1860 and 1940, architectural firms increasingly ran as independent professional 

businesses. Firms might employ drafters, administrators, engineers and apprentice architects. To 

share the workload, the principle architect would complete the concept designs, and then rely on 

employees to provide specialized skills to progress each contract.
 77

 

 

Tools and Equipment 

 

As architectural drawings changed over the course of the 19
th

 Century, drawing instruments also 

become more complex. In the first half of 19
th

 Century most architects would have maintained at 

least a simple standard set of instruments including a steel ruling pen, a metal pencil port, a divider, 

a compass, a parallel ruler, scales, a bevel, and a protractor. Some architects would also have used a 

proportional compass, a pantograph, a drawing board, and T-square.
78

 Beyond the 1860 drawing 

instruments remained largely the same, but were slowly refined and improved. The most common 

used new tool recommended in the late 1800s was the French curve.  

 

The late 1800s also saw the establishment of European and British firms specializing in drawing 

instruments, papers and inks. The new artistic style of drawings required new types of papers such 

as glazed papers, watercolour papers, and cartridge papers. A favourite in America at this time was 

Whatman papers, which were available in Christchurch through Whitcombe and Tombs.
79

 Even 

paper created work for the architect though, as it needed to be prepared by trimming, mounting , 

stretching, and dampening it to prevent the paper cockling or warping, which would affect drawing. 
80
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Possessing all the necessary tools would have been a reasonably costly exercise. A Whitcombe and 

Tombs catalogue from 1883 in the University collection indicates that one could buy a set of 

mathematical drawing instruments in a ‘handsome’ mahogany case with lock and key for 100 

shillings (or £5).  The Catalogue tantalizingly also advertises for sale ‘Professor Bickerton’s Model 

of the Solar System’ at a mere cost of £1/1/0. Bickerton was well known as the somewhat eccentric 

foundation Professor of Chemistry at Canterbury College. 

 

Contracts, Construction and Clients 

 

Completing the drawings and specifications was only the first half of the architect’s job. Once the 

tenders had been let, supervision of construction and negotiation with contractors began. On major 

contracts there was usually a Clerk of Works based on the site to supervise workmen. However, the 

architect would also visit the site regularly to check on progress. For example William Armson 

closely supervised building sites, visiting regularly and sending letters to detail any changes to be 

made. His letterbook indicates that he frequently reminded his Clerk of Works to adhere to 

instructions strictly, and was not afraid to correct builders or contractors for poor work. The chain 

of command was however always respected. In 1897 Armson wrote “I have nothing to do with 

workmen unless their incompetency or misconduct call for the exercise of clause 20 of the 

Conditions of Contract” 

 

His habits must have rubbed off on his apprentices. R.D. Harman was renown for using a penny 

farthing cycle to visit country sites to check on progress, while J.J. Collins can be seen visiting 

Canterbury College construction sites in numerous images in the Armson Collins Collection. The 

firm’s extensive photograph collection shows that they visited sites and took photographs as 

construction proceeded, and then kept images of completed buildings as a showcase of their 

accomplishments.  

 

With high standards to be met, architects would have looked for contractors who were reliable and 

proved themselves to be trustworthy. It appears that the Armson Collins firm established a good 

working relationship for example with the Greig and Graham families. William Greig and Sons are 

signatories to numerous early contracts on the College site, including the Clock Tower, Boys’ High 

School and the Chemical Laboratory in 1908. The firm of Graham and Greig were then contracted 

by the firm, and later  P. Graham and sons built the extensions to School of Engineering in 1920s 

and were involved in College Library construction.  

 

Inevitably, part of the architect’s job was to navigate relationships with a variety of clients. 

Sometimes, differences of opinion could be sorted relatively easily. When William Armson 

designed St Mary’s Church in Timaru his original sketch included a spire. In viewing the drawings 

the Church Building Committee thought the spire would look a lot better just a little higher. 

Fortunately Armson agreed with them, and when the Committee asked why he hadn’t drawn it 

higher in the first place, he replied that the paper he had used wasn’t long enough!
81

 

 

In some cases however, disagreements led to more complicated situations. In 1913 Collins and 

Harman found themselves in difficulty over the design of the Hydraulics Laboratory. Head of 

Engineering Professor Robert Julian Scott and his staff believed the design of the piers supporting 

the water tank for the building required strengthening. Scott took his concerns to the Board of 

Governors and they in turn wrote to the architects, who were not impressed. Collins and Harman 

wrote back “As he is not an Architect we do not consider his opinion or design worth 
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consideration.”
82

 Undeterred, Scott persevered with his complaint, until the design of the building 

was changed. 

 

Whatever the nature of the design, both criticism and praise were certain to follow.  Flying in the 

face of popular opinion for example, the same Professor Scott was happy to debate both style and 

function with the College architects over the years. In the 1923 Christchurch Press supplement on 

Jubilee of College, Scott wrote “The original portions of the College designed by the late B.W. 

Mountford [sic] have won praise from expert critics, among whom the writer does not number 

himself…”!
83
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PART FOUR: BUILDING BLOCKS 
 

In 1850 Bishop Selwyn had advised the Canterbury Association that “A full grown college cannot 

be exported at once; … Mark out a good extent of land, and put up a wooden building; people are 

very tolerant, and will call it ‘The College’; and why should they not, when even an infirmary for 

sick horses may enjoy that name?” 
84

  

 

Thankfully though Canterbury College started with just one modest laboratory, it did evolve into a 

full grown college. Block by block, the town site of Canterbury College between Hereford and 

Worcester Streets was constructed between 1876 and 1966. Without any precise overall plan for the 

development of the town site, buildings tended to be added as necessity demanded, and funds 

allowed. The result is that each building has its own unique character and its own story to tell. 

 

Town Site Timeline 

 

In the course of the development of the town site 32 buildings and additions or extensions were 

erected for Canterbury College. In addition to that, there were also a number of temporary 

structures created to fulfill immediate needs and later removed. 
 
BUILT ORIGINAL PURPOSE NOTES ARCHITECT COST (£) 

1873 First site on cnr Worcester Street and Rolleston Ave purchased 

1876-1877 Chemical laboratory Demolished 1917 B.W. Mountfort  

1876 Site for Girls High School on cnr Rolleston Ave and Hereford St purchased  

1876-1877 Clock Tower Later Arts Centre 

Visitors Centre 

B.W. Mountfort  

1876-1878 Girls High School Later School of Art T. Cane  

1878 Site for Boys High on Worcester Street and site on cnr Worcester and Montreal Streets purchased 

1878-1879 East Wing, Clock Tower Later Le Cafe B.W. Mountfort  

1879-1881 Boys High School Later Galleria and 

craft shops 

W.B. Armson  

1881-1882 Great Hall and tower  B.W. Mountfort  

1882 Site on Hereford Street purchased 

1887-1888 Classics building  B.W. Mountfort  

1889 Men’s Common Room Demolished 1915   

1890-1891 Mechanical Engineering Lab  B.W. Mountfort  

1895-1896 Biological Lab  B.W. Mountfort  

1901-1902 Electrical Engineering Lab Later Southern Ballet C.J. Mountfort  

1901-1902 School of Art Additions Later Annies Wine 

Bar 

S. Hurst Seager 1,052 

1902 Site on Hereford Street purchased  

1908 Boys High School Gymnasium Later Academy 

Theatre 

Collins and Harman 2,165 

1908 Sections 423 and 424 between Worcester and Hereford Streets purchased 

1908-1910 Chemical Lab  Collins and Harman  

1912-1913 Boys High School additions  Collins and Harman 4,600 

1913-1914 Hydraulics Lab  Collins and Harman  

1914-1916 College Library Later SOFA gallery Collins and Harman  

1915-1916 School of Art additions  Collins and Harman 2,820 

1915-1916 Registrar’s Office  Collins and Harman  

1915-1916 Men’s common room Later Backstage Cafe Collins and Harman  

1915-1917 West Block Rolleston Ave  Collins and Harman  
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1915-1917 Arcades (Cloisters)  S. Hurst Seager  

1915-1917 Physics Lab  Collins and Harman 5,500 

1917 Old Caretakers cottage demolished 

1917-1918 Biological Department  Collins and Harman  

1920-1923 School of Engineering 

extensions 

Last Gothic building 

on site. Later the 

Court Theatre. 

Collins and Harman  

1926 Site of Student Union on cnr Hereford and Montreal Streets purchased 

1928-1929 Student Union Later the Dux de Lux Collins and Harman 15,412 

1947 Geography pre-fabs 

constructed 

Demolished 1990   

1949 Decision to move to Ilam announced 

1953-1954 East Block Restored after fire. Manson, Seward and 

Stanton 

41,275 

1954 Boiler house  Ministry of Works  

1955-1956 Student Union extensions  Trengrove, Trengrove 

and Marshall 

9,425 

1956-1957 First building on Ilam site begins, remodeling Okeover House for School of Art 

1956-1957 Registry extensions  Collins and Son 15,007 

1957-1958 Conversion of School of Art  Collins and Son 16,235 

1958-1959 East block repairs  Collins and Son 24,600 

1961 Conversion of Library to 3 tier 

stacks 

 Collins and Son 21,558 

1965 Registry extensions  Collins and Son 19,871 

1966 Central site alterations  U of C 50,390 

1973 UC announces intent to gift town site to the people of Christchurch during centenary celebrations 

1975 Final UC department leaves for Ilam Site 

 

 

The Old Tin Shed 

 

The first building designed and built for the newly formed Canterbury College was to be a 

Chemical Laboratory. Although the College was officially founded in 1873, debate over where it 

should be sited delayed the initial building plans. Finally, after the arrival of the freshly appointed 

Professor of Chemistry in 1875, the Board of Governors commissioned Benjamin Mountfort to 

design a temporary laboratory. The building was a modest one, completed in 1877 by contractor 

J.H. Kerr for the grand sum of £2,347/18/6. It was two and half storeys high, framed with wood, 

and lined with corrugated iron.   

 

Once built, the laboratory held the largest lecture room in Christchurch at the time, and it was used 

both for teaching and for public demonstrations and lectures. Professor Bickerton was fortunate to 

also secure a grant of £450 to furnish the laboratory with apparatus. When the Clock Tower and 

laboratory buildings officially opened in 1877, he put the new equipment to good use and 

demonstrated several experiments in applied electricity, including illuminating the Cathedral Square 

buildings with a searchlight.
85

  

 

Mountfort’s first building for the College was supposedly a temporary structure, and was never 

fully finished. Unfortunately, the building earned a reputation over its lifetime span of 40 years for 

being extremely inconvenient in its appointments, and was described by one staff member as 

“damp, dingy, drab and disreputable.”
86

 Such was its reputation that it earned several nicknames 

including ‘The realm of stinks’. However challenging the building may have been, it is interesting 
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to note that one of Canterbury’s most well-known science graduates and a pupil of Bickerton, is 

likely to have encountered the Tin Shed.  Earnest Rutherford wrote “I learnt more of research 

methods in [my] first investigations under somewhat difficult conditions that in any work I have 

done since.”
87

 

 

The College’s first building did eventually prove to be temporary, as it was demolished in 1916 to 

make way for the new College Library. 
 

The Clock Tower 

 

In contrast to the temporary ‘Tin Shed’ laboratory, the College’s first permanent addition was the 

Clock Tower. The Board of Governors had set out to plan their first building in 1873, and a design 

by Benjamin Mountfort was accepted subject to some changes in 1874, but debate over where the 

building should be placed put the project on hold. Finally, the Board settled on the Worcester Street 

site as the permanent home of the College, and a smaller revised design by Mountfort was accepted, 

as the funding available no longer matched his original vision.   

 

The Clock Tower cost the princely sum of £6,370, and was contracted out to be built by R.S. 

Seager. When complete it included the porters’ and registrars’ offices, the professors’ studies, a 

lecture room and a board room that featured a window incorporating the College Coat of Arms. 

Although not as impressive in scale as Mountfort’s design for the nearby Canterbury Museum, the 

Clock Tower in High Victorian Gothic was meant to evoke the traditions of the best English 

universities. To further emphasize the relationship of the new College to the likes of Oxford and 

Cambridge, the Colleges’ first Registrar Francis Stedman planted ivy that would eventually trail up 

the College buildings.  

 

The opening of the College buildings coincided with the opening of the new Canterbury Museum 

building on Rolleston Avenue, and a joint celebration was held. In attendance was the Governor 

Lord Normanby, and the College’s three foundation professors; John Macmillan Brown, Alexander 

Bickerton and Charles Cook. A.F. Douglas was a student of the College at the time, and recalled in 

his diary on 7
th

 June that “The Canterbury College was opened in the morning at 12 by the 

Governor (Normanby) and in the evening there was a conversazione. 5/- a ticket – matriculated 

students free. About 800 present. Grand display. All held in the new room of the Museum, 

Christchurch.” The event obviously took its toll on some of the merry makers, as the entry for the 

following day notes “I found W. Taylor, schoolmaster L. Heathcote drunk at the Railway Station in 

ball dress. His face was black and his clothes covered with mud and his breeches coming 

down…”
88

 

 

It was immediately apparent that the Clock Tower would not provide enough space for the growing 

College. An extension was planned in 1876, designed again by Benjamin Mountfort, and building 

began in 1878. Completed by 1879, the East Wing extension allowed for five more rooms, 

including classrooms for modern languages, biology and geology. The extension also saw the 

introduction of the first carved stone Coat of Arms to the College buildings, and the installation of 

the College Clock. As with all the College’s buildings, the use of the spaces changed over the years 

as teaching demands evolved. By the 1960s the Clock Tower was home to the Macmillan Brown 

Library, which seems fitting given that Macmillan Brown himself held sway here in the first years 

of the College’s existence. More recently the Tower may be remembered as home to the Arts 

Centre’s Visitors Centre, and Le Café. 
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Christchurch Girls’ High School 

 

In 1876 a girls’ high school was proposed by the Superintendant of Canterbury, William Rolleston, 

who set aside £3000 for it so that “a sound and liberal education [for girls] can be obtained at a 

reasonable cost.” 
89

  

 

It was proposed that Canterbury College should take over management of the School, and once an 

agreement had been reached, a site at the corner of Rolleston and Hereford Streets was purchased. 

The building previously on this site had been a Female Refuge for “fallen women not hardened in 

vice and desirous to retrieve their position.” 
90

 Obviously this was not seen as reflecting on the 

status of the Girls’ School in any way. 

 

Planning for the new high school building began, and the Board felt strongly that “it is desirable 

that the building to be erected should harmonise in style, material and general elevation with the 

adjoining buildings about to be erected in Worcester Street for other departments of the College.” 
91

 

The building was designed by T.W. Cane (1830-1905), and the contract to build it, at a cost of 

£3,690, was awarded to D. Reese. 

 

Christchurch Girls’ High School officially opened in 1877 but the new building wasn’t completed 

until 1878. Once opened, the Girls’ High building featured four classrooms, the largest of which 

could hold 100 students. This room had to be divided into two classes by hanging heavy curtains, to 

cater for the 115 girls who enrolled in 1878. Catering for girls aged between 7 to 17 years, the 

Girls’ High School immediately proved to be very popular and promptly ran out of space. Just four 

short years after opening, the School moved to new accommodation in Cranmer Square. Elizabeth 

Milson, pupil from 1878-1882, recalled “When the time came when we had to vacate the grey stone 

building, and go to the new brick one, some of us felt that we were losing something of beauty; the 

brick seemed commonplace.” 
92

 

 

The building they vacated was snapped up by the newly formed Canterbury College School of Art 

(CCSA) in 1882, who remained the occupants until 1957. Re-modeling and extensions were 

undertaken numerous times so that the building provided the necessary spaces. In 1882 a director’s 

office and a class were added downstairs, while a modeling and display room and technical drawing 

room were placed upstairs. 1883 additions designed by T.W. Cane created a specific room for 

students to learn life studies, or drawing from the nude. The life studies class was situated on the 

first floor, and was built with a skylight rather than lots of windows, to maximize privacy.  Yet 

further additions designed by Samuel Hurst Seager were made in 1902, which allowed for the 

inclusion of a library and a classroom for clay modeling. Finally in 1915 an extension designed by 

Collins and Harman allowed for a still life room.  

 

For some burgeoning artists, their experience in the new School was influenced by more than just 

the sense of space. Ngaio Marsh, a student in the 1920s wrote that the Art School had “An antique 

room smelling of mice and Michelet paper, a still-life room smelling of stale vegetables, a modeling 

room smelling of clay, an architecture room, and exclusively at the top of its own flight of stairs, the 

life room, smelling very strong indeed of paint, turpentine and hot stoves.” 
93

 Despite all the 

extensive re-working, the building still proved to be a little small, and by 1932 the CCSA jubilee 
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souvenir optimistically proclaimed “In spite of the present depression, we may confidently look 

forward to the time when the excellent site already purchased by Canterbury College will be 

occupied by a fine and modern building.” They were not to get their new building until the CCSA 

moved to Ilam in 1957, and even then what they received was the remodelled Okeover House.  

 

Christchurch Boys’ High School 

 

Following on from the success of the Girls’ High School, a Boys’ High School was proposed in 

1877, in part to provide a greater supply of matriculated students who would then go on to attend 

Canterbury College. A site on Worcester Street adjacent to the Clock Tower was purchased in 1878, 

and the three cottages on the site were bought for £15 each and demolished. 
94

 A design for the 

School by architect William Armson was chosen by the Board, and the building contract was 

awarded to Greig and Hunter for the sum of £8,889, making this the College’s largest single 

contract prior to 1908. Building began in 1879, and the School opened in May 1881 with a roll of 

82 boys.  

 

Between 1881 and 1883 the School incorporated a headmaster’s study, teachers’ rooms (which 

were labeled A-G), a swimming pool and fives courts. The building also contained the famous ‘big 

room’, which was a large high ceilinged room that was used for assemblies, or divided into two 

classes for teaching. It was this room the Government Inspector of Schools referred to when he 

reported in 1883 that “The discipline is on the whole good, but in one room, in which two classes 

assemble, there is much disorder; this is to some extent caused by the rooms being large and 

resonant. When the building was being designed perhaps there was a little too much anxiety to 

produce an elegant building and too little care taken to make it thoroughly suitable for school 

pupils.” 
95

 

 

As with the Girls’ High School, the success of the Boys’ School necessitated additions being made 

in 1891, 1896 and 1913. The extensions added more teaching rooms, store rooms, and laboratories. 

A gymnasium was constructed in 1908, which included a room that was also used as an armoury 

and barracks for cadets. The armoury was labeled Room R, which the boys joked stood for 

‘Refrigerator’ as it was so cold. 
96

 Equipment in the gymnasium included an over head ladder, 

parallel bars, a horizontal bar, climbing poles, a vaulting horse and rings. Despite the benefits of 

physical exercise, a shortage of space saw the gymnasium divided into classrooms in 1916. 
97

  Such 

was the demand on space that the school had to start using prefab buildings on site next to the 

swimming pool for classrooms in the 1920s.   

 

Eventually the Boys’ High School simply outgrew the buildings completely, and the School moved 

to its present day site in 1926. The College immediately colonized the vacated building, using it 

variously for engineering, economics, forestry, geology and education. By the 1960s it housed the 

psychology and sociology departments. The ‘big room’ became the Little Theatre under Professor 

James Shelley, where Ngaio Marsh directed some of her first plays for the University, and the 

Student Union took over management of gymnasium and fives courts. For many tourists and 

Christchurch residents however, what was originally Christchurch Boys High School would now be 

more familiar as the Arts Centre Galleria. 
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The Great Hall 

 

Of all the buildings on the town site, the Great Hall is probably the most striking example of Gothic 

Revival. From the finials, tower, and steeply sloped roof, to the segmental arched windows and the 

decorative additions that incorporate practical necessities, the Hall formed an impressive 

cornerstone for Canterbury College. Designed by Benjamin Mountfort at a cost of £6,290, the 

building imitates nearby Canterbury Museum, with circular lights in the windows reflecting those in 

the Museum’s rose window. Once again however, due to finances the end result was a scaled down 

version of Mountfort’s original design, which had been meant to include not one but three towers.  

 

When the Great Hall opened in 1882, it was intended for use both as a space for lectures, and for 

holding examinations or ceremonies. It would have seemed fitting then that the opening celebration 

for the Hall in August that year was the graduation ceremony, at which some well-known 

Cantabrians had degrees conferred upon them. Amongst them were Kate Edger, Charles Chilton 

and James Hay. The interior of the Hall was obviously well appointed for such occasions. The 

building included a dais on which appropriate luminaries could sit, with a gallery above, capped off 

by a vaulted ceiling comprised of native timbers. The Chancellor of the University of New Zealand, 

speaking at the ceremony, offered his praise. “Not only the College, but also those who share with it 

the desire to encourage and exalt learning, and to establish it on a wide and solid foundation, are to 

be congratulated on the completion of so handsome a hall.” The Chancellor’s speech was followed 

by Professor Macmillan Brown, who spoke on the true value of education, and advised students to 

“Be wise in the selection of your aims as well as in that of your means. Never shoot flies with forty-

pounders.” 

 

While it may have been intended for grand occasions, the Hall was inevitably put to other uses. In 

its early years the Hall housed the College’s small library, was a temporary home to Professor 

Scott’s engineering apparatus, and the rooms behind the dais later became the quarters to the music 

department. Alongside these day to day functions, the Hall was also to serve another function as a 

place of remembrance. Built in to the design for the Hall was the capacity to include memorial 

plaques and busts, with the intention that the College could record the achievements of its graduates 

for all to see. Amongst those remembered for their triumphs in the Hall are teachers Charles Cook 

and Alexander Bickerton, and students Helen Connon, Thomas Foster, and of course, Ernest 

Rutherford. It seems fitting that the inscription on Rutherford’s memorial reads ‘Exegi 

monumentum aere perennius’ or I have erected a monument more lasting that bronze.
98

  

 

The Classics Building 

 

In the foundation period of Canterbury College the Classics were central to the institution’s 

academic development. Prior to 1917 the language of Latin, and later Greek, had been compulsory 

subjects for students who wished to matriculate with a Bachelor of Arts. 
99

 The teaching 

requirements would have kept foundation Chair of Classics John Macmillan Brown, and his 

successor Francis Haslam, extremely busy. 

 

Plans were made for a Classics Building early in the history of the College and foundations were 

laid in 1881 as the Great Hall was being constructed. Yet again, the tyranny of budgets ensured that 

the Classics Building was not complete until 1888. It would have been an interesting year for local 

contractors, as the 1888 earthquake damaged buildings in Christchurch and caused the Cathedral 

spire to topple. Designed by Benjamin Mountfort at a cost of just £1,477, the Classics Building 
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looks out onto what is now Rolleston Avenue and proclaims its purpose to the world with the Latin 

inscription over the entrance which reads ‘Salvete intrantes’ or ‘Greetings to those who enter’. The 

Greek inscription (from Pindar’s 12
th

 Pythian Ode) over fireplace in main Classics lecture room sets 

a slightly more serious tone, for it translates to ‘If there is any prosperity among men, it does not 

show itself without toil.’ 
100

 

 

The Classics Building remained reasonably intact until extensions were undertaken in 1917, adding 

the West Block to the Rolleston Avenue frontage, which connected Classics to the School of Art. 

Under the influence of Samuel Hurst Seager’s plan, the West Block enabled the creation of a 

traditional quadrangle layout in the College grounds. Designed by Collins and Harman for £5,807, 

the West Block features three impressive bays of arched windows which enclosed a curved 

staircase. The West Block became home to a large lecture hall, known as Room 15 which had a 

steeply tiered floor. It is rumoured that during one of James Hight’s lectures on history in the 1920s 

a student sent a swede bumping down the tiers.  Unfazed, Hight declared “I suspect that someone in 

the back row has just lost his head.” 
101

 

 

Mechanical Engineering Laboratory 

 

The need for scientific and technical skills in a new colony was recognized early on in the 

development of Canterbury College. A School of Technical Science had been proposed for the 

Museum as early as 1870, and a Department was formally established in 1882, which was filled 

mainly with mining and mechanical models paid for by the Board of Governors. 
102

 The School of 

Engineering was finally established at the College in 1887, and Robert Julian Scott was appointed 

to teach mechanical engineering. ‘Loppy’ Scott, as he was known by students, was a force to be 

reckoned with, and set about building an impressive empire.  

 

In 1887, the College estimated that Engineering would require only two lecture rooms, a room to 

house models, and a workshop under the superintendence of one or more skilled mechanics. 
103

 

Funds were eventually secured and a Mechanical Engineering Laboratory was constructed between 

1890 and 1891. It seems appropriate that in the same year the College began building the 

Engineering School, Christchurch hosted the first public display of Edison’s phonograph in New 

Zealand and the city’s first electric lights were turned on in Ballantynes. 

 

Designed by Benjamin Mountfort at a cost of £2740, the Mechanical Laboratory fronted onto 

Worcester Street and adjoined the already completed East Wing extension to the Clock Tower. 

Scott tried to get Board of Governors to buy apparatus for the building, including a testing machine, 

lathe, 8hp experimental engine and a boiler but the Board balked at the cost. Consequently the 

equipment didn’t arrive for another 3 years until 1894. Ever the canny one, Scott promptly charged 

fees for using the texting equipment and asked for 50% of the fees for his supervision time! 
104

 

Occupied by Engineering up until the 1960s, the Lab later became a library annexe, and after 

transfer to the Arts Centre was well known as the home of the Southern Ballet. 
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Biological Laboratory and Observatory 

 

The study of Biology was taught at Canterbury College from 1874, with the subject being stretched 

to encompass zoology and paleontology up until 1954. As the department grew in size into the 

1890s, there was an increasing need for a separate laboratory, but the nationwide depression meant 

that funds were limited. To make the most of the available resources, the College Board opted to 

build a new biological laboratory and incorporate into it an observatory for the Townsend 

Telescope, which had been donated to the College in 1891. 

 

Completed in 1896 the Biological Laboratory and Observatory were designed by Benjamin 

Mountfort at a cost of £3,004. This would be Mountfort’s last major contract for the College. The 

first floor had accommodation for a large lecture room, alongside a store room and a study for the 

Professor. On the ground floor the building included a preparation room, a senior laboratory and a 

main laboratory, which could accommodate 21 students seated at benches. The main laboratory also 

featured displays such as a wax model of an embryo chicken and a gelatin model of typhus bacteria. 
105

  

 

The Townsend Observatory contains an equatorial telescope, built in Britain by T. Cooke and Sons 

in 1864, and gifted to the College by James Townsend in 1891. The donation was supported by the 

Astronomical Society, who also provided funds for its installation in return for access. Writing in 

‘Topics of the Day’ on 11 Nov 1895, The Press was impressed to discover that not only could the 

telescope be used to ‘penetrate into the depths of stellar space’ but also that the instrument could 

also be used to take photographs of the stars. To prevent vibration, the telescope was installed on a 

large block of stone set on two iron girders.  

 

When the Observatory was finally opened, the telescope was made available to interested members 

of the public under supervision. For example, the College ‘Conversazione’ (exhibition) described in 

The Press 20 June 1899 noted that “In the Biological department there were exhibitions of 

microscopes and specimens, dissections and demonstrations-by students, and other attractions, 

including an exhibition of the binocular microscope. On the roof there was a search light which 

flashed its rays all around, while the observatory was also called into requisition.” 

 

Electrical Engineering Laboratory 

 

Canterbury College was fortunate to have not one but two Mountforts involved in the design of the 

College buildings. Following in the footsteps of his well-known father, Cyril Mountfort was 

responsible for the design of the Electrical Engineering Laboratory. The Board of Governors 

resolved “That Mr C. J. Mountfort be asked to prepare sketch plan and estimates of an electrical 

engineering laboratory, 75ft by 54ft, as suggested by Professor Scott, in brick or brick and stone 

facings.” 
106

 The use of brick would have been a cost saving measure.  

 

The building was completed in 1902 at cost of £3,453. Among the conveniences the two storey 

building offered was that it was fully lighted with electricity. Whatever improvements it held 

though, the building was looked down on at the time for being constructed out of red brick. College 
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Students made their feelings known writing ‘That Canterbury College should ever descend to an 

extension in red brick, was, no doubt, unthinkable by its earliest rulers, but now such is its fate.” 
107

 

 

The Press reviewed the new building on 23 Jan 1902, describing how “The whole is very solidly 

built, and in the magnetic testing room there is no iron, either inside or outside the building, the 

floors being fastened with copper nails, while the fittings are all brass or copper. Piers are built up 

from a solid foundation eight feet below the floors, to ensure absolute rigidity…” Head of 

Engineering Professor R.J. Scott was accommodated in appropriate surroundings in a new office on 

first floor which had an oriel window. Scott later insisted the window was double glazed so he 

wouldn’t be disturbed by the noise of stonemasons working on site during the construction of the 

College Library.
108

  With the departure of Engineering in the 1960s, the building was converted into 

the Law Department, and by the 1980s had become home to the Southern Ballet in the Arts Centre. 

 

Hydraulics Laboratory 

 

By the early 1900s the School of Engineering was rapidly becoming a leading performer for 

Canterbury College. After just over 20 years in existence the School had produced an impressive 47 

graduates and 38 associates.  Capitalising on this success, and making the most of his well-heeled 

connections, Head of Engineering Professor Scott won funding for further expansion to the School, 

though not without raising some concern amongst his colleagues in other subject areas. The Board 

of Governors responded to those concerns in 1905 stating “In connection with the School of 

Engineering … a cheese-paring policy was impossible … [we] must keep on spending.” 
109

 

 

The Hydraulics Laboratory was designed by Collins and Harman, and built in two stages between 

1905 and 1914. The first stage added the ground floor of the laboratory, with a water tank installed 

on the roof. The tank had a 57,000 litre storage capacity and the water was used to create flows of 

varying depths and intensity for experiments. By 1914 an additional storey had been added to the 

building at a cost of £3,277. As per Scott’s specifications, this floor was to include a lecture room, 

departmental library, a workshop, an applied mechanics room, a preparation room, and a lecturers’ 

study. The addition was designed in such a way that the water tank was enclosed between the 1
st
 

and 3
rd

 floors, which explains some of the compromises made in the overall design. One of the 

anomalies created by the extensions was that the room occupied by the College typist ended up 

looking out onto a stone wall, and got no direct light from outside. 
110

  

 

A strong disagreement arose over building of the Hydraulics Laboratory between Professor Scott 

and the firm of Collins and Harman. Scott and his staff closely monitored the construction of the 

laboratory, and raised concerns about the strength of the piers supporting the upper floors. Scott 

wrote to the Board in a letter marked URGENT stating that “the Main Floor of the New 

Engineering Building [was] on the verge of collapse by failure of the columns in the Hydraulic 

Tank Room…” 
111

 No doubt to the architect’s chagrin, Scott was instructed by the Board to arrange 

for strengthening to take place. Perhaps the strengthening wasn’t sufficient, as by the 1930s it was 

found that the Hydraulics Laboratory had subsided. A staff member at the time wrote he found it 

rather disquieting to note that “When viewed from the outside, the east wall appears to have bent 

outwards near the middle of its length”. Appropriately strengthened no doubt, by 1978 the 

Laboratory was home to one of the Arts Centre’s most well-known tenants, the Court Theatre. 
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Collins and Harman were also responsible for the Electrical Machines Lab. Built in 1923 for a 

whopping £14,870, the project also included extensions and alterations to the School of 

Engineering. The Electrical Machines Laboratory was to be the last major Gothic building 

constructed on the Canterbury College site. Featured in the final design are Tudor Gothic elements, 

and an array of heraldic devices adorn the walls. This building also later became part of the Court 

Theatre. By now the Engineering School was a sprawling empire, and had considerable impact on 

the life of the College. A Letter to the Editor of the College Review in 1926 entitled ‘The Dragon in 

our Midst’ from Blackamoor reads “Dear Sir, Anyone who has crossed the quad when the digestive 

apparatus of the Engineering School is functioning, will no doubt have had the truly infernal 

experience of being enveloped with a black pall of disgusting smoke, belched from the stony 

nostrils of that rumbling dragon’s uplifted snout. I have no notion of the arrangements of this 

monster’s innards but surely some of the wriggling mass of embryo engineers seething about in the 

shadow of its vitals might be profitably employed in devising some provisions more congenial to 

it…?” 
112

 

 

Chemical Laboratory 

 

For forty years the science departments at Canterbury College had made do with the ‘Old Tin 

Shed’. Finally its days were drawing to an end. Head of Chemistry Dr W.P. Evans, who was in fact 

a graduate of the College, had to publicly campaign for a new building, but was eventually 

successful in securing funding in the early 1900s. Constructed between 1908 and 1910, the 

Chemistry Laboratory cost £8,168 and was designed by Collins and Harman.  The striking building 

is a showcase of local materials, as it incorporates Halswell Basalt, Oamaru Limestone, Hoon Hay 

Basalt and Timaru Basalt.  Carved inside main entrance is the inscription “Usque laborentem rerum 

infinita vocabit natura” which translates as “the infinite nature of the universe will call a man who is 

willing to work.” 
113

 

 

In the same year that Scott’s expedition on the Terra Nova left Lyttelton, the new Chemistry 

Laboratory opened to great fanfare, with the innovation of radiators being used to heat each room. 

Some may later have lamented the lack of fireplaces however, when the radiators failed to work in 

the 1940s. Gas was still used for lighting most rooms, though electricity was employed to light the 

chemical stores. The ground floor included a first year’s lab with single sided rows of benches that 

could hold 28 students at a time. The senior lab catering for 20 students, and the cloak room were 

on the same floor. The chemical store was in the basement, which made the placement of the glass 

store in the attic somewhat unusual. Also in the basement were the dangerous goods store, gas 

analysis room, special research room, strong room, combustion room, workshop, and the technical 

lab with a model gas producer. The first floor held a lecture room for 100 people, a preparation 

room (which became the staff tea room in the 1930s), physical chemical lab, the professor’s office, 

a reading room and a balance room.
114

 

 

As with all the College buildings, space became a defining issue over the years. As well as having 

to adapt the cloak room as the glass blowing workshop, the Department eventually converted the 

attic glass store into extra laboratories in the 1940s. By the 1960s space constrictions were so tight 

that the Department was given an ex-Government transportable hut. The pre-fab was placed in the 

south quad next to one already being used by the Library, and was home to the physical chemistry 

lab. 
115

 The Department nonetheless still remained fond of their building, as was demonstrated in 
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1948 when Professor John Packer celebrated 25 years at the College, and his staff commemorated 

the event by immortalizing the building in cake form. 
116

 

 

College Library 

 

It is hard to believe that Canterbury College had no formal library until 1916. From 1873 onwards 

the College kept various collections of books in many locations around the campus, including in the 

Great Hall and in many of the Departments. By 1913 the Library had 4000 books to its name but no 

home. Finally, a combined effort at raising awareness and funds by the academic staff and the 

student body led to the construction of a new library at the beginning of 1914. 

 

It was fortuitous that as part of the lead up to the development of the Library, lecturer and architect 

Samuel Hurst Seager had canvassed staff and submitted a proposal for the improvement of the 

College site. Seager was clear that the Library should play a pivotal role in the life of the institution. 

It was his belief that “In any complete College, the Library is the centre of the Intellectual part of 

College Life. This should be architecturally expressed by its occupying a prominent central 

position.” 
117

 Seager accordingly proposed that the Library should replace the old Chemical 

Laboratory, thus forming the division between the current day north and south quadrangles.  

 

Designed by Collins and Harman in Tudor Gothic style, with Seager’s plan as a guide, the Library 

cost £3,514. Of this total, the Student Carnival for 1913 had contributed £2,000 and further funds 

were provided by public contributions, some coming from prominent members of the community or 

College such as Professor Macmillan Brown. Once opened it was anticipated that the Library would 

hold 20,000 volumes, and include two private research rooms and a Librarian’s room. The interior 

design incorporated seating at desks á deux, which a later Librarian noted were as good for romance 

as for study.  

 

As impressive as the new building was, the Library collection continued to grow and soon 

outstripped its new accommodations. By the 1950s the College Library had 15,000 books in the 

ground floor shelving units, and an additional 30,000 to 40,000 volumes tucked away in the 

basement storage and in stacks in 40 different locations throughout College. 
118

 Former Librarian 

C.W. Collins wrote in 1941 “Nowadays, when the building is inconvenient and over-crowded in 

every respect, it is easy to forget how Utopian it must have seemed to those who worked so hard to 

secure it not many years ago” 
119

 

 

Arcades and Men’s Common Room 

 
The 1913 plan for the completion of Canterbury College put forward by Samuel Hurst Seager was 

proposed not only to provide the necessary buildings the College needed, but also to devise a means 

by which the town site would take on a cohesive character. Seager felt that this could be achieved in 

part through the use of arcades or cloisters around quadrangles formed by the buildings. His scheme 

details that “From a personal study of the Colleges of Oxford, Cambridge and elsewhere, I am 

firmly of [the] opinion that we should aim at arranging our requirements in the traditional manner, 

that is to say by arranging the buildings round quadrangles.” 
120
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 Arcading was proposed around the Library and in the north quad, while the buildings in the south 

quad were considered not suitable for this treatment. Designed by Samuel Hurst Seager, and 

completed in 1917, the arcades cost 2,970. This was a considerable investment in embellishment, 

but according to Seager worth every penny. “This arcading it is proposed to continue along the front 

of the western and eastern sides to bring the various parts of the quadrangle into harmony and 

afford covered communication between them.” 
121

 

 

With the new Library under construction, the College turned to filling in the gaps to achieve the 

harmonious result desired. As the building of the Library had necessitated the demolition of the old 

men’s common room, a new common room was planned for male students to be located in the south 

quad between the new Physics building and the Electrical Engineering Laboratory. A relatively 

small two storey building, it was designed by Collins and Harman and completed in 1916 for 

£3,995. The men’s common room was vacated by students in 1929 when they got their own student 

union building. In the 1930s it was put to use as the offices of Canta, the College magazine, and by 

the 1960s it was employed as a librarian’s office. The Arts Centre arrangement used the building as 

craft studios and more recently it also housed the Backstage Café. 

 

Physics Laboratory 

 

A long campaign for new facilities for the physics department was waged by Professor Coleridge 

Farr. He noted in March of 1912 for example that in the old Chemical Laboratory they had had to 

build a false floor above the concrete in one room, in order to raise students above the water that 

covered the floor each winter.
122

 The campaign was considerably boosted by the support of Ernest 

Rutherford who attended a meeting of Board of Governors on 27 October 1914, and spoke of the 

growing importance attached to the study of physics in European and American universities. Sir 

Ernest had been taken on a tour of facilities and reported that “In Christchurch they could see that 

the subject had hot been absolutely ignored, but the conditions under which physics were taught in 

the local university were, to say the least of it, dismal…” and that “…The chairman had shown him 

the sketch plans for a proposed laboratory, which, while admittedly being small, would do, 

probably, for the next ten years.” 
123

  

 

Designed by Collins and Harman and completed in 1917, the new Physics Building helped to 

enclose the south quad envisioned by Samuel Hurst Seager.  The ground floor contained a general 

lecture theatre which seated 50, next to a general laboratory. The first floor held 8 small laboratories 

and studies, while the attic was used for storage and the basement was a workshop. When the 

building opened in 1917 the Press enthused over its appointments, and described some of its 

innovations. They noted that on the second floor there would be access “… to a small chamber built 

into the roof which has been specially constructed for the transit instrument by which the correct 

noon can be obtained. This instrument, which is the only one of its kind in Christchurch, has been in 

the possession of the College for some time, but has not previously been fitted up. Here, also, is a 

trap-door which, passing through a similar aperture to be made in the first floor, gives a clear drop 

to the ground floor. This will be used primarily for passing articles up and down, but later it is 

possible that a pendulum will be hung reaching from the top of the building almost to the ground, in 

order to allow demonstrations to be given of the rotation of the earth.” 
124
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 In 1918 an extension to link Biology and Botany to the new Physics Building was completed, with 

the added benefit that this helped to enclose the southern quadrangle. Designed by Collins and 

Harman at a cost of £3,957, the building was a challenge, given that it had to link two buildings 

with differing styles. Sometimes details appear to have been overlooked in the planning, as when it 

was complete students on upper floor of Botany had to climb through an internal window into the 

Physics building to get to a fire escape. 
125

 Many students at Canterbury who were not studying 

sciences would have encountered the Physics building during the 1920s, as the department kindly 

agreed to convert the attic into a tearoom in 1921. By the 1960s the building was home to the 

English Department, and was later converted to use as studios and galleries by the Arts Centre. 

   

Registry 

 

By 1913 the roll at Canterbury College had increased to 354 students in total. Demands on space for 

teaching were matched by demands for administration, as the College became an increasingly 

complex institution. It is useful to remember that administration for the Board and the Registrar 

meant not only managing the College but also the Public Library, the Girls and Boys High Schools, 

the School of Art and the Museum.  

 

A separate Registry building was completed in 1916, having been designed by Collins and Harman 

at a cost of £2,944. Built on corner of Worcester and Montreal Streets at some distance from rest of 

College, the Registry was a relatively plain building, which begins to hint that the reign of Gothic 

Revival was coming to an end. Professor of Classics Hugh Stewart commented of the building in 

1923 that “… it need only be said that the College is fortunate in its detachment.” 
126

 

 

By the 1950s space was again so tight that the typing pool occupied the Council Room, and the 

Council was forced to meet elsewhere in College. The Registry was extended in 1957 with a single 

storey addition on Montreal Street. To make way for the additions, two older wooden buildings on 

the site were demolished, one of which had been the office for Karl Popper during his time at 

Canterbury. 
127

The new addition made no reference to the Gothic whatsoever. A student described 

the extension in Canta Feb 1957 as looking like “...something between a pumping station, the 

Waipipi Ladies Rest Room, and the offices of the Karangahape Rabbit Board.” 
128

 
  

Student Union 

 

The Canterbury College Student Union was founded in 1894, and was responsible for organizing 

many social and sporting activities enjoyed by students. The Union survived for the first several 

decades of its existence without a specific home, until finally in 1923 they proposed a student union 

building. The College Review of June 1926 outlines in some detail the need for a building, which 

would allow for social and intellectual fellowship to be part of students’ education. The Union 

offered a £10 prize for student design, and the 1926 issue includes the winning artist’s 

representation of what the Union thought they would like. “It is suggested that the most important 

features of such a building would include an up-to-date refectory with suitable kitchens, lounge 

rooms, committee room, library and writing room, cloak rooms and if possible a hall suitable for 

Student Association meetings, Drama Society performances and similar functions.” 
129
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The Student Union hoped for a new purpose built facility, but the Board of Governors had 

purchased Llanmaes House on corner of Montreal and Hereford Sts and saw an opportunity to make 

the most of their resources. The original house was designed by Francis William Petre (1847-1919) 

in 1883. Llanmaes was to be remodelled, and alterations were designed by Collins and Harman to 

match the mock Tudor style of the house. The Student Union opened for use in 1929. It included 

men’s and women’s common rooms, and a staff common room. The Rector Dr Hight spoke at the 

ceremony, and acknowledged that “We must never lose sight of the fact that the student comes to 

University partly to learn how to prepare himself for effectively sharing as a responsible adult in the 

world in which he lives, always as an intelligent active member in his community, his nation, and 

the fellowship of nations; for going on with self-government, self-understanding and self-

development in his life…” 
130

 

 

By 1946 the new building not coping with demands placed on it. The Committee bemoaned the fact 

that “We have no Executive room, inadequate meeting rooms, no store-room, and our tearooms, 

with seating accommodation for 82, put through anything up to three hundred students for morning 

and afternoon teas, and in the hour-and-a-half dinner and tea hours, up to two hundred a time, which 

means three sittings one after another with no break for washing dishes.” 
131

 By 1949 the Union was 

so dissatisfied that they proposed demolishing the old house and starting again. “Like the old 

woman who lived in a shoe, the Students Association building is having difficulty housing its 

offspring…” 
132

 Fortunately the building was not demolished, and survived to become the well-

known Dux de Lux as part of the Arts Centre. 
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PART FIVE: BRICKS AND MORTAR BOARDS 

 

In 1923 when Canterbury College celebrated its 50
th

 jubilee, a former student wrote that in his 

opinion some of the most important changes of the past 50 years had included; the collection of 

funds for a new library, the creation of a tea room in the College, the establishment of hostels for 

students, and the substitution of electric light for gas.
133

 It is a useful reminder that while the formal 

business of the College may have been education, the actual experience of staff and students was as 

much about the domestic as it was about the academic. 

 

It took the creation of the College buildings to make that domestic life possible. When the College 

existed ‘in the clouds’, teaching out of the Public Library, there were no opportunities for students 

to gather or see themselves as a student body. After the construction of the Clock Tower in 1877, 

Canterbury College began to create its own rich traditions and culture, many of them centered 

around the experience of living and working in the town site environment.   

 

Lectures and Examinations 

 

In the first decades of Canterbury College’s existence the major qualification offered was a general 

B.A., which students both in the sciences and in the humanities completed. By 1876, to pass the 

three year course, all students were compelled to study mathematics and Latin, as well as their 

choice of three other subjects. They were then required to sit both internal College examinations, 

and to be examined by the University of New Zealand. In 1880 the College offered tuition in 

classics, English literature, history, mathematics, chemistry, physics, geology, biology, and modern 

languages. 
134

 

 

The first generation of students attending the College would have been impressed by the new grand 

buildings. One graduate looking back during the Jubilee in 1923 wrote “Oh the delirious joy of 

attending lectures … after years of work as an exempted student! The delight in the beautiful 

building, after the ugliness of a country school! The uplift of fellowship, though all the eager crowd 

were at first as strangers!” 
135

 Sometimes it was not only the students who eagerly attended lectures. 

The 1897 College Review in recalling first decade of the College, notes that one of the most regular 

early attendants at lectures was Dr Fitchett’s dog, Zeus. “The monotony of the proceedings was 

occasionally enlivened by the ‘pit-pat-pitting’ of the dog’s tail on the floor, and it was claimed by 

his fellow students that Zeus could wag his tail in Latin and bark in Greek.”
136

 

 

When the College first opened in 1873 lectures started as early as 7.45am and went late into the 

evening, as well as on the weekends. The schedule was geared to cater for the majority of students 

who were working full time and had to fit study around the demands of their professions. As the 

College progressed, greater numbers of students studied full time, but the lecture timetable 

continued to allow for those who were working. The schedule for 1947 shows lectures starting at 

8am and running to 9pm, while labs ran from Monday to Saturday from 9am to 6pm. Some lectures 

were no doubt more demanding than others. Professor Macmillan Brown was well known for 

running over time in his classes, sometimes talking for up to three hours or more. Yet he claimed 
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that his students’ were happy with this arrangement. “It was heroic work, but they seemed to enjoy 

it.” 
137

 

 

At that time students marks were determined solely on examinations, but they still had to attend 

lectures and complete course work in order to get ‘terms’, which qualified them to sit the 

examinations. To prove attendance at lectures, students had to sign an attendance register, and in 

some of the larger lectures this led to students assisting each other by signing on behalf. Some 

students took the practice further, and began signing the roll on behalf of fictional students, which 

meant that in one year the students ‘I.V. Lenin’ and ‘D.B.Lager’ qualified to sit the examination for 

English 1. 
138

 

 

In the midst of lectures and examinations, for some the initial newness of the buildings was a little 

too stark. O.T.J. Alpers wrote of his time at College in the 1880s “In brand-new mortar-boards and 

brand-new gowns we sat in lecture-rooms that still smelt of paint and flattered ourselves we were 

already creating traditions in a College that was founded yesterday, in a city built the day before.” 
139

 Eventually however, time and experience enabled students to develop a fondness and pride in 

their college too. The College Review of June 1926 discusses the importance of architecture in and 

claims that “Canterbury College possesses a group of buildings surpassing all other University 

colleges in New Zealand in architectural beauty. One is instantly impressed with the exquisite 

charm of the arcaded cloisters, the towers and turrets and the deeply recessed balconies giving the 

whole college an atmosphere of restrained and refined beauty.” 
140

 

 

Getting Around 

 

In 1876 free rail passes were granted to Canterbury College students in the Province, so that country 

teachers could come into town to attend lectures on the weekends. Once in town, students are most 

likely to have walked to the campus on Worcester Street. For those living in town, early public 

transport included trams, but many students who studied at the town site would have cycled, which 

meant bicycle racks were necessary. To some administrators, this also meant an appropriate 

division of the sexes. Men and women were provided with separate bicycle racks up until at least 

the 1940s. Furthermore they were also provided with separate entries into the College grounds. The 

western gate of the College off Rolleston Avenue was known as ‘The Women’s Entrance’, while 

the men’s cycles were stored behind Engineering and their entrance was supposedly between the 

Biology and Chemistry buildings. 

 

Having that many bicycles on campus meant that careful planning was required, and the Armson 

Collins collection shows that time and effort was put into designing storage. Bicycles on campus 

also created for opportunities for pranks. In 1955 the Student Union was presented with a bill for 

£10 after the College had to get the fire brigade to come and remove a bicycle that had appeared on 

the spire of the Engineering School as graduation capping gag. 
141

 A sign next to the bicycle 

apparently read ‘No bicycles allowed past this point.’ 
142

 

 

The age of the bicycle was gradually superseded by the car, at which point the College had to begin 

providing some car parking space, in an environment that was not completely suited for this 
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function. The Geography Department for example had its own Leyland mini bus by the 1960s, 

which seated 20. Christened ‘The Elephant’, it was used to take students out on field trips and 

parked in the car park next to the Registry building. In the 1970s staff member Dave Harrowfield 

recalled accidentally backing the Elephant into the Vice Chancellors Neville Phillips’ car. Rather 

than confess, he quickly ran to Geography to find his head of Department, and they inspected the 

damage from a safe distance through binoculars, venturing out only once the coast was clear. 
143

 

 

In 1900 the budding College had just nine buildings spread about on several acres on the Worcester 

Street site. There wasn’t much chance that students would get lost, but this also meant that students 

were highly visible as the moved around the new campus. M.C. Keane recalled of his time as an 

undergraduate pre 1900 that “We went – at least I went – to dear old Cook at nine a.m. At 10am one 

walked – quite a long walk – to the Stud Room (Students’ Association Rooms), and it was not an 

unadventurous walk either. For if you went smoking the morning pipe, or if you crossed the grass, it 

was even money that a certain Professor would suddenly appear and get you fined two and six.” 
144

 

 

As the College expanded further however, the piecemeal development of the campus buildings did 

begin to present some challenges to the uninitiated. Students of the 1930s complained that they 

didn’t go into the School of Engineering because if they did they would get lost in the ‘rabbit 

warren’. Even engineering students thought it was hard to find their way around. “The Engineering 

school may be dim and mysterious to other students, but we are afraid we cannot give them the 

freedom of our corridors, as they would get lost. We do ourselves, chiefly the morning after!” 
145

 

 

Moving between buildings would eventually have become second nature, but moving within 

buildings required constant vigilance. Alterations and additions to buildings over time created some 

obstacles to free movement. Law student Audrey Gale recalled “One evening … I was in a fever to 

get back to Connon Hall to change as there was a University dance to which I was bidden. The 

stairs were narrow and quite steep. Mr Gresson was winding his way slowly and deliberately, 

burdened by an armful of books and his flowing gown. At all events he was not moving fast enough 

for me and I trod on his gown, thus tripping him up so that he landed on his nose on the top step.” 
146

 

Research and the Library 

 

For many students at University a library is central to their experience of self guided study. At 

Canterbury College, arrangements for a library were not initially encouraging, and the lack of texts 

goes some way to explaining why during Macmillan Brown’s time there was a busy industry 

revolving around the copying and sale of lecture notes. It was claimed that in one year two students 

earned £600 from the sale of these notes. 
147

 Eventually concerned students asked the Board of 

Governors to spend money on reference books, but even by 1903 only £25 per annum was set aside 

for texts. Funding rose to £100 per annum in 1907, and the Library collection slowly grew through 

purchases and donations to 4000 volumes by 1913. 
148

 Matters were little different at the adjacent 

boys and girls schools. The Boys School library opened 1882 with 450 books. A vote by students in 

1901 decided that the most popular books were Robbery under Arms, Westward Ho, and Treasure 

Island. 
149
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Prior to the construction of a dedicated College Library in 1916, students and staff alike were 

agitating for better facilities. The 1906 College Review includes an article entitled ‘The College 

Library – A Vision’ which described the desire for a grey stone building, two storeys, north facing, 

lined with well lit alcoves, carpet underfoot, and comfortable leather chairs where one could sit in 

sunshine reading and smoking. “But once let Canterbury College obtain a first-class library, well 

housed and well managed, and as long as any value is set on human knowledge, her position in the 

university, and her importance as a seat of learning, will be assured.” 
150

 

 

Up until 1916 the College used student librarians to manage the reference collection. The Library 

initially used a borrowers’ register that each borrower filled in for themselves, finally converting to 

card file system in 1934. There were no limits on the numbers of books a borrower could take out, 

and students had 14 days before the books had to be returned. Given that books weren’t classified, 

and that borrowers had to replace books on shelves themselves up until 1935, there must have been 

some confusion in the shelving system! For the most part it appears books simply were placed in 

the first available shelving space. 

 

On the completion of the new Library in 1916 the College appointed its very first full time librarian, 

W.D. Andrews. By 1938 staff included a librarian, assistant librarian, 3 full time junior assistants 

and a clerical assistant. 
151

 They were obviously needed, as in 1941 the Library completed 24,000 

issues from an estimated collection of 50,000 volumes excluding ephemera. Some collections 

developed more quickly than others. In the late 1940s the entire Geography reference section was 

contained on just 6 shelves. 
152

 Borrowers were still allowed books for two weeks, but a strict 

system of fines was in place to encourage their return. The Library Fines Register dictates fines as 

follows: “2d per day shall be paid for each overdue volume, up to one shilling per week.” It was not 

a great source of revenue. Total fines paid in 1894 amounted to just £2/9/6.  

 

As time passed the new Library lost some its gloss. By the late 1940s the Library had only 26 

seating places for its 2000 enrolled students. Nonetheless the Library seating arrangements still had 

some advantages. The College Librarian C.W. Collins paid tribute in particular to the design of 

desks á deux. He wrote “The social significance of the present building must have been great, and 

few colleges can surpass ours in the rate of intermarriage among graduates. What will happen in a 

new building I do not know, for open reading rooms and individual carrels in the stacks are hardly 

conducive to romance.” 
153

 

 

Relaxation 

 

In the first decade of Canterbury College students often found that the lack of buildings meant there 

were few opportunities for fellowship. According to Heinrich von Haast “We were [not] exposed to 

any temptation to linger at College once lectures were over. There was no library, no common 

room. The Dens, cold and cheerless, were the only places where students could foregather and the 

long rows of funeral black gowns, taps that dripped incessantly, and rafters that necessitated a more 

or less stooping position did not encourage loitering there.” 
154

 Von Haast must have eventually 

found fellowship, and was indeed instrumental in creating opportunities, as he is credited with 

penning the song ‘Long Live Canterbury College’ which was sung on Diploma Day in 1889. 
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Prior to the establishment of the Student Union and the common rooms system, some groups took 

rooms in town for private clubs to meet. O.T.J. Alpers remembered that “Life at the College meant 

much hard work and very little play for most of us; but on Saturday nights we relaxed – usually at 

the ‘Will o’ the Wisp’, an undergraduates club, where we drank small-beer and smoked 

meerschaum pipes.”
155

 The development of common rooms finally provided pleasant spaces for 

students to meet on campus. A men’s common room was constructed in 1888-1889 for £250. It was 

located at the eastern end of the south quad. The room might have provided space for study, but it 

certainly provided space for games. “In the Stud Room, we might smoke as we pleased, play cricket 

with the fire shovel for a bat and a two-penny bottle of ink to declare in a splash upon the wall that 

you were out, lose a few pence at poker or casino …and squabble over chess and draughts.” 
156

 

 

Before a women’s room was provided, female students had met in a dusty room in the clock tower, 

which shook when the clock struck. Finally the women got their own common room in 1886, which 

was an old cottage in north-west corner of south quad. The appointments may not have been quite 

as good as in the men’s common room. A report in the College Review of June 1911 complains that 

the men’s common room not only got a billiard table and a piano, but also got a new coat of paint, 

while the women got nothing. They were still happy with their cottage. “In the end room, as our 

sitting room is sometimes designated, we possess no less than two bay windows, the one 

overlooking the lawn, and the other opposite the new chemistry establishment. We have a guardian 

angel in the shape of the stone creature who gazes in at our window from her lofty position above 

the entrance door of the chemistry laboratory.”
157

 The Angel would have been the College Coat of 

Arms.  

 

Thanks to the construction of the new Library, the women received an upgraded common room in 

1917. The women’s committee noted that it was ‘new, clean and sometimes tidy’ with new chairs, 

lockers and even a piano. However they did not like the 51 steps up the stairs to reach the room, or 

its nearness to the lecture rooms, as the lecturers complained about noise levels in the common 

room. The women suggested that professors should understand that “He knows that talk a maiden 

must, for it she didn’t she would bust.” 
158

 Common Rooms were divided into separate men’s and 

women’s domains until the Student Union building opened in 1929, where there were mixed spaces 

for socializing. 

 

Co-habitation 

 

Canterbury College was coeducational from the very start, even when it was the Canterbury 

Collegiate Union, and this policy was well supported by the foundation professors, especially John 

MacMillan Brown. His student, and later wife, Helen Connon was first woman to graduate with an 

M.A. in Commonwealth. However not all lecturers were wholeheartedly in agreement. In the 1920s, 

student Jean Struthers wanted to take Honours in Chemistry but wasn’t allowed to by her professor. 
159

  

 

Just because the College admitted women to study, this did not mean that all forms of propriety 

were abandoned. For example, it was usually expected that women would sit in front at lectures 

with men sitting behind. This could still be used to an advantage. M.C. Keane recalled that in 

Professor Haslam’s class “Many of us spent far less time in listening to the Professor than in 
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admiring the ladies back hair or the pretty bust of Clytic over the fireplace.” 
160

 Outside of classes, 

they may have been in separate common rooms, but there were still chances to mingle. Some of the 

early teaching staff, such as Bickerton and Macmillan Brown, regularly invited students to dinner. 

One graduate reminisced about “...the merry tea at [Bickerton’s] house, the original ideas that 

gushed from his brain, the little dance [and sometimes a play] in his great salon, … with a soupcon 

of flirtation with some of the lady students…” 
161

 

 

Concern about opportunities for mingling extended to the boys and girls at the two High Schools. 

When the site of the Boys High School was chosen, William Rolleston objected that it was too 

close to the girls’ school and would result in parents withdrawing their daughters from the school.
162

 

They were obviously relieved when the Girls High moved to their new site in Cranmer Square. 

However, girls were still made to walk from the tram stop in Cathedral Square down Armagh 

Street, while boys were instructed to walk down Worcester Street, a good two blocks apart.   

 

Inevitably there were some who would test the limitations placed on students, including the 

separation of male and female students. Although it may seem innocent today, in 1905 the 

University authorities were scandalised when, as a capping gag, male students removed the female 

students’ gowns from the Women’s Cottage, which was supposedly strictly off limits. The women’s 

gowns were not the only clothing that concerned the Board. In the early 1900s the College 

authorities were forced to pass a resolution that “Students will not be allowed to attend lectures at 

Canterbury College in any but the customary dress.” This rule was put into place specifically so that 

female students could not wear reform dress to classes. 
163

 

 

Children and animals 

 

In 1850s less than half of the children aged 15 or under in Canterbury were able to attend school, 

either because there were not enough schools or they were too costly. With the introduction of 

legislation in 1877 making primary education compulsory, there was a push to create more schools 

in Christchurch, including Christchurch Boys and Christchurch Girls High Schools. 
164

 Although 

the connection may seem unusual today, Canterbury College was a logical choice to manage the 

new high schools, in part because they had access to teaching staff and facilities, and also because 

this meant the College could ensure more students would ‘matriculate’ and be eligible for tertiary 

study. Christchurch Boys and Girls High Schools were not fully independent of Canterbury College 

until 1949. 

 

Christchurch Girls opened in 1877 but the buildings were not ready until 1878. As a result the 

School’s first two terms were taught in College lecture rooms. Girls were required to pay their fees 

to the College Registrar in order to get a ticket of admission to enter College grounds. 

Unfortunately the lecture rooms were not good for teaching small children, as they were designed 

gallery style, which meant teachers couldn’t walk around behind their students to check their work. 

Once the girls moved into their new building each class had small dual desks with big lockers in 

them for the girls to store books. They would have needed the storage space, as the syllabus in 1878 

included English, writing, elementary drawing, arithmetic, geography, history, physics, astronomy, 

chemistry, music, class singing, calisthenics, needlework and cooking. 
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The Boys High syllabus was just as demanding, but the Prospectus of 1883 also boasted that the 

school had a playground, fives court, swimming bath, museum and lending library attached for 

recreation, with cricket and football in Hagley Park.
165

 To keep active boys in line, a system of 

school monitors was introduced in 1883. Fines could be given out for offences such as swimming 

without bathing trunks, crossing the lawn (6d), playing on the fives courts in boots (3d) or 

scribbling on walls and desks (1s). 
166

 It sounds light hearted, but some matters were taken very 

seriously. In the 1880s three boys were caught who had climbed the walls and taken a swim in the 

pool on a late summer’s night – they were expelled until the end of term! 
167

 

 

Not all classes were taught inside. Part of the curriculum for the Boys School included gardening 

and husbandry skills. However in the confined town site this sometimes led to conflict. In 1891 

Worcester St resident JH Seager complained to the College Board about the Boys School using a 

section of land for a fowl run and duckery, which meant a lot of noise and smell. The Boys High 

Magazine of Summer 1909 notes ‘… generations of tenants have interested scholars by their 

attempts, always failures, to rear together cabbages, fowls and dogs, on the sandy yard at the 

back.”
168

 

 

Free play had to take place on relatively confined spaces, which grew incrementally smaller as the 

College expanded. The Girls School had grassy wilderness behind it called ‘the garden’ which had a 

mound and a willow tree on it. This was a favourite place for the girls to eat lunch and watch 

passing traffic on Hereford Street. One student later recalled ‘If a luggage-piled four wheeler, or a 

smart doctor’s dog-cart or gig did occasionally pass that way, there was the satisfaction that one 

was there to see them.” 
169

 For the Boys School the nearby Christ’s College offered some 

opportunities for fun. In the big snow of 1901 students took the chance to have snowball fight with 

the Christ’s College through the Canterbury College quads. The snowball fight became a semi-

regular event. 

 

Tearooms 

 

When Canterbury College opened for business in 1873, without buildings there were no places for 

students to eat on campus. In the early years of the College a popular place for students taking a 

break was the coffee cart outside the BNZ in Cathedral Square, where you could buy coffee, 

saveloys and hot potatoes. 
170

 Once the campus started to evolve, various buildings included places 

for staff to retire to at tea time, while students had their common rooms where they could make tea 

and toast.  Prior to the building of the Student Union refectory, the first official tearoom opened in 

1921 in the attic of the Physics Laboratory. Here the limited menu included buns, biscuits, poached 

eggs on toast, pies and spaghetti on toast. The lack of space and a small stairwell meant that 

students would queue for up to 10 minutes outside the tearoom until it opened. According to Alice 

Candy, staff didn’t queue. They just arrived on time and pulled rank to get to front! 
171

  

 

Once the Student Union was completed in the 1930s, the lecture schedule was changed to that 

lectures would end at 10.50am and recommence and 11.10am. This ensured everyone had enough 

time to get to their common rooms for morning tea. The refectory became a place not just for 

refueling but also for entertainment. The College Review of 1946 notes that the Student Union 
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tearooms were to be enlivened by exhibitions of artwork, organized by Rita Cooke (better known as 

Rita Angus), which ‘have created much interest in the work of the Art School.’
172

 Eventually the 

demands of the increasing numbers of students outstripped the capacity of the tearooms. In 1948 the 

Student Association complained that their tearooms could only hold 75 people at a time, and they 

had to serve in shifts to cater for about 480 customers per day. ‘Invaluable and beloved as our 

present building is, it is also beyond question, inadequate.”
173

 

 

Light, Heat and Seats 

 

Suffering from the cold was a common student complaint from day one of the College. Students’ 

shivering in their greatcoats was noted as part of the experience from the College’s first lectures in 

the Public Library. Matters did not seem to improve greatly once the College had its own buildings, 

which initially relied on open fires for heat. Reportedly male students in the Stud Room were so 

cold in the winter of 1900 they burned the furniture in the room for warmth. 
174

 

 

Later buildings featured the inclusion of radiators but these did not appear to work any better. 

Chemistry students in 1920s were renown for choosing their experiments based on the heat they 

would create, because this meant they could keep warm.  One such experiment involved the 

determination of halogens in carbon compounds by Carius’ method which requires heating the 

compound with nitric acid in a sealed tube. An over enthusiastic student managed to shoot a tube 

out of the Chemistry Lab window straight into Hereford Street. 
175

 Law student Brian Petrie 

summed the situation up in the 1940s “Heating and library were non-existent, lighting was poor, 

and seating uncomfortable.” 
176

 Lack of funds for proper maintenance did not help matters. In 1947 

the College boilers cracked and it took 8 years for them to be replaced. In the meantime the 

radiators were not workable, so many staff ran electric heaters off the light sockets.
177

 

 

Complaints about seating came a close second to those about the cold. Tiered wooden seats were 

not always the most comfortable. Correspondent ‘Wearie Willie’ wrote in 1906 “Sir – Allow me to 

raise my voice in painful protest against the seating accommodation provided in lecture rooms at 

Canterbury College. For real genuine discomfort (if not actual pain) it would be well nigh 

impossible to devise anything more ingenious.” He went on to catalogue that the seats were hard 

and flat, the rail behind them poked into ones spine, and the angle on the desks meant books would 

slide off. 
178

 The surface of the desks deteriorated over time, often because of mistreatment by 

students. Law student Douglas Clemens recalled that desks in lecture rooms were deeply carved 

with names of former students, so deep in some cases that it made it difficult to write on the uneven 

surface. 
179

 

 

Early lighting systems at the College were based on gas, but were eventually replaced by electricity. 

Where funding allowed, electric light in new buildings was organized to the highest standards. A 

1916 letter from Samuel Hurst Seager, who became world expert in lighting for museums and 

galleries, outlines a plan for lighting for the new Library. Seager emphasizes need to eliminate 

glare, and provide separate lighting systems over shelving and over desks. “The question of lighting 
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the new Library is of such vital importance that every care should be taken that it is carried out with 

the consensus of opinion of foremost Electro Engineers and Librarians.” 

 

For buildings already established on the town site, retrofitting electric lights had its drawbacks. 

Parts of the Engineering School had become such an electrical hazard by the late 1940s that 

students were advised to always wear sandshoes to provide effective insulation against electric 

shocks, and to keep their hands in their pockets so they wouldn’t be tempted to fiddle with 

switches! 
180

 In general lighting levels were too low. A Council report on lighting levels in College 

in 1943 found that many lecture rooms had illumination of only value of 2 to 3 foot candles, that is 

the same as that deemed suitable for churches as a ‘dim religious light’ 
181

 

 

Sport and Recreation 

 

The first student club blossomed at Canterbury College as early as 1879, when the Dialectic Society 

held ‘Olla Podrida’ or miscellany evenings and debates. Many clubs were soon established as space 

and interest directed. By 1929 the student activities being reported on in the College magazine 

included the Student Union, revue, Easter tournament, football club, rowing club, athletic club, 

tennis club, women’s hockey, men’s hockey, scientific society, misogynists club, photographic 

society, dialectic society, women’s club, men’s SCM, and the boxing club.  

 

Space for playing sports was always at a premium on the town site. LM Kissel recalled in 1902 that 

Boys High pupils were very excited when the College brought a row of vacant sections fronting 

onto Hereford Street, and the area was leveled and sewn to provide a cricket pitch for the boys. The 

willow trees on the site were cut down to make room for cadets to drill. 
182

  The College students 

had their tennis court to the east of the Clock Tower, and it was well used by the Lawn Tennis Club, 

which was founded prior to1880. They described the court as a ‘nice green space’ but ‘neither 

smooth nor level’.
183

 Fortunately nearby Hagley Park offered some space for recreation, but it was 

not without its drawbacks. The Athletics Club, formed in 1898, would take training runs along Park 

Terrace. A record time was set one evening when the runners were shot at! Up until 1919 the club 

used Lancaster Park for training, but during the War it was sewn with potatoes, so the club was 

forced to move.
184

 

 

Sports teams and clubs held concerts and events at College to raise funds, many making use of the 

Great Hall and adding to the life on campus. Club teams initially included College students, as well 

as Boys High students, and graduates, who often continued to play an active part in the life of the 

College. It is also very clear from the various histories of clubs at Canterbury that there was a strong 

connection between staff and students, especially in the first 50 years of the College. Staff 

sponsored prizes and attended events to show their support. Many staff were on the committees for 

clubs, and some even participated in the activities. Professor of Classics Francis Haslam, aged a 

stately 35, played in the very first football game at College in 1883. In 1886 Haslam wrote to the 

Captain before the match against Christ’s College “My Dear von Haast, It’s no good my attempting 

to play tomorrow. This change in the weather has pretty well done for me. I should only make a 

fool of myself and perhaps lose the game for us…” 
185
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For those not keen on active sports, there were other forms of activity. O.T.J. Alpers relates that 

“we had our boating on the Avon, classic-named; there were shady walks among the willows on its 

banks where we sauntered two and two, while we lovingly coloured our meerschaum pipes, and 

dreamed our dreams, and talked of Cicero ‘On Friendship’.”
186

 

 

Communication and Technology 

 

When Canterbury College was first founded, the idea of a telephone in each department would not 

have been conceivable. This meant that telecommunications were retrofitted to many of the 

College’s buildings, and lack of telephones played a part in life on campus. Up until the 1920s for 

example, there was only one phone in the Chemistry Laboratory, which was located in the 

Professors office. Staff therefore only used the phone for emergencies. Former staff member H.N. 

Parton recalled being called out of a lecture by Professor Denham to take an urgent phone call, 

expecting the worst, only to find that it was just his father calling to say that England had won a 

decisive cricket match! 
187

 

 

The Geography Department had a similar experience when it moved into a temporary structure 

located on the old basketball court in 1947. The single telephone was installed in the Head of 

School’s office, and up until 1959 calls for all staff were taken by the Professor, who would come 

and fetch staff to the phone. Professor Jobberns also had the task of walking to the Registrars’ office 

to deliver and collect correspondence from the typing pool, as the School did not at first have its 

own typist.  

 

There were other methods of communication available. Calling staff and students to lectures on 

time was the responsibility of the College Clock. The clock was installed in Clock Tower in 1878. 

The timepiece included a 214 kg weight, and was tuned to chime the note of E flat to call students 

to lectures. Architect Thomas Cane would have approved. When designing the Girls High School 

Cane had proposed a spirelet for the school bell which appears never to have been installed. Cane 

hoped that it would be ‘a bell somewhat better than the more tinkling things that distract our ears in 

Christchurch.’
188

 

 

At times, College facilities provided the opportunity for mischievousness. In 1942, 17 Rolleston 

House students were each fined £1 each for their part in penning a mob of sheep in the College 

Quadrangle overnight.  The fine was a significant amount, given that in the same year University 

Bursaries were only £20 per annum. The students had also tinkered with the College Clock, so that 

while they were cleaning the quad the following day, they were treated to the clock ringing 26 

times.  

 

The clock did not however draw unstinting praise. Students felt it was not useful to have the initial 

dial for the clock pointing outwards, where it could be seen from the street but not by those in 

College. Furthermore, a student complained in 1917 “I have nothing against the clock itself – 

although its two dials do indicate different times – but I fail to see why these dials should be in 

darkness, and consequently of no use as soon as night comes on. Could not one of the many electric 

lights of College be spared to illuminate the old time-piece?”
189
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Small advances in technology could make a great difference to the life of staff and students, though, 

and were welcomed with great enthusiasm. In 1894 Christchurch Boys High School recorded with 

gusto that “A fine magic lantern for scientific and general educative purposes was also presented to 

the school by the Board of Governors. This lantern was most up to date in every respect…” 
190

 The 

boys were likewise impressed with in the early 1900s the first form were given new slates that were 

heralded as ‘noiseless’ because the edges were bound in felt. Of course half the boys immediately 

tested this theory by dropping the slates on the floor! 
191

 

 

At the College it was the School of Engineering that most often required large and complex pieces 

of equipment, but other departments invested in technology too. In 1925 the College introduced a 

new Bachelor of Music course and purchased a gramophone and recordings to support teaching. 

This was then upgraded to an ‘electric’ gramophone in 1935. 
192

  By 1957 the Music Department 

had moved into rented house in Cashel Street and took stock at the time – they had 2 new pianos, 2 

electric gramophones and 1 tape recorder. 
193
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PART SIX: OPENING THE DOORS 
 

The location of Canterbury College in Christchurch was not a random act. The growing educational 

and cultural precinct around the Museum and Christ’s College was deliberately chosen by the 

Provincial Council for the new College, in the knowledge that this institution would add to the 

intellectual and social life of the district.  

 

As the College has matured over the decades, its relationship with the town around it has also 

grown, both benefitting from the interaction. Canterbury College, (and its modern counterpart), 

needed the support of the local community in order to function effectively. Conversely, staff and 

students at the College have enriched the life of the city, by sharing their skills, knowledge and 

enthusiasm with the community at large.  

 

Prof C.F. Salmond wrote on ‘University and Community’ in 1923, that it was the responsibility of 

Canterbury to extend beyond the physical limits of the College itself if it was to be able to “assert 

its claim to recognition as a real university centre with a community life of its own, essentially one 

with what is best in the larger community life of the Province.” 
194

 

 

Graduation and Celebrations 

 

Graduation, or capping ceremonies and events, have evolved greatly over the course of the 

University’s history. Events were not only a chance for students to revel in their success. They were 

also an opportunity to share with friends, family, and the wider community. Celebrations of 

graduation initially involved just the ceremony at which degrees were conferred, known as Diploma 

Day. The ceremony was strictly formal, with speeches given by the relevant officials. These affairs 

were rather laborious, with little entertainment for students. The ceremony hit rock bottom in 1893, 

when Professor John Macmillan Brown and Heinrich von Haast both spoke for an hour each. 

Canterbury College was later characterised as a place of “Long vacations, long lectures, long songs, 

long speeches on Diploma Day, and long faces on exam days”. 

 

From the 1880s onwards, students attempted to inject some humour into the ceremonies. In 1889 

specially composed student songs were sung for the first time. The songs often celebrated the 

bawdy aspects of student life or lampooned professors, some of which were not appreciated by the 

University Council. However, when the authorities attempted to ban songs at the ceremony in 1900, 

the action prompted a boycott, when students refused to sit through the event without musical relief. 

By 1923 students had grown so boisterous that the chairman, Rector and Mayor were all but 

silenced by the songs, hakas and interjections. Such revelry was expected by some, but loathed by 

others. Professor Macmillan Brown hated it to such a degree that during his time as Chancellor in 

the 1920s he refused to confer degrees, instead distributing them through the mail. 

 

Not to be outdone by previous years, the students of the class of 1952 managed to rig the theatre so 

that a halo and a dove descended above Bishop Warren’s head during the ceremony, while Lincoln 

students attending brought a goat on to the stage to receive a diploma. In the same year, students 

took control of the public address system and drowned out Chancellor Hulme’s speech, leading to 

the theatre doors being locked prior to the ceremony in future years. After 1953, Diploma Day 

returned to its more decorous beginnings. 
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Charities Day and Procesh 

 

Graduation ceremonies were formal and allowed for limited numbers of guests. Procession (or 

Procesh) and Charities Days by contrast, took the celebration out onto the streets of Christchurch. 

The first Procesh took place in 1899 when students took to the streets styled as the College 

Nondescript Brigade, clad in caps and gowns, and riding in a hansom cab. By 1908 the procession 

consisted of 4 tableaux, one of which parodied suffragettes, and another was a replica of the ‘old tin 

shed’ complete with evil smelling smoke. From these small beginnings, Procesh grew into a large 

street parade with floats and performers, which was often seen by large crowds. 

 

By 1928 Procesh was so large that the Student’s Association took formal control and appointed a 

procession controller. Planning for Procesh began months in advance, necessary as the event had to 

be approved by the City Council, which stipulated that floats not be ‘suggestive’. Floats were 

constructed on borrowed lorries, often not available until the morning of the procession, and 

students then had to be off the streets by noon. It was estimated that the 1928 Procesh was watch by 

a crowd of several thousand onlookers, and included speeches by the Studens Rex from the balcony 

of Warners, and an exhibition in Cathedral Square of football by the ‘All Blacks’ who won 17 nil – 

against whom is not recorded! 

 

While there were occasional complaints about Procesh from concerned citizens, for the most part 

student antics were received with good humour and in some cases with open arms. Tea and cakes 

were given to all students at Broadway’s Restaurant in the square from 1911 onwards. In 1929 

Armstrong’s Drapery store promised to present the Procesh Committee with old fabric and to stock 

calico at a reduced price for students, as long as the Procesh went past their doors. And in the same 

year, Ballantynes invited all undergraduates to take afternoon tea in their tea rooms, which was 

often followed by dancing at Dixieland. 

 

Locals possibly tolerated the Procesh partly because it had a charitable aim. Up until 1955, the 

profits and collections from the Revue and Procesh were given to a different charity each year. 

Initially, the Women’s Club would accompany the Procesh and collect donations from viewers. 

Later this role was taken over by the unmistakeable Haka Party, dressed in grass skirts, maroon 

football jerseys and black top hats. It is for this reason that capping festivities are sometimes 

referred to as Charities Week. 

 

Revue 

 

Another aspect of College life in which the community shared was the plays and revues produced 

by students. The first theatrical production staged to celebrate Diploma Day was put on by the 

College’s Dialectic Society in 1884. The production was ‘She Stoops to Conquer’, and was 

performed at ‘Wainoni’, the house owned by Professor Bickerton. The players attacked their task 

with enthusiasm, but were somewhat limited by their costumes, which had been borrowed from the 

Sunnyside Lunatic Asylum.  

 

In 1908, with the talents of Maurice Martin, the public performances took the form of male-only 

burlesques written and performed by students. Such was the success of shows like ‘The Aftermath’ 

and ‘His Infinite Variety’ that the students were frequently able to play to a full house in the Kings 

Theatre. Perhaps emboldened by this success, female students were invited to take part in the 

burlesques after 1913. In the 1920s the productions turned from burlesques to revues with succinct 

names such as ‘Crash’ (1920) ‘Gosh’ (1922) and ‘Jubilations’ (1923). Production was taken over by 

A.W. Brown, who favoured the Ziegfield tradition, and a cast of 40 girls for some songs was not 

uncommon. O.T.J Alpers described the revues in 1923: “The acting is bright, vivid and – the word 
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seems appropriate – full of ‘pep’. Success too justifies this form of entertainment, and the public 

flock to it in their hundreds. One wonders if these clever young men could not do something more 

worth while, something with more literary quality – more permanence. But youth will be served and 

– perhaps – one becomes groovy”. 

 

Education in the Community 

 

The tradition of reaching out into the community was established almost as soon as Canterbury 

College was founded. When the first Professors arrived in 1874, the College held a series of public 

lectures which all could attend. Professor Bickerton’s excelled in this area. His first public lecture 

was at the Oddfellows Hall, and was a full house attended by 400 people, at which he demonstrated 

natural laws of science using items such as pop guns and pickle jars.
195

  

 

Following on from this success, staff and students instituted a tradition of holding ‘conversazione’ 

which were displays of their work and research for the public. The 1906 conversazione described in 

College Review relayed that the Biological Department and Professor Chilton ‘delighted visitors 

with a display of wonders’. The Townsend Telescope was showed off, and the instrument was 

‘courteously trained on town’. Visitors to the display in the Chemical Laboratory by Dr Evans 

‘could not help remarking between the instructive interest of the various experiments and the sordid 

dinginess of the building’, while Dr Farr gave a lecture on earthquakes, and students put on plays 

and sold copies of the Song Book. It was estimated that 1,000 people came through. 
196

  The 

tradition was carried on by many departments up until WWII, and by some right into the 1960s. An 

Engineering conversazione in 1961 is said to have drawn a crowd of 12,000.
197

 

 

The concept of taking education out into the local community was first mooted as early as 1900, 

and eventually led to the development of the Workers Educational Association, founded in 1915. 

Funded by the College, classes were offered to working men and women in psychology, economics, 

history and literature. Options included public lectures or formal tutorial classes which were 

equivalent to a university level course. Classes consisted of up to 30 students and allowed for an 

hour's lecture followed by an hour of discussion. 
198

 The WEA also organized summer schools at 

various locations around the South Island. The first summer school was held in Oxford in 1920, 

while the 1939 summer school was in Nelson. In 1928/1929 the summer school was hosted by 

Canterbury College, and 64 students attended. In his report for the W.E.A. James Shelley remarked 

“The discussions around the dinner table were no mean part of the experiences of the School. Here 

Professors, Lecturers, Labourers, Carpenters and Railway men all endeavoured to voice their ideas 

on various subjects.” 
199

 

 

Eventually Canterbury College set up an Adult Education Department in 1947, which encouraged a 

range of contributions from various departments. For example the Music Department ran a series of 

concerts in rural towns, (including Darfield, Timaru, and Greymouth), called ‘Music for the 

People.’
200

 The Adult Education Department ran until 1963, and was responsible for a large 

programme of non-vocational classes in the liberal arts and humanities for the wider University 

district. 
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Kicking up their Heels 

 

Another way in which the relationship between ‘town and gown’ was fostered was through the 

concerts and festivities that were held at Canterbury College. Such occasions gave the public the 

opportunity to experience life inside the College buildings.  Aside from public lectures and 

conversaziones, balls and concerts were frequently held in the College Great Hall. Programmes in 

the University Library’s collection attest to the range of subjects this encompassed, including 

music, art, literature and drama. Sometimes concerts featured performers drawn from College staff 

and students, while increasingly throughout the 19
th

 Century they were headlined by visiting 

academics and performers. Eventually the College initiated a programme of annual sponsored talks 

on specific subjects, such as the Macmillan Brown lecture, the Rutherford Memorial Lecture and 

the Erskine Memorial Lecture. 

 

Concerts were not limited to an adult audience. For instance the Music Department under Frederick 

Page utilized their fancy gramophone in 1934 to start weekly midday recitals in the College Hall for 

school children. 
201

 Nor were these interactions restricted to College grounds. Geography student 

John Macaulay recalled of 1947 “… there remained a strong sense of ‘friendly community’ … And 

this community extended beyond the College into ‘the town’ and schools when we went to 

Geography Society meetings, held at that time in Hay’s Lounge upstairs off Colombo Street. After 

the lecture, often given by an overseas visitor or a New Zealand ex-patriate, there would be a ‘cup 

of tea and biscuits’ with Jobbie [Jobberns] moving around puffing on his pipe…” 
202

 

 

Making them Proud 

 

It is no exaggeration to say that the people of Christchurch came to develop a fondness for their 

College over time. Almost as soon as they were completed, the College buildings began to feature 

in the cultural landscape for Cantabrians. They were represented in local guides, and their virtues 

were extolled in books celebrating the achievements of the Province. The Royal Album of 

Christchurch Views from circa 1888 already features illustrations of Canterbury College showing 

the newly completed Classics Building, dwarfing the slightly out of scale pedestrians. From then on 

the College Buildings appear in almost every tourist guide in the University Library’s Collection, 

often accompanied by gushing statements such as this from ‘Christchurch from the Air’ in the 

1930s which claimed “Many of the buildings are architectural gems. Ivy clad, mellow Canterbury 

College, the Museum with its severer lines, and the noble Anglican Cathedral can vie in beauty with 

any similar edifices in Australasia.” 
203

 

 

It was not only the buildings that inspired city pride. The graduates of the College were also 

acclaimed as representing the best of Christchurch. The Cyclopedia of New Zealand wrote in 1903 

that “These Colleges have sent forth brilliant men and women, who are now engaged in politics, 

literature, art or the professions and are taking prominent parts in building up a great colonial nation 

… Canterbury College itself can justly claim to be the most successful of all Colleges in the colony 

affiliated to the University of New Zealand.” 
204

 

Perhaps that sense of pride in the achievements of graduates is what has inspired many local 

citizens and businesses to donate to the College, making it possible for Canterbury to provide 

scholarships and assistance for research projects. For example the Commemoration Day Programme 

for 1934 lists scholarships and prizes donated to the College as including amongst many others: 
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Canterbury Employers Association donation of £25 for books; NZ Society of Accountants grant of 

£1575 for instruction in Accountancy; Astronomical Society of CHCH donation of £423/10/9 for 

the erection of an observatory; and Julia Wilding donation of £100 for a lectureship in memory of 

her children Anthony and Gladys Wilding. The Cyclopedia summed it up in stating that “The 

people of Canterbury take a pride in their educational institution, which plays an important part in 

the life of the Community.” 

 

Roll of Honour 

 

On the jubilee of Canterbury College, one of the Professors wrote “A University training is training 

for the highest kind of life, it aims at producing the most excellent citizen.” Christchurch had reason 

to be proud of Canterbury College and its buildings, but the greatest contribution the institution has 

made to the community is the production of good citizens. Some Canterbury students have gone on 

to be leaders on national and even international stages. Many have simply made valuable 

contributions in the lives of their families and local communities.  

 

The buildings of the College continue to stand as a testament to the hard work of the people who 

designed and built it, the professors and lecturers who taught in it, and the community that made it 

all possible. They are also a reminder of the students who passed through its doors, and went out 

into the world beyond the walls of the College. The tangible commemoration of their presence is 

still to be seen today, in the Memorial window located in the Great Hall, which pays tribute to the 

440 staff, students, and former students of Canterbury College who served during World War One. 

Of those, 98 were never to return, among them the College’s first Rhodes Scholar Henry Stokes 

Richards, and Wimbledon lawn tennis winner Anthony Wilding.  

 

Christchurch and the wider Canterbury Province has benefitted from countless teachers, artists, 

musicians, journalists, scientists and engineers that the College had a hand in teaching. John 

Macmillan Brown knew this when he told students in 1878 “We cannot, then, look for manifest 

proof of the success of our work in the immediate present; to the future, perhaps the far future, we 

must look; in your careers, in your afterlife it is we hope to find a more enduring monument of our 

labours.” 
205

 

 

Goeffrey Alley – All Black, librarian Roger Kerr - businessman  

Oscar Thorwald Alpers – lawyer, judge, 

writer 

John Key - politician Prime Minister of 

NZ  

Charles Adams – astronomer and surveyor Howard Kippenberger - military leader  

Rita Angus - painter  Jordan Luck - musician  

William Balch – All Black and Teacher Euan MacLeod - painter  

FH Bakewell – inspector of schools Margaret Mahy - children's author  

Rosemary Banks - ambassador  William Marris - administrator 

Don Brash - politician  Ngaio Marsh - author and thespian  

WD Campbell – war correspondent John McMillan - economist  

Thomas Cane - architect Trevor Moffitt - painter  

Neil Cherry - environmental scientist  Sam Neill - actor  

Russell Clark - artist Alan MacDiarmid - Nobel Prize in 

Chemistry  

Helen Connon - teacher Craig Nevill-Manning - engineer  

Michael Cullen - politician  Sir Apirana Ngata - Māori politician  

Allen Curnow – journalist and writer William Alfred Orange - Anglican 
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churchman  

Rhys Darby - comedian  Evelyn Page - artist 

G. F. J. Dart – teacher   Graham Panckhurst - High Court Judge  

Peter Dunne - politician  William Pickering - engineering 

administrator  

Denis Dutton - philosopher  J. G. A. Pocock- historian  

Brian Easton - economist  Ernest Rutherford - physicist - Nobel 

Prize  

Kate Edger - teacher Feleti Vaka’uta Sevele - politician Prime 

Minister of Tonga  

Michael Endres - pianist  Samuel Hurst Seager – architect, teacher, 

artist 

Stevan Eldred-Grigg - historian and novelist  Nick Smith - politician  

John Angus Erskine – scientist and 

businessman 

Kevin Smith - actor  

Ian Foster - computer scientist  William Sutton - artist 

Rob Fyfe - businessperson  HTJ Thacker –Mayor of Christchurch 

Denis Glover – poet, journalist, publisher Beatrice Tinsley - astronomer  

Robert H. Grubbs - chemist  Anote Tong - politician, President of 

Kiribati  

Clive Granger - economist  Vincent Ward - film director, screen 

writer  

CM Gray – Mayor of Christchurch Ada Wells - feminist  

Joel Hayward - academic  Anthony Wilding – Wimbledon winner  

Rhona Haszard - artist  Cal Wilson - comedian, television 

personality  

Ken Henry - Secretary to the Treasury 

(Australia)  

Glenn Wilson - psychologist  

Rodney Hide - politician  William Young - judge 

James Hight – academic and teacher  

Jock Hobbs - All Black Captain   

Marian Hobbs - politician   

Alexander Ivashkin - musician   

Bruce Jesson - writer   

Catherine Judd - politician   

Roy Kerr – mathematician  
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PART SEVEN: REBUILDING 

 

By 1949 the University had announced its decision to relocate from the town campus. The 

difficulties created by overcrowding and the cost of upgrading and maintaining the old stone 

buildings had convinced University Authorities that rebuilding in Ilam was necessary. A 

momentous shift such as this could not take place overnight however. It was not until 1957 that the 

first department officially relocated to Ilam, and the last transfer of staff was not completed until 

1975.  With the University on the move, the buildings of the old College were at risk. A new 

purpose would be needed to ensure their survival. 

 

At the closing of the Provincial Government in 1897, a Canterbury College student had wondered 

“While of the old Provincial Council which once seemed to approach even the Imperial Parliament 

in eloquence and dignity, nothing now remains, but its empty shell, so to speak; and the voices of 

women in ‘National Council’ assembled now echo through the lofty hall where once only man was 

heard. Shall we live to see our College buildings, too, used for purposes as much unlike those of its 

founders? Will the Chemical Laboratory become a communal home, and the Lecture Rooms be 

turned into bicycle schools, and we live to see it? Who knows?” 
206

 

 

The University in the City? 

 

From the College’s small beginning in 1873 with just 87 students, Canterbury University had grown 

to have a roll of 2534 students in 1948. The increased demands on space and resources had taken 

their toll, both on the buildings and the staff. The School of Engineering was for example heavily 

overcrowded. In a report to Council in 1945 Head of Engineering Professor Powell noted that the 

Hydraulics Lab was in two parts at the opposite end of a building, electronics was separate from the 

electrical engineering lab, and the heat engines laboratory plant was scattered through four separate 

rooms. 
207

 Congestion was so bad that by 1958 one engineering class had to be repeated 5 times to 

accommodate all the students. 
208

 

 

The creation of new departments, as the areas of academic study widened, added to the space 

challenges. The Geography Department was founded in 1936, with George Jobberns as the 

inaugural full time lecturer in charge. However, there was no room available at College, so 

Geography was placed in leased lecture space at Canterbury Public Library. Even when the 

Department was accommodated on the town site, it was in temporary pre-fab buildings. Council 

found noted at the time that it was ‘impossible to provide adequate accommodation within the 

College.” 
209

 

 

University’s administration believed overcrowding would only get worse, as student numbers 

looked likely to rise, so the search began for alternative options. Development of the city block to 

the north of Worcester Street, or transfer to the site that eventually became Burnside High School 

was considered. It was however to be the site in Ilam between Ilam and Clyde Roads that would 

take hold, and an official announcement of the intention to move part, if not the whole, of the 

University to the new site was made in 1949. 
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The announcement caused great debate. Some, notably the Engineers, were in wholehearted 

agreement with the idea of relocation, while others were vehemently opposed.  Concerns were 

raised about the long term effects of the move. Detractors suggested that it might disadvantage 

students who would have to travel to reach campus, and most importantly, they believed that this 

would result in a loss of connection with the local community. Geographer George Jobberns was 

debating the point right up into the 1950s, when he gave a public lecture on ‘The University in the 

City’ at which he stated “… largely because of its location within the City, the College has been 

able to develop an intimate association with and service to the City. This relation between college 

and city is something very special and significant for Christchurch; the City should see this and 

simply not let the College be lifted out of it.” 
210

 The die was however, cast, and the move to Ilam 

began officially in 1957. 

 

Looking Back and Moving On 

 

For each institution that called the Canterbury College town site home, moving on to better 

prospects has involved looking back with sentimental regret. For all its quirks and inadequacies, the 

College buildings were home, and leaving was never easy.  

 

First to depart had been the Christchurch Girls High School, who moved to their new school in 

Cranmer Square as early as 1882. A student recalled “On a hot mid-day in the first week of 

February 1882, I found myself sitting with my lunch-time friends on the un-shaded burnt up grass 

of an extremely small corner section at Armagh Street, staring at a painfully new, square, brick 

edifice and imprisoned by a high and painfully new, unpainted, galvanized iron fence. I have never 

forgotten the desolate sense of exile…” 
211

 

 

Boys High School departed for Riccarton in 1926. Old Boy W.S. Baverstock recalled that once 

decision was made to leave “… we saw our new home slowly taking shape, and it hurt to realize 

that the dear old building was shortly to be abandoned. For three short years we could appreciate its 

revered maturity. It was a building hallowed by many associations, whose every stone was eloquent 

to all who had been reared there, while the new building was a cold, expressionless statement in 

brick and concrete.” 
212

 

 

The College buildings became endearing because of the experiences people had there, whatever 

their ultimate deficiencies were. The ‘Ode on a Distant Prospect of Canterbury College’ 

demonstrates the affection people came to feel. Based on the Ode to Eton College by Thomas Gray, 

1742, the poem shows the strength of a graduate’s sentimental attachment to the College and its 

environment. 

 

Ye distant Halls, all roofed in slate 

(or corrugated iron), 

Where I, a would-be graduate, 

Your benches used to sigh on; 

Ye chimneys, belching learned smoke, 

What time instructively they stoke 

The furnace fires that roar and rage; 

Ye Labs, where once I frogs dissected, 

Or, wooing Chemistry, inspected 

Her demonstrative Page. 
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Ah, happy halls! And chiefly thou, 

O Club, particularly dear! 

(But not thy tariff, I allow 

Thy dues were, after all, most fair). 

I see once more that verdant cloth, 

Where, spite of holes drilled by the moth, 

I piled up breaks of two each night. 

My weary soul it seemed to soothe, 

As, rolling o’er the baize so smooth, 

I pocketed the white. 

 

Say, Father Amos, thou hast seen 

(But no man else, I’m sure!) 

Of the Cottage by yon margent green 

The chaste interior. 

What lovely forms now ‘neath the tree 

Or grouped in circles think of tea, 

Or con their notes for next hour’s lecture? 

That cottage, ah, it stirs a chord! 

On memory’s tablet’s deeply scored 

Its subtle architecture. 
213

 

 

A Vision of the Future 

 

Once the decision to move to a new location had been made, staff and students began to look 

towards the future. What would the new campus offer, and what would they take of the old? The 

student body began discussing their requirements in a 1951 article from Canta entitled ‘And now 

we say Ilam.” The article includes a proposed layout for the Riccarton campus, and noted that a 

student union building was to be included. Student’s warned that they would need a large refectory 

to allow for increased use by students who wouldn’t be able to pop home for lunch, and also made 

special mention of the University’s intention to use only single storey buildings, except for the 

Library which would be two storeys! 
214

 

 

The School of Art were first to move to the new campus in 1957, and were accommodated in a 

remodeled Okeover house, with the Director’s office located in the former butler’s pantry. The first 

to get a completely new purpose built facility were the Engineers. Although the University 

authorities had pushed for Collins and Son to be involved, the government architect was responsible 

for the building design. Richard Harman commented at the time that he hoped the design would not 

too readily favour ‘modernist’ architecture, because “the modern of today can look very out of date 

the day after tomorrow.” 
215

 The building did have a distinctly modernist overtone, and set the scene 

for the increasing use of Brutalist architecture on campus. Still the University did not wish to let go 

of everything it had experienced on the town site. When the contract for the Engineering building 

was let, Prime Minister Keith Holyoake stated that every effort would be made to preserve the 

atmosphere of University buildings with quadrangles, and there would be continued use of local 

Halswell stone. In the end, the new school only incorporated Halswell stone to cover ground floor 

wall panels between concrete columns. 
216
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Into the 1960s, the University embarked on marketing the new site, aware of the confusion that a 

divided site might cause. Several booklets publicizing the move and its benefits are kept in the 

University Library Collection, including  a brochure promoting the University to overseas 

academics. In ‘The University of Canterbury’, they explain that “… there arose a conviction that the 

central site, now grossly overcrowded and disfigured by improvised tenements, could no longer 

accommodate a university college whose expansion was inevitable… Accordingly, the decision was 

taken to transfer the College, stage by stage, to a well-planted site of 151 acres at Ilam. There the 

School of Engineering already stands, expressing in its clean, straight lines a vision of the future, 

and in its central quadrangle a memory of the past.”
 217

 The same publication suggests to potential 

staff that a good quality brick house in the suburbs would cost £6000, and that the institution had 

up-to-date research facilities at Ilam including a library with over 160000 volumes, and technology 

such as the IBM 160 Digital Computer. 

 

Some of the visions for the new campus are charming to read, especially in this age of cell phones 

and wi-fi. ‘A University Moves’ predicted that the new Ilam site would have 5 main entrances, with 

a telephone at each entrance where visitors could stop and get directions, without even having to 

leave their cars!
218

 Marketing optimistically states “When completed in 1970-1971, the University 

of Canterbury should not only be well fitted to enhance its distinguished international reputation 

through teaching and research,: it should also provide Christchurch, Canterbury and New Zealand 

with an exciting and singularly beautiful complex of carefully planned modern buildings, gardens, 

courts, shrubberies and lawns.”
219

 The last department left the town site in 1975, and the College 

buildings fell silent. 

 

The Old University Precinct 

 

The future of the University was now set, but the fate of the old College buildings was uncertain. 

The possibility of an arts centre for Christchurch had been proposed in 1970, but at that time there 

were four potential venues identified. At its centennial celebrations in 1973, the announcement was 

made that the University had “… as a gesture to the city which had supported it for 100 years, plans 

to transfer the old site and its buildings to a trust for use as a community arts centre.” 
220

 How this 

transfer was to be affected, and more importantly funded, was unclear. 

 

One of the options mooted was for the University to sell the west end of the town site, so that the 

grander buildings on east end could be preserved. This sale would have included the Boys High 

School building, one of the earliest constructions on site. The proposal attracted a great deal of 

responses and submission One concerned group circulated a petition asking the Council not to sell, 

which expressed the belief that “There is more to life than progress which often replaces gracious 

historical buildings with uninspiring concrete structures.”
221

   

 

Given the interest in the College buildings, the University Council commissioned the ‘Old 

University Precinct Feasibility Study Report’, which was completed in July 1974. The purpose of 

the study was “To establish the feasibility of retaining the five and a half acre block of the Old 
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University Site in one ownership and by a process of rentals collected from a multitude of different 

users on the site determine its long term viability.” 
222

 

 

After extensive research and consideration of the submissions, the Report recommended creating 

independent trust, rezoning by the City Council, and the preservation of the original features of the 

permanent buildings. They recognized that “The benefits of these multiple uses in the Old 

University Precinct are immense to education, welfare, arts, cultural and community intercourse in 

the river precinct in Christchurch and throughout Canterbury.” 
223

 By August 1974, the Council had 

announced its decision to formalize the recommendations in the report, and the buildings of 

Canterbury College began there journey towards becoming the Arts Centre. 
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PART EIGHT: A LEGACY OF DESIGN 

 

The Armson Collins Architectural Drawings Collection represents an essential component of the 

story of Canterbury University. But the Collection has much more to offer than just the single 

glimpse into the construction of Canterbury College. It is the multitude of ways in which the one 

collection can be examined and interpreted that indicate its true value. Architectural historian Ian 

Lochhead has commented that “The process of exploring the Armson Collins Collections will be in 

a very real sense, the process of rediscovering a large part of the architectural history of 

Christchurch itself.” 
224

  

 

Given the importance of the collection, ensuring that it will survive for future generations to enjoy 

and profit from is vital. The project to digitize the collection, and share a small sample of it through 

this online exhibition, is just one step in the process to maintaining the drawings. 

 

The Collection 

 

Architect Samuel Hurst Seager believed that Architecture ‘takes rank beside the fine or beautiful 

arts of sculpture, painting, music and poetry, which minister to our higher being, appeal to our 

perception of what is beautiful, fine and noble; give play to our imaginative faculties and raise us on 

a wave of pure emotion to higher and nobler thought and aspirations.” 
225

 It is not hard to 

understand how architecture can also be thought of as art, when delving into the Armson Collins 

Architectural Drawings Collection.  

 

Founded in 1870, the firm of Armson and Collins was to nurture many generations of architects 

over the 123 years it existed. When the firm finally closed in 1993, the accumulated wealth of 

drawings and ephemera were generously donated to the University of Canterbury. The final senior 

partners, Maurice Hunt and Daryl Partridge, wanted to ensure that the designs would serve not only 

as an archive of the firm’s work, but would also go on to be used actively for teaching and research. 

 

The Armson Collins Collection contains well over 1000 groups of architectural drawings, 

specifications, and plans. Public buildings, such as Canterbury College, feature prominently; 

however the collection also features drawings of numerous commercial buildings and private 

residences. It is supported by a wealth of ephemera including architectural brochures and 

catalogues, newspaper clippings, drawings and prints, and photograph albums. The Collection 

additionally includes the business records of the Armson Collins firm, such as contract books, pay 

rolls, and correspondence.  

 

One of the most important features of the Armson Collins Collection is that it shows the continuous 

development of architecture in Christchurch from the early 1870s through into the 20
th

 Century. The 

Collection is also includes excellent examples of the changes in styles and methods architectural 

drawing techniques. The University particularly values the Collection because it contains original 

plans of the town site of Canterbury College (now known as the Arts Centre) from the 19th 

Century. 
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Search the Armson Collins Collection online:  http://digital-

library.canterbury.ac.nz/awweb/login?un=mb&ps=mb&cl=library9_lib&smd=1&field31=armson 

 

Conservation 

 

The primary function of the University Library is to support learning and teaching. Caring for and 

conserving our special collections is one means of ensuring that learning and teaching in the future 

will be supported by rich and varied resources.  

 

The Library practices preventive conservation techniques in the care of its collections. This means 

that we aim to limit damage or prevent deterioration before it can occur. For the architectural 

drawing collection, preventive conservation has included; storing the drawings in a temperature and 

humidity controlled environment; placing drawings in special non-acidic boxes or enclosures; 

carrying out condition surveys to identify drawings that need specialised support or repairs; and 

maintaining records and catalogues so that data on each drawing is preserved.  

 

If you have ever visited the Library to view archives or artworks, you may know that we have 

handling guidelines for staff and researchers. These guidelines help anyone using archives to 

understand how best to hold them and move them, so that they don’t get damaged in the process. 

Some drawings and archives are so fragile, they cannot be moved at all. In such cases, having 

alternative means of making them accessible is very important. Digitisation is an excellent way for 

the Library to make collections accessible without risking damage to the original archive. Having 

digital versions of archives also means it is possible to create catalogues and online exhibitions, or 

share digital images on web sites.  

 

Digitization can be a complex and costly process, so before the Library carries out any digitization, 

it has to consider a number of issues, such as: Is the condition of the collection such that the items 

can be handled safely? Can the risk of damage to the collection be minimized? How we will store 

and protect the digital images created? What information will be recorded about each item as it is 

digitized?  

 

This particular project has involved months of work by trained professionals, who have created new 

metadata for each architectural drawing digitized, created and processed high Resolution digital 

images for archiving, uploaded cataloguing information to our collection database, and made some 

digitals accessible for the online exhibition via low resolution jpeg copies.  

 

If you would like to find out more about the care of collections, or ways that you could protect your 

family history collections at home, you might like to visit the following sites:  

 

http://natlib.govt.nz/collections/caring-for-your-collections 

http://www.loc.gov/preservation/family/index.html 

http://www.tepapa.govt.nz/NationalServices/Resources/CollectionCare/Pages/Conservationguidelin

es.aspx 

 

Future Research 

 

The Macmillan Brown Library collections offer students exciting opportunities for original 

research.  The Library holds over 4000 linear metres of documentary archives from a wide range of 

organisations, people and families. This material comes in the form of architectural drawings, 

minute books, personal diaries, letters, manuscripts, artworks and more. 

https://exchange.canterbury.ac.nz/owa/redir.aspx?C=fb4a9442b8b741d38bf13912ca519d2f&URL=http%3a%2f%2fdigital-library.canterbury.ac.nz%2fawweb%2flogin%3fun%3dmb%26ps%3dmb%26cl%3dlibrary9_lib%26smd%3d1%26field31%3darmson
https://exchange.canterbury.ac.nz/owa/redir.aspx?C=fb4a9442b8b741d38bf13912ca519d2f&URL=http%3a%2f%2fdigital-library.canterbury.ac.nz%2fawweb%2flogin%3fun%3dmb%26ps%3dmb%26cl%3dlibrary9_lib%26smd%3d1%26field31%3darmson
http://natlib.govt.nz/collections/caring-for-your-collections
http://www.loc.gov/preservation/family/index.html
http://www.tepapa.govt.nz/NationalServices/Resources/CollectionCare/Pages/Conservationguidelines.aspx
http://www.tepapa.govt.nz/NationalServices/Resources/CollectionCare/Pages/Conservationguidelines.aspx
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The Armson Collins Architectural Drawings Collection is just one excellent example of future 

research potential. The Collection represents a wealth of possible research projects, particularly now 

that the drawings have been digitised and are more easily accessible. Research questions could 

include: investigating the nature of colonial architects working in Christchurch, the development of 

architectural firms as businesses, the use of architectural photography for recording purposes, or an 

examination of the growth of educational architecture in the province. The list is almost endless. 

 

The main function of the Library is to support learning and teaching at the University of 

Canterbury. Specialist library staff are experienced in working with undergraduate and postgraduate 

students helping them develop their ideas for research projects based on Macmillan Brown 

collections. Feedback from students and their lecturers clearly demonstrate the benefits derived 

from working with unique library materials. 

 

Partnering with academic departments, the library supports College of Arts internships, and UC 

summer student scholarships, giving students hands on practical experience engaging in a variety of 

activities related to processing, managing, and interpreting archival collections. UC summer student 

scholarships are offered across a range of subjects and departments. They offer students with 

invaluable practical experience of focused research. This helps to develop the skills needed at 

honours and postgraduate level study. 

 

The Armson Collins Project 

In the aftermath of the September 2010 earthquake, the architectural drawings collection at the 

University has taken on enormous significance for Christchurch.  At over 120,000 items, the 

Macmillan Brown Library holds one of the largest collections of archival architectural drawings in 

New Zealand.  

Based on the accumulated work of South Island Architects, this collection includes many original 

drawings by B. W. Mountfort, W. B. Armson and other architects of early Canterbury and the West 

Coast. The drawings cover a wide range of public and private dwellings and provide an in-depth 

perspective on the region's built and un-built environment. Traditionally they have been widely 

used by architects, architectural historians and heritage professionals and as a major teaching and 

research resource for students and academics.  In more recent times, property owners and engineers 

have joined the queues of people seeking to research and access the drawings. Sadly, today in many 

if not most cases, they are all that remain of the heritage buildings that were such a major part of the 

Christchurch landscape.  

It was in the wake of the September earthquake that the UC Research Office released some funding 

for a pilot digitization project. The goal was to digitize key collections critical to the architectural 

history of Christchurch to both aid the Christchurch community in the post-earthquake environment 

and support learning, teaching and research at the University. 

The focus of the pilot on the Armson Collins collection has enabled us to highlight and celebrate the 

formidable union between the University and the wider Christchurch community. As time goes on, 

more drawings will be added to this site, The hope is that these beautiful images, the memories they 

elicit, and the stories they prompt us to tell, will not only enable us to commemorate our past but 

inspire and empower us as we move towards a bright and revitalized future. 

 

http://www.arts.canterbury.ac.nz/internships/
http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/ScholarshipSearch/ScholarshipDetails.aspx?ScholarshipID=6935.949
http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/ScholarshipSearch/ScholarshipDetails.aspx?ScholarshipID=6935.949
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Contact Details: 

 

If you would like to find out more about this project or the collections at the Macmillan Brown 

Library, please contact: 

 

Jill Durney 

Manager 

Macmillan Brown Library 

jill.durney@canterbury.ac.nz 

Enquiries: +64 3 364 2753 (internal ext 8660) 

 

Postal Address 

Macmillan Brown Library 

University of Canterbury 

Private Bag 4800 

Christchurch 8140 

 

Copyright and Use of images 

All images used on this site are copyright to the University of Canterbury. Material on the 

University of Canterbury (UC) web pages may not be copied, distributed, or used for commercial 

purposes without the prior, express written permission of UC. 

If you would like to obtain copies of any images used on this site, you can download the credits for 

the Illustrations (PDF, 131KB), which lists all the illustrations used in this exhibition along with 

their Library reference numbers. You may also find it useful to search our collections online using 

Digital Library.  

mailto:jill.durney@canterbury.ac.nz
http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/canterburycollege/documents/Illustrations.pdf
http://www.library.canterbury.ac.nz/home/archives.shtml
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The Library is able to provide images for personal use, private research and study, and commercial 

purposes. There is a copy fee for this service. Clients must also formally request to use images for 

purposes other than private research and study.  

At the discretion of the Library, a reproduction fee may be charged. Generally, a reproduction fee is 

only charged when an image is used commercially.  

The 1994 New Zealand Copyright Act applies to all images in the collection, and it is the 

responsibility of the user to comply with copyright regulations.  

All requests for copying and reproduction must be completed using the appropriate forms which are 

available from the Macmillan Brown Library.  

If you would like to find out more about the images used in this project, or the collections at the 

Macmillan Brown Library, please contact: 

Jill Durney 

Manager 

Macmillan Brown Library 

jill.durney@canterbury.ac.nz  

Enquiries: +64 3 364 2753 (internal ext 8660) 

Postal Address 

Macmillan Brown Library 

University of Canterbury 

Private Bag 4800 

Christchurch 8140  
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