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ABSTRACT

Margaret Munro is an architect who practised in Christchurch, New
Zealand, officially between 1931 and 1963. Her involvement in the
architectural profession was low-key but on-going, yet she is, unlike
most of her male contemporaries, an unknown entity. In researching
and documenting her life and work as an architect a number of issues
about the profession and its history became clear. The profession has
been constructed as a male preserve by the omission of women
practitioners from its history. Prominence

in the architectural

profession has been confused with presence and, as only one or two
women have come to prominence, it has been assumed that women
generally have not been present.
Margaret Munro acts as an expose of this assumption. She was
involved in and ran two small but flourishing practices in Christchurch,
was· never short of clients and had a reputation for delivering her briefs.
Yet these successes can not be acknowledged by patriarchal architectural
history in its· promotion of prominence as a prerequisite for inclusion.

In contrast to this, feminist architectural history challenges such
concepts of architectural history asserting a perspective which focuses on
women and in which their work can be critiqued according to their
values. Margaret Munro's career is thus evaluated providing insight
into the experiences of some women in the profession and the ways in
which women have been rendered invisible.
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INTRODUCTION

"Is history valid if it is just about kings?" was the challenge posed
by a Canadian exhibition on women architects in 1988.l It presented
itself as a pertinent theme for this research which documents the career
and work of a little known architect and begs the question: why research
and write a thesis on an unimportant and as speculation would have it,
mediocre architect? This question led to others: why is Margaret Munro
"unimportant" as an architect and on what basis is her work judged
mediocre? An examination of the profession which explores the way an
architect establishes a career which makes her /him "known", and the
assumptions which underlie "good architecture" was demanded.
Other questions arose. Are there other women in architecture?
Why is their presence not recorded? This thesis aims to challenge the
myth that there were no women architects in the architectural history of
New Zealand. Yet this history is largely absent of women. Why is this?
To what extent have women pursued careers in architecture? What
kind of architectural work have they been involved in? What barriers,
both internal and external to the profession, have women had to face in
doing architectural work? How has the dominant social expectation of
1

Pamphlet published in conjunction with the exhibition For the Record: Ontario
Women Gradi,mtes in Architecture 1920-60. Art Gallery of Ontario, 1988.
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women affected women's ability to enter the architectural profession
and pursue careers as architect?

By adopting a women-centred approach to architectural history,
women and their experiences become pivotal, women's achievements
can be uncovered and appraised for their own merit. The many factors
affecting women's participation historically in a male-dominated
architectural profession including education, career structures and
outright discrimination, can be documented and analysed 2. It is now
. possible to view women architects not as inferior practitioners who
have laboured to keep up with their male counterparts, but as agents
who have struggled against hostile social climates to determine their
own careers and choices.
Margaret Hamilton is one such architect. In Christchurch, the city
where she worked throughout her career and still resides,
misinformation

abounds

regarding

her involvement in

the

architectural profession. This ranges from suggestions that she was only
ever a "draughtsman" in Cecil Wood's (1878-1947) office where she
gained most of her architectural skills, to the erroneous attribution of
her work to other [male] architects. Typical of the treatment received
historically by women architects, these myths represent an
unsympathetic attitude to women's presence in the profession, a
devaluation and disregard for their work. However by focusing on
Margaret's experience, her presence is manifested as an expose of the
myths of egalitarianism and meritocracy which permeate the profession.
These myths underpin most architectural history in New Zealand.
2

B. Gill, Women in Architecture in New Zealand. Masters of Business
Administration Thesis, Massey University, 1984.
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I chose Margaret Munro as topic for research on several counts.
After some initial research in 1989, Margaret proved to be one of a small
group of women whose presence in the profession remained unknown.
My research demonstrated that she was the first Canterbury woman to
establish a career in architecture in the region. As a woman working in
what was evidently a male-dominated and regulated profession, her
entry and presence in the profession from a feminist viewpoint, were of
particular interest to me. David Mandelbaum comments: "Life history
studies ... emphasize the experiences and requirements of the individual
- how the person copes with society rather than how society copes with
the stream of individuals.

11

3

My approach to this project has been inspired by an interest in
feminism and feminist methodology and I have endeavoured to bring
these to this work in a useful and illuminating way. It is also necessary
to acknowledge my Pakeha cultural perspective/bias as the basis of the
values and concerns of this work. This parallels, with some generational
difference, Margaret Munro's own cultural perspective.
In compiling this thesis, Margaret herself was of inestimable
assistance. Eight interviews were conducted over a period of eight
months in 1991 during which time her career and life were discussed
and recorded. These interviews supplied me with much information
about her designs, her clients, and her practice and provided insight into
her life as a solitary woman in a male-dominated profession. They also
revealed that Margaret life contains many threads and depths which
have little relationship to her career as an architect. She is a deeply
3

Quoted by Susan Geiger, "Women's Life Histories: Method and Content", Signs.
Winter, 198f5, p.336.
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spiritual individual with enormous human insight, humility,
compassion and tolerance. The process became a collaborative one in
which a friendship developed between interviewer and interviewee
adding a great deal to the preparation of this work and strengthening my
commitment to see it to completion.
In the course of research, I also contacted and interviewed other
individuals. These included two of Margaret's secretaries, Lois Peters
and Shirley Owen, as well as the current inhabitants of some of the
houses which she designed or altered. Their residences were visited and
photographed. Unfortunately not all of the current owners were able to
be contacted and consequently some information such as street
numbers, client details, year completed and architectural descriptions of
buildings are unfortunately lacking.
Much of the information in this work then, has been supplied by
the architect herself. My task has been to verify details, and outline a
theoretical context in which her work can be seen positively and with
fresh insight. Without Margaret's help, these tasks would have been
almost impossible for there .-existed little documentation of her life or
work. 4 These difficulties exemplify and are akin to those faced by women
architects in their careers .. They have received little notice and in order
merely to establish the names of New Zealand's earliest women
architects, hours of searching for small pieces of information were
necessary. Quite by chance or with the help of various individuals,
names have gradually come to light. Where I would have wanted to
include the birth and, where applicable, death dates of all the
individuals mentioned, this has not always been possible. In some cases
4

Margaret's work was featured once in Home and Building. February 1963, p.54,
62.
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I have only been al;,le to estimate the missing date(s) and have indicated
this with c. (circa).

With reference to some of the terminology used. I had wanted to
call this country (New Zealand) by the name given by the tangata
whenua or first people of the land (Aotearoa), in order to acknowledge
their presence as such. However following Bev James and Kay SavilleSmith, I have referred to it mostly as New Zealand. They
use Aotearoa to refer to this country prior to European colonial rule. New
Zealand is used to refer to contemporary society, because the use of Aotearoa
suggests a far greater recognition of Maori social and economic structures,
political rights and values than is now the case. 5

My use of the word Pakeha refers to the European settlers and their
descendants who colonised Aotearoa from 1830 onwards and colluded
wittingly or not, in the theft of Maori land.
Furthermore, it is important to recognise the systems I have
described as Pakeha and to concede that no Maori women architects
have been mentioned in chapter two as my research did not uncover
any, primarily because it focused on the written word.
I have also endeavoured to use non-sexist language. With regard
to the architectural profession this has proven to be less satisfactory than
I had hoped and some words like draughtsperson, seem unnecessarily
clumsy. However I have persevered with this usage as language is
powerful in structuring the ways in which we conceptualise things and .
continuing to use man, even generically, only serves to perpetuate the
myths about the profession.
5

B. James and K. Saville-Smith, Gender Culture and Power. Oxford University
Press, Auckland, 1990, p.30.
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Concerning. Margaret's married and unmarried status. In
describing the time before she married I refer to her as Margaret
Hamilton and in representing the time after her marriage, she is
referred to as Margaret Munro. However in reference to the other
women mentioned especially in chapter two, where they are married I
have indicated their maiden name in brackets, for example Mary de
Lisle (Hay).

Five chapters examine various aspects of the profession and
Margaret's experiences within it. A theoretical context for the
examination of the profession and its architectural history in outlined in
Chapter One. This introduces a feminist framework and examines the
profession's predominant concerns. Chapter Two looks at the
development of the profession in New Zealand alongside the historical
context for women. Margaret's background, methods of training and the
problems she encountered in becoming trained are explored in Chapter
Three. Training became an issue when it was obvious that her
experience varied so markedly from her male counterparts. Language to
convey this difference became necessary. Thus I have used preparation
rather than training to describe Margaret's time gaining the necessary
skills which would enable her to practise. Margaret's oeuvre is presented
in Chapter Four in light of her architectural values and some of her
houses are presented by their current owners. Chapter Five outlines and
analyses patronage, who Margaret's clients were, how they came to her,
and explores the relationship between architect and client.
Throughout these chapters, excerpts from my interviews with
Margaret are inserted. These allow the architect herself to speak, reveal

14

something of her personality and enliven the work with her obvious
enjoyment of the subject.
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CHAPTER ONE

DECONSTRUCTING THE MYTHS

Women's History is a stance which demands that women be included in
whatever topic is under discussion. It is an angle of vision which permits us
to see that women live and have lived in a world defined by men and most
frequently dominated by men and yet have shaped and influenced that

world and all human events.
Gerder Lemer6

The researching of women's history requires new approaches to
investigate women's exclusion from recorded history. The task is to
write a history which recognises women's agency in male-defined
societies. American and English feminist scholars 7 have developed a.
body of research and theory to document the experience of women in
the architectural profession, the absence of women from the profession
and to deconstruct the ways architecture and architects are presented by
writers and the profession. This literature has been used to validate
Margaret Munro's experiences in the architectural profession and to
support the findings of this research.
For the historian choosing to make women central to history, the
danger lies in attempting to place women in the dominant history by
writing of their contribution to the patriarchal canon eagerly claiming

6
7

G. Lerner, The Majority Find Its Past. Oxford University Press, 1979, p.xiv.
I have only used material in English. No doubt there is similar literature
published in non-English speaking countries.
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that women wer~ there, naming what they did, and how they

contributed to this movement or that style. 8 By employing this
contribution approach to women's history, women architects are
defined with reference to a profession and society determined by men,
are fitted "into categories and value systems which consider man the
measure of significance. "9 Judged alongside their male colleagues, their
achievements are obscured ensuring they never measure up. It is as
Germaine Greer has noted, an "Obstacle Race" 10 for one sex compared to
a clear run on the home straight for the other.
As a model, feminist research and theory provides a perspective
which maintains its focus on women. In it, women are central to their
own lives and careers and not periphery to the men's. The greatest part
of this analysis originates from the United States of America where
research in the 1970's has uncovered many women's lives and careers.
Best known in this field is Doris Cole.

She documented much

information on American women architects and their work in her
pioneering book, From Tipi to Skyscraper:

A History of Women in

Architecture.1 1 This book records women's involvement in
architectural design dating back to pre-European times. Other influential
writers include Gwendolyn Wright, Dolores Hayden, Denise Scott
Brown and Ellen Perry Berkeley.1 2
In New Zealand there has been little research to date on women
architects.

This can be accounted for in several ways.

Firstly the

discipline of architectural history is embryonic in this country. While
8
9

10
11
12

Lerner, p.13,149.
Ibid. p.149.
G. Greer, The Obstacle Race. Great Britain, 1979.
D. Cole, From Tipi To Skyscraper: A History of Women in Architecture. Boston,
1973.
These women are still major contributors to this field.
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architectural periodicals have been published here since 1906, 13
documentation of architectural history, pre-European and European, has
been piecemeal and infrequent with the earliest example being Paul
Pascoe's thesis presented in 1933 to the Royal Institute of British
Architects (R.I.B.A.) 14 and the later Centennial publication Making New

Zealand "two issues of which [he] had written in 1940".15 Encouraged by
courses at the Universities of Auckland, Canterbury and Victoria, a
small number of theses and publications have begun the documentation
of our architectural history. This has increased markedly in the last
· decade.
Secondly on an international scale, New Zealand's architectural
history is marginal. It does not feature largely in importance or quantity.
Yet as well as identifying buildings and their architects, architectural
historians have set the task of trying to relate what has happened here to
an international history. This has led to a limited view of our history
and has perpetuated an approach which obscures the role of gender
relations. Beverley Gill's trailblazing survey of contemporary women in
.

.

architecture in New Zealand was the first research to challenge this
view.16 Since this document, other articles have appeared which focus
on contemporary women in the profession. 17 Two theses are the

13

New Zealand Building Progress

14

P. Pascoe, "The Study of the Early Buildings in the Canterbury Settlement of
New Zealand Home of the Pioneers." Thesis presented to the R.I.B.A., 1933.
P. Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1992.
Hodder & Stoughton, Auckland, 1991, p.147.
See footnote 3. This survey was also submitted as a report to the New Zealand
Institute of Architects.
For example T. Hyde, "Women Architects" MORE. September 1986 pp. 28-34; B.
Gill, "A Minority View... ", New Zealand Architect. no 6, 1984, p.11; J. Ardmore
et al, "Feminist Design Criteria", New Zealand Architect. no 2, 1984, p.48.
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remainder of the work on women architects. 18 Drawing on overseas
literature has thus been a necessity.

With the assistance of feminist theory, it has been possible to
recognise the architectural profession as gendered.19 This is important in
explaining the experiences of women architects, for the development of
the architectural profession has depended largely on a society structured
by rigidly defined gender relations.
All social relations ... are understood through a prism of gender relations,
through concepts of masculinity and femininity. Within a gendered culture, there
exists distinct male and female cultures which, although integral to each other,
are rigidly bounded. Consequently the relations between men and women are
highly ritualised and the assumption of masculinity and femininity and entry
into the appropriate culture are the problems which dominate social relations.
In essence then, a gendered culture is one in which masculinity and femininity
structure, express and make sense of, at a popular level, the conflicts, interests
and inequalities which are integral to a society. 20

A profession establishing itself within such a culture cannot remain
unaffected. For the architectural profession, the repercussions are
expressed by the near absence of women in what would otherwise be an
exclusively male domain. This is borne out by Gill's findings which
reveal "the architectural profession is male-dominated both with respect
to the under-representation of women in the profession and the
conventional belief that it is a profession more suited to males'_' 21 , by the

18
19

20
21

Jan Stevenson, "The Cult of Domesticity" B. Arch Thesis, Auckland, 1991, and
Janet Thompson, A Woman Environment Study. B. Arch Thesis, Auckland, 1982.
James and Saville-Smith, pp.31-46.
Ibid. p.11.
Gill, p.13. .
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New Zealand Institute of Architects archival records which reveal that
1.4% of registered architects in the period 1914-1970 were women22 and
in the exclusion of women architects from the history of the profession.
Thus it is possible to say that architecture is a gendered profession in the
same way as teaching and nursing became gendered professions, only
dominated by women. Game and Pringle comment: "What [was]
brought home to us over and over again was the fact that there is
nothing inherent in

a

job that makes it male or female. The gender

definition of jobs, and sexual division of labour are socially and
historically constructed".23

Arguably, the most influential challenge of feminist architectural
history is the lesser emphasis given to style. 24 As Doris Cole comments
"... the sphere of architecture is... eminently practical. Style has never
been the essence of architecture." 25 Yet style is the predominant focus of
mainstream architectural history both internationally and locally. A
reading of the most recent publication on New Zealand architecture,
Peter Shaw's New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to

1992 26 for example, would suggest that our architectural history can be
described and defined by the changes which have occurred in
architectural style. A building is singled out for research and
documentation. It may be considered to represent a certain style, an era,
an architect's work, or perhaps have cultural significance.
22

23
24

25
26

It is

New Zealand Institute of Architects Register of Members. held at the N.Z.I.A.
offices, Wellington.
A. Game and R. Pringle, Gender At Work. George Allen and Unwin, 1983 p.23.
"Style" is here defined as "the distinctive manner of a person or school or period
especially in relation to painting, architecture, furniture, dress etc." The Concise
Oxford Dictionary of Current English. Oxford 1991, p.1212.
Cole, p.48.
See footnot~ 19.
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researched to ascertain its age and history, and examined for motifs, and
design characteristics which reveal its style. These are given weight with
reference to particular influences, that is, the sources for particular
motifs. With small passages on the various contexts and periodisation,
Shaw discusses most of the buildings and architects inside a framework
of style - ideas about style, where they originated from and techniques
for achieving certain styles - which is presented authoratively as the
"truth" about New Zealand architecture. A typical example reads:
The architect spent many patient hours working on such details,
particularly those of the great west window. He was prepared to combine
Early English Gothic features with elaborate ones from the transitional
period between the Early English and Decorated Gothic periods.27

Thus influences are established and may include contemporary
historical styles (as above), ideas and practises, the styles and/ or ideas of
other architects, and/ or cultural sources.
This method of wr.iting and interpreting architectural history
concentrating only on buildings which fit the criteria of a certain style,
.

has established a canon in New Zealand.

.

The canon highlights

particular values and attributes as good architecture. The criteria for
good architecture thus becomes adherence to style.
Particular styles are considered more appropriate under the canon
than others and are promoted as most important or progressive. For
example, most publications on New Zealand architecture will feature
articles on Selwyn Gothic. Bishop George Augustus Selwyn (1809-78)
developed a local adaptation of Gothic architecture based on the ideas of

27

Ibid. p.29 referring to Old Saint Paul's, Wellington (1861-66) by Frederick
Thatcher. ·
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the Cambridge C~mden Society 28 during a period of prolific church
building by the Anglican church last century. A standard litany has
become established which confines discussions to Selwyn's adaptation of
Gothic architecture to New Zealand conditions and colonial status.
Other considerations about Selwyn Gothic have yet to emerge. Its role,
for example, in colonization, or as a force of imperialism have yet to be
analysed. In contrast, an examination of Ratana churches would no
doubt reveal indigenous interpretations of church architecture equaliy
or arguably more relevant to our architectural history.
Modernism presents a good example of the importance of a
particular style at a given time. However discussion about Modernism
has, until quite recently, been limited to its praises.
It goes without saying that the architectural avant garde of the 1920s and
30s have had more critical attention devoted to their activities than that
given to any period of architectural history between the Renaissance and
today. The danger that the historiography of 20th century architecture
would become hopelessly overbalanced by the endless re-evaluation of the
modernist canon of work was a matter of fact until recently ...29

It is also raised here because it was an important issue for the
architectural profession during Margaret's career. While their adoption
is well recorded, in reality modernist designs appeared much less
frequently than the traditional ones proliferated by builders, developers
and architects. A glance through contemporary architectural periodicals

28

Later the Ecclesiological Society. For further discussion see Margaret Alington's

Frederick Thatcher and St Paul's: An Ecclesiological Study. Historic Places Trust,
29

Wellington, 1965.
M. Findlay, "Barbarians At the Gate: Expatriate New Zealand Architects and
the Problem of Ultra-Modernism", unpublished paper presented at the 1991
Conference of Society of Architectural Historians of Australia and New Zealand,
Christchu·rch.
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shows examples o~ both modern and traditional architecture but also
many buildings and houses incorporating features of both. Architects
were often forced by clients and circumstances to compromise. Paul
Pascoe (1908-1976) and Vernon Browne (1905-1965), both modernist
architects, have houses illustrated in Home and Building

which

essentially graft modernist features, such as larger areas of glass and
more flexible space, onto fairly traditional housing designs. Buchanan
House, Tui Street, Christchurch (1944) by Paul Pascoe30 and Gray House,
Auckland (1949) by Vernon Browne31 are two such examples.
Yet a typical situation in the history of 'fifties church architecture
is illustrated in Margaret Munro's career. Margaret and another
architectural firm, Prouse and Wilson, Wellington, provided the Synod
with designs for an Anglican church in Ashburton.

The latter was

modernistic in line with contemporary "progressive" architectural
thinking (fig 1). However, after some debate on whether to build a more
modern church or to retain the previous traditional style, the
parishioners decided on the latter course and Margaret's was awarded
the commission. It can only be concluded that Ashburton's Anglicans
preferred to retain a building which expressed the continuity of their
religious heritage.
This situation was not unique to Ashburton.

A survey of the

Anglican Weekly newspaper, Church and People, in the 1950's discloses
various designs for churches around the country which can only be
described as traditional. 32 Such occurrences reflect the context in which
30

31
32

Illustrated in Home and Building. Spring, 1944, vol vii, no 3, pp.10-11.
Illustrated in Home and Building, February - March, 1949, vol XI, no. 4, pp,26-27,
For example Church and People. 1 February 1956, p.1 featuring the architect's
drawing for Holy Trinity, Waiuku; Church and People. 1 April 1953 featuring St
Philip's Stokes Valley; Church and People. 1 September 1955, p.2, featuring St
John the Baptist, Dannevirke.

------}· ---

E$:.~:..~

i!

\
I

I

h

I

; -~- ;.i
·<
•.
)

\1

t

,;

~}

u

UJ

I:
CL
ll I

Fig.

l

. ';-: I •
f-1 (
' I

1

•~)

23

Margaret worked and also demonstrates the consumers' role in
determining a particular architectural style.
Thus while the importance of Modernism itself is no longer seen
as paramount in twentieth century architectural history, the position of
style in this history has not been displaced. Ian Lochhead demonstrates
this point. "Such a view of modern architecture is no longer tenable; in
New Zealand, as in the rest of the world, the International Style is now
being replaced by the exuberance and irreverence of post-modernism. 1133
Style is still posited as most significant.
Inherent in this focus on the evolution of style is an assumed
rationality. The inference is made that New Zealand architecture shows
a rational progression towards its own vernacular style. It works its way
through 19th century European influences to Modernism and from
there develops a style of its own which reflects the peculiarities of its
environment.
This assumption of rationality obscures the reality of the
architectural situation in New Zealand where a multiplicity of styles
were available for the choosing from the early twentieth century
onwards. Architects designed buildings with varying degrees of success,
drawing from what was seen as a pool of styles. 34 The output of a
practice could include traditionally detailed or modern influenced
buildings. The Wellington firm of Gummer and Ford for example,
designed the Auckland Railway Station (1931), a building in the classical

33
34

I. Lochhead, "New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of
Modernism", Landfall. 152, vol 38, no 4, December 1984, p.467.
See footnote.42.
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tradition and by ,1940 had designed the State Insurance Building,
Wellington, integrating the influences of European Modernism. 35
By reducing architecture and its history to stylistic developments,
its organic function as "places" or "backdrops" for life, its ideological
function in the wider society and its role as a signifier of status, are
undermined. When viewed in this way, style can be seen as the
mythology of architecture, an inadequate and misleading explanation of
architecture history particularly unhelpfui to New Zealand where
architectural needs have historically demanded the useful and the
ordinary rather than the chic or fantastic. 36
While style provides an inadequate method of explaining
architecture and architectural history, its deliberation should not be
totally condemned for the influences and ideas which constitute
architectural style are an important part of any culture's history and
identity. However, alone, without supporting contextual and consumerfocussed material, style can never completely explain the design,
function or success of a building.

The notion of the architect as "hero" 37 is also challenged by
feminist architectural historians. The evolution of the concept
"architect" has a well documented history. 38 While it has historically
undergone some changes, certain assumptions are made in the various
theses, monographs, and articles on individual architects such as Cecil
35
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Wood, Paul Pascoe, Belmore and Cotterill, Gummer and Ford, the
Group architects, James Chapman Taylor, R.S.D. Harman, or Benjamen
Mountfort, about the career of the architect and its preferable form.
For instance, it is assumed the architect pursued a distinctive style
throughout his (sic)

career seeking by degrees to purify this style.

Secondly, that the architect's career shows a progressive stylistic
development culminating in a great achievement [building] which
succinctly iliustrates this style. The documentation of two architectural
practices is evidence of this. Helmore and Cotterill, for example, are
acknowledged as being stylistically eclectic due to the range of styles they
employed throughout the duration of their architectural practice. This
approach was advocated in New Zealand during the 1930's and an
"open-mind" towards choice of style was advised. 39 Consequently as
mentioned, buildings in historicist and modernist styles were being
designed and built concurrently.
Yet this eclecticism is frowned upon by architectural historians as
seen in Shaw's chapter entitled "The Conservative Solution". The
period in New Zealand architectural history between 1914 and 1930 is
described when "competent New Zealand architects were to dress their
buildings in a variety of stylistic garbs which, from a purely Modernist
standpoint, appear to be a symptom of confusion." The author however
concedes the period "produced some interesting public buildings."40
In contrast to Belmore and Cotterill, Paul Pascoe is celebrated as
the struggling modernist whose career was devoted to forging a New
Zealand style of architecture based on modernist precepts. Throughout
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his career, so the .mythology goes, he singlemindedly pursued these
precepts but was however, thwarted by context. By implication, he was
unable to fulfil the requirements of the true architectural career.
"Circumstances denied Pascoe the opportunity to design large scale
buildings in the early part of his career and by the middle of the 1960's
he could no longer compete against the advanced buildings of the next
generation." 41 However good evidence is suggested by Pascoe's writings
that he saw himself within the framework of this mythology. 42
A further aspect of the "architect" overlooked by conventional
architectural history is the role of social class. The notion of "architect"
is constructed within a particular class context. Architects service a
certain sector of the population from which they themselves are also
largely drawn. Denise Scott Brown articulates the class origins of the
American architectural profession.
I recalled ... the exclamation of the french architect Ionel Schein, writing in
Le Carre Bleu in the 1950's: "The so-called studio spirit is merely the spirit
of a caste." This brings to mind the upper-class origins of the American
architecture profession, the difference between upper-class and middle-class
attitudes to women, and the strong similarities that still exist today
between the architecture profession and a men's club. 43

The New Zealand origins are not dissimilar. The process of the
professionalisation of architecture which occurred in New Zealand from
the 1880's onwards has produced a certain elitism. The early
organizations of architects were established to exclude any person from
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the profession who, did not hold formal qualifications. 44 They succeeded
in having legislation passed to that effect with the New Zealand
Institute of Architects Act (1913). Notions of good architecture are
predicated on these exclusionary processes. Professionalisation, the
development of standards, training courses and membership of an
organisation to which entry can only be gained by credentials, have set
architects apart from draughts- and tradespeople.
This is illustrated by the division of labour in an architect's office,
where there is an enormous gap in income and prestige between the
ideas person (the architect) and the person who draws up the ideas (the
draughts-person). It also became obvious in an incident which occurred
in the process of researching this thesis. A prominent Christchurch
architect, Miles Warren, was contacted regarding his time in Cecil
Wood's office 45 and his possible knowledge of any women architects in
the profession. His response on discovering the subject of this thesis was
to say, "Oh, she was only a draughtsman in Wood's office. Why are you
doing a thesis on her?"46
This fallacy that Margaret was a mere draughtsperson in Wood's
office may go some way to explaining her obscurity. Lynne Walker
points out that builders and tradespeople have also suffered from an
indifference similar to women architects:
Building workers suffered from a similar arrogance and lack of interest in their
activities which impacted through class rather than sexual difference: they found
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architects "aloof" and "superior persons" who did not wish to come into contact with the
ordinary operative.47

Margaret refers on a number of occasions to contemporaries of
Cecil Wood's who were not of the same social class.
Cecil was definitely snobbish. [W.H.] Trengrove was very middle class, not upper
crust at all. Cecil and Iris were invited to dinner at the Trengroves'. Instead of
the meals being served at the table, they came in on the plates already served.
This was not the done thing. There was a social difference which was very
evident if you were observing it.48

In contrast Miles Warren, from a well-connected Canterbury family,
was well-placed socially to take up a position in Wood's office despite
advice from his senior architect to employ someone with experience.
Architects themselves were also responsible for perpetuating the
notion that architecturally designed houses are the preserve of the
wealthy. Wood's clients came primarily from the wealthy and middle
classes. However, occasionally he would receive a commission, usually
for a house, from clients he considered his social inferior. According to
Margaret, less time and attention was devoted to such commissions.
Social class is in fact a big factor in the success of a New Zealand
architect. But the role it plays is obscured by the emphasis on the formal
qualities of architecture.

The dominant approaches to architecture and its history have
presented it in three distinctive ways - as the evolution of styles, as the
genius of the architect and as a striving by the architect for a purity of
style. These approaches can be linked to the profession itself. By limiting
47
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entry to credential holders, pursuing their interests as a group and
determining standards for "good architecture", it has professionalised
its activities. Yet the leading figures in architecture are inevitably male.
How has that occurred? Were there any women practitioners?

30

CHAPTER TWO

WOMEN, ARCHITECTURE AND THE PROFESSION

Inevitably this story is tied to historical and social trends that mark the
development of the nation as a whole, for unlike the careers of their male
counterparts that are somewhat predictable in terms of available opportunities
and avenues for achievement within the profession of architecture, the careers of
women practitioners have always been linked to the opportunities and
expectations of women in the larger society.
Marita O'Hare49

The relationship of women to the development of the
architectural profession in New Zealand from 1830-1960 together with
the opportunities available for women are considered in this chapter.
This historical context explains to some degree the transition for
women, who had previously seen their roles as closely tied to domestic
labour and child-rearing, into the paid workforce in increasing numbers.
It is discussed in three historical phases: 1830 - 1880 as the earliest period
of Pakeha settlement; 1880 - 1930 as the period when Pakeha culture
becomes firmly established; and 1930 - 1960 as the period when New
Zealand's isolation is challenged and international events influence the
local cultural and economic climate.
From the 1880's onwards, those few women in the professions
were most often located in teaching. Gradually greater numbers of
49
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women began to infiltrate medicine and law. By highlighting women's
overall entry into the professions, a context is provided for women
architects and for Margaret Hamilton's entry into architecture. Yet this
context does not entirely explain why there were so few women in the
architectural profession when greater numbers were becoming doctors
and lawyers, professions which required similar commitment to
training. Analysis of the development of the architectural profession
both in Great Britain where our earliest architects originated from and
in New Zealand, provides some explanation of this question.
Thirteen women architects are introduced in this chapter - Mary
de Lisle (Hay) (b.1920), Adriana Whitmore (Odenkerk) (b.1929), Mary
Edwards (b.1909), Elizabeth Brown (Taylor) (b.1924), Nancy Petersen
(Martin) (b.1928), Marjorie Penty (b.1914), Muriel Lamb (b. 1912),50
Monica Barham (Ford) (1920-1985) 1 Maureen Bird (b.1925),5 1 Lillian
Chrystall (Laidlaw) (b.1928) and Dorothy Coulthard (Wills) (b.1913).
Most of these women are contemporary with Margaret Hamilton and
began training in the 1930's and 40's and working through to the 1970's.
Alison Sheperd (Sleigh) (1898-1972) and Esther James (c. 1900-1970) are
an earlier generation who began training in the 1920's. Some of these
women were able to be contacted directly52 and some excerpts from their
letters are included. The experience of women from other countries is
also introduced where relevant or enlightening. As mentioned, this has
been necessary due to the dearth of literature on early women architects
in New Zealand. Almost nothing has been written about their presence
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in the profession .. This chapter aims to make them visible and to
consider the context in which they appear.

The emergence of the professional architect dates back to the
sixteenth century. John Wilton-Ely tells us that:
the formation of the architectural profession in England is intimately bound
up with two major intellectual and social changes over the past four
centuries - the transition from medieval to modern processes of thought and
the shift from an agrarian to a capitalism-based society through the
Industrial Revolution.53

However it was not until the eighteenth century that the modernday concept of the architect as a "single figure, responsible for both
design and supervision"5 4 became widely accepted. This figure was
represented by such men as Sir John Soane (1753-1837), Robert Adam
(1728-92) and Sir William Chambers (1723-96).

Women were not

represented in this new professional capacity until the 1880's.55
The first English architects professional organisation was
established in 1791 as the Architects' Club. The regulation of
architectural practice commences with the establishment of the Institute
of British Architects in 1834. The Institute was awarded its "royal"
designation by Queen Victoria in 1866. This body formulated standards
for professional practic~, a scale of charges and a common approach to
activities like competitions. It is useful to note that the growth of the
profession in England was linked to the economic expansion which
accompanied the Industrial Revolution from 1789. This link between an
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expanding econo11:1-y and the wider development of the profession
would be repeated in New Zealand.

The early colonial period, the four decades from 1830 - 1870 saw
the first wave of immigration to New Zealand from Ireland, Scotland
and England56 and was marked by the establishment of an agricultural
society fraught with struggles between Maori and Pakeha, and among
Pakeha, over rights to land57 . Amongst the migrants came a number of
architects seeking work. Examples of such individuals include Samuel
Kempthorne (1809-73), Frederick Thatcher (1814-90) and Benjamen
Mountfort (1825-98). They came here attracted by the opportunities of
the emerging colony. 58 By far the largest clients of their services were the
churches, at that time establishing themselves in the 'new' country. The
Anglican church in particular, was especially active and able to
command the services of church-connected architects. The three
architects mentioned above were all involved with projects of this
nature. 59
Architecturally, this period is marked by a "do-it-yourself" attitude
on the part of immigrants who largely conceived and erected their own
homes as a matter of necessity. 60 Sod, stone and wooden cottages such as
the Dean's Cottage, Riccarton Bush, Christchurch (1844) built by William
and John Deans, and Esk Head Homestead, North Canterbury (1863)
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built by Christopher Dampier are examples of this. Alternatively, those
wealthy enough had pre-fabricated houses imported from England,
France or Australia. The Langlois-Etevenaux House, Akaroa (1841) and
the Waitangi Treaty House, Waitangi (1833) represent such houses.
During this earliest period of immigration to Aotearoa "women
arrived with husbands or as domestic servants with the full expectation
of quick rnarriages." 61 However, their existence in this "new" land
where much work was required in the daily struggle to subsist, was not
entirely based on their pre-immigration roles .
...The reality was that Pakeha women and men were virtually dependent on
each other in this struggle [with nature]. Their success was represented by

-

the self-sufficient colonial household and a certain balance of power
between men and women within it.62

The gender mores of their home countries could not apply in this new
society where different skills were called on. Necessity determined
women's engagement in tasks not normally their domain. This may
explain the two known examples of women engaged in architectural
design at this time. Mrs C.W. Reay (c.1800-60), a minister's wife,
designed St John's Church, Wakefield (1846) in conjunction with
Charles Heaphy who drafted the plans. 63 She is the first woman known
to have been formally involved in the design of a building in New
Zealand. Mary Taylor (1817-1893) and Ellen Taylor (1826-51) designed
their own shop with living quarters above in Cuba Street, Wellington in
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1850. 64 Mary Taylor writes in some detail of the planning and
construction of this building in her letters to Charlotte Bronte.
My own concerns have advanced rapidly... Ellen [her cousin] has come out with
just the same wish to earn her living as I have and just the same objection to
sedentary employment. We both enter heart and soul into the project of keeping a
shop and actually hope to make £300 or £400 a year by it. .. Our first step was to
take some land ( a st. comer) and build a house 28ft by 26... Our new house
delights us with its roomy comfort and now let me tell you what roomy comfort is.
First understand it is made of boards overlapping... Inside the house is lined with
boards -but without overlapping. In the shop and in the kitchen these boards are
planed and grooved together, in our bedroom they will be stretched with calico
and papered and for the present the other 3 rooms will be unfinished.6.5

The 1870's onwards saw the establishment of a definite Pakeha
culture and the transition from a pioneer to a more urban society. 66 This
decade also marked the end of the provincial governments67 and saw
New Zealand centrally controlled from Wellington.68 By 1878 the
country was gripped by a· severe economic depression. Despite this fact
governments, churches, banking organizations and commercial
corporations financed the construction of some significant buildings and

a small number of architects were favoured with commissions. 69
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William Armson (1834-83)7° R.A. Lawson (1833-1903) 71 and F.W. Petre
(1847-1918) 72 represent such architects.

Following this early depression, the thirty

years from 1895

onwards saw a considerable amount of building undertaken in New
Zealand.

Money became available for architectural purposes and a

number of architects were able to build up a body of work and develop
prosperous practices.73 Architects' offices were founded catering for
different aspects of the expanding economy and reputations were made.
Men like William Thomas (c. 1890-1967), based in Ashburton, could
work their way up through the building industry and after
correspondence courses in architecture, set up in practice.74 The
profession enjoyed something of a boom.
This did not occur overnight but was the culmination of a growth
in the construction industry. It was encouraged by such factors as a series
of immigration waves which expanded the Pakeha economy, together
with the efforts of members of the profession to raise the status of
architecture.
It was in this period university education became available with
the establishment of the University of New Zealand in 1868. 75 This body
was primarily given to examining and degree-granting with the actual
teaching being carried out in Colleges established in Dunedin,
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Christchurch, Wellington and Auckland. 76 Its establishment signalled
the emergence of most professions including architecture.
Although a degree course in architecture was not instituted until
1913, the status and regulation of the profession became a concern in
Canterbury in the 1870's.

Here the professional status of architects

became an issue when qualified architects competed for commissions
with unqualified practitioners. Effectively, the title architect had no
legal or professional status and consequently there was little uniformity
or consistency of architectural standards. In response to this situation,
four English-trained architects, B.W. Mountfort, W.B. Armson,
Alexander Lean (c.1830-1910) and Frederick Strouts (1835-1919) formed
around 1871, the Canterbury Association of Architects (C.A.A.). The
C.A.A.'s life was relatively short. As an early attempt to professionalise
and promote the profession, it is seen as "the forerunner of other
architectural associations from which the N.Z.I.A. eventually emerged
in 1905"77.
A later organization, the Association of New Zealand Architects
established in 1905; was instrumental in promoting the national
registration ·of architects and in lobbying for the passing of the New
Zealand Institute of Architects Act (1913). This Act restricted the use of
the term architect

to those registered under it and admission to the

profession became by examination only. Formal tertiary training for
architects became mandatory, leading to the establishment of two
lectureships in architecture at Auckland University College in 1913 and
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the first chair in 1924. The problem of training architects and ensuring
consistent standards for the profession was thus solved. 78
The formalisation and regulation of architectural training brought
increased status for architects and affected the practice of architecture in
this country. As with many other cultural institutions, the nascent
profession based itself on the British model, the Royal Institute of
British Architects (R.l.B.A.) and instituted similar regulations and
standards of training.

From a quasi-profession which tolerated

practitioners regardless of their background or training, it became an
exclusive profession with ability to limit entry to credential holders.
As with all professions at the time, practitioners were not allowed
to advertise their services and business was conducted through a
network of business and social contacts. These were largely determined
by one's social class.

Belmore and Cotterill, for example, received

commissions for the houses of wealthy Cantabrians through Heathcote
Helmore's (1894-1965) extensive social connections. 79 For less wellconnected architects, reputations were gained through word-of-mouth
or, if one happened to attract the attention of the limited architectural
press, through publication in one of the architectural journals.80
A further method of gaining commissions was competitions.
These were most frequently organised to procure the designs of major
public-funded buildings such as art galleries and town halls.

If an

architect won such a competition, the exposure would usually have
benefits for his (sic) career in the form of further commissions.
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Once a commission was awarded, the client was consulted as to
their requirements, sketch plans were drawn up for final approval, and
once this was gained, working drawings were produced, builders
contracted and supervised until the completion of the building. This
process was carried out in practices of all sizes and usually architectural
staff were employed to assist with general administration as well as the
drafting and scaling of plans.

For women, the last two decades of the nineteenth century saw
much change with regard to educational opportunities and public
employment. This included their appearance in many "masculine
occupations" 81 and the gaining of the vote. In 1877, girls and boys
received the right to free education82, by 1891 over 45,000 women were
classed as wage earners 83 and by 1893 they had gained equal right to
suffrage. All of these achievements contributed to a growing confidence
among Pakeha women which saw a few, enabled by social class, claiming
a place for themselves in the public life of this country. Some notable
examples include Amelia Bagley (1871-1956) who worked as Assistant
Inspector of Private Hospitals and Midwives from 1907 becoming
superintendent nurse of the Native Health Nurses in 1912; 84
Wilhelmina Bain (1845-1944) who was chosen to represent New Zealand
at the International Congress of Women (1904) in Berlin;85 and Jessie
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MacKay (1864-19~8) who was a poet and writer, contributing to
publications such as the Otago Witness and the Lyttelton Times.8 6
During the 1871 negotiations for a University of New Zealand,
Learmonth Dalrymple87 of Port Chalmers, Otago, a campaigner for girls'
education, initiated and presented a petition signed by 149 Dunedin
women, arguing for the admission of women to all aspects of university
life.

Due to her efforts, no regulations distinguishing or restricting

gender were passed 88 and women were admitted to the University of
New Zealand from its inception. Kate Edger (1857-1935) tested this
legislation in 1874 and as Beaglehole describes it "walked into the open
citadel and took possession of the heritage of her sex",89 becoming the
first woman in the British Empire to graduate with a B.A. in 1877.90

It was during this period from 1880 until 1939 that the Cult of
Domesticity gained popular appeal. 91 This ideology developed from
Victorian notions of femininity, claimed a scientific basis for "sex-role
stereotyping of occupations based on the view that only a limited
number of jobs are 'suitable' for women", 92 and promoted the notion of
women's primary role as wife, house-keeper and mother. It thereby
ensured that women worked in the private sphere of the home or saw
their careers as secondary to those of their husbands.
Evidence of this is borne out by the small numbers of women
entering the professions in contrast to the general paid workforce. Why
the professions provide this evidence is suggested by Frank Parkin:
86
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"Doctors, lawyers, academics and professionals in general commonly
attempt to control the number of new recruits by imposing stiff entrance
qualifications and insisting on long and expensive periods of training."93
For women, these prerequisites for entry into a profession proved more
inhibiting than those for their entry into the paid workforce where
employment could be gained without qualifications. Yearbook statistics
dating back to 1889 show that from the time of the establishment of the
University of New Zealand, numbers of women keeping terms at any of
the University Colleges were roughly half those of male students. 94
However, these numbers have seen women concentrated in those
subjects which fitted with predominant notions of femininity such as
the humanities. A writer for Woman Today commented in 1938:
In 1913, there were nearly half as many women as men in New Zealand
universities and university colleges. There were 687 women to 1541 men. By 1921
there were 1442 women to 2681 men, a still higher proportion. Since that date,
the number of women has steadily declined until in 1937 there were only 1205
women to 4100 men. Less (sic) than 100 women have qualified as doctors in New
Zealand, less than half that as dentists. There are barely a dozen women
lawyers and about as many bachelors of commerce.

Most graduates are

teaching... Higher education of women is still regarded as a luxury. Figures
show there are most women at universities in prosperous times, least in
depressions. The number of men remains pretty constant.95

The 1910 Yearbook96 records that there were 10,520 women classed as
professional in 1906, 2.52% of the total number of women. Grimshaw
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suggests this number is made up mainly by teachers and nurses as the
turn of the century had seen an influx of women into these
professions. 97 Women studying subjects not connected with notions of
femininity, such as sciences or architecture, were much rarer. Of
chemistry graduates for instance, up until 1956 only 11 % were women. 98
This figure appears enormous when compared with architecture
graduates, only 1.1 % of those graduating with a Bachelor of Architecture
from the Auckland University College School of Architecture in the
period 1927-1970, were women.99
Furthermore, women entering the architectural profession during
this middle period were most likely to come from wealthy middle-class
families who could afford for their daughters to become articled to a
well-known architect for training. Alison Sheperd (Sleigh) entered the
offices of Samuel Hurst Seager (1854-1933) and later Cecil Wood, as an
articled pupil, completing her training overseas at the Architectural
Association's Bedford Row School, London. 100 Esther James received
her articles in 1923 after carrying out her pupilage in the office of W .A.
Cummings (c.1870-1948).101

By 1929, precipitated by the collapse of the New York Stock

Market, the economy was again on the downturn and throughout the
1930's, was racked with the effects of a severe world-wide economic
depression. In 1931 when Margaret entered the paid workforce as an
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architectural clerk in the office of Cecil Wood, the architectural
profession was experiencing "acute financial difficulties" as F.E.
Greenish commented in his opening editorial for 1932,10 2 and the
outlook for the future was little better. Evidence of these difficulties is
suggested by the Minutes of a General Meeting of the Canterbury Branch
of the N.Z.I.A. in 193410 3 which reported that a large number of its
members were in arrears with payments of their membership fees. In a
gesture acknowledging this hardship, the N.Z.I.A. offered the concession
of a one-third reduction in subscriptions.
General construction slowed down to such a degree that some
offices were forced to close or lay off most of their staff. 104 Wood, who
had in more prosperous times employed a staff of four or five, in 1932
laid off all but one of his staff, operating under these conditions for nine
months. As one of the most successful and well known architects of the
day he was able to stay afloat during the leaner times, mostly with
church commissions. Church building was fortunately one area of the
industry maintained during the Depression with church committees
taking advantage of a government subsidy on wages for the construction
of public buildings. Allied Building Industries Associated with the
N.Z.I.A. waged a successful campaign in 1932 to increase building in
New Zealand negotiating a government subsidy for the construction
and alteration of certain classes of buildings.IDS
The advent of World War II in 1939 brought some relief to this
grim situation. With the stationing of United States army troops in New
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Zealand and the expansion of local military forces, army hospitals,
camps, airbases and prisons were required. Architects working in
government departments were deployed to design and supervise these
wartime projects. Mary Edwards remembers:
After much job hunting I was fortunate enough to get a position in the
architectural division of the Auckland Public Works (now Ministry of Works).
As it was obvious that World War II was imminent, we were immediately put
onto work for the Defence Department. This work involved the preparation of
drawings etc for the building of large naval and army camps, barracks,
ammunition and bomb stores, large storage depots, observation and machine gun
outposts and hospitals etc. When the Americans entered the War, we did similar
work for them, providing all their requirements. When the War ended we had
the job of converting all suitable defence buildings to other uses. 106

Shortages of materials brought about by this War-time
construction, forced the Nash government to enforce strict material and
building controls. As late as 1945 corrugated iron for example, could not
be used on buildings and galvanised iron was permitted only for door
and window flashings. · Similar prohibitions were enforced on other
materials such as timber and timber products. 107
Building controls extended to commercial and domestic buildings

and might entirely prohibit construction if it were not considered
essential. For architects this meant fewer commissions to be gained and
size restrictions imposed on those buildings that were constructed.

Following the end of the War in 1945, New Zealand, which had
fared well throughout supplying primary products to Europe, enjoyed
1~
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several decades of expansion with full employment and an increased
standard of living. 108 In this context, the architectural profession has
flourished and arguably matured.
By 1956 the building and construction labour force had emerged
as one of the stronger industries. Building controls were completely
lifted "except the normal requirement to obtain a building permit from a
local

authority". 109

It was an opportune time to establish an

architectural office.
Christchurch experienced these same recessions and expansions
but also developed its own characteristics.

It grew from the 1940s

onwards, incorporating former rural areas

into the city boundaries.

Areas such as St Andrews Hill, Sumner, McCormack's Bay and
Hillsborough were subdivided and came under the city's jurisdiction. In
all of these areas much property development and housing construction
went ahead.
Residents and city authorities took great pride in the city's English
origins and sought to retain this flavour architecturally.

Clients of

architectural firms in Christchurch were generally conservative in their
demands for designs and largely determined the styles of buildings
constructed.

110

In contrast to Auckland, there was not the demand in
Christchurch until the early sixties, for the kinds of houses designed by
architects such as Vernon Browne or the later Group Architects,
al though the expertise for designing modernist buildings was
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available. 111 Furthermore, Christchurch did not have the same
requirements for inner-city housing which introduced large scale
modernist public buildings to Auckland and Wellington. Consequently,
while a few modernist building appeared in the city in the late 1930's
and early 'forties, it largely retained a traditional facade.

The 'fifties and 'sixties marked a buoyant and prosperous time for
architects around the country, ·with many exciting changes occurring in
design and technology.

From the early 'fifties onwards, modernist

designs for housing as well as commercial and public buildings
appeared. Their adoption followed the Labour government's response to
the housing crisis.
The Department of Housing Construction was established in 1936
to deal with this crisis and invited architects to submit designs to its
standard requirements.

This led to the erection of thousands of state

houses, based mostly on the English Cottage style, in suburbs
throughout New Zealand.112

However, the problem of inner-city

housing was solved in a different way with the erection of a series of
medium-density and semi-detached flats in Auckland and Wellington
based on the ideas of European Modernism. 113

Berhampore Flats,

Wellington (1938-40), and Symond Street Flats, Auckland (1947), both
designed by Department of Housing Construction architects, are two
good examples.
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Due to the shortage of man power during the second World War,
a large number of women entered the paid workforce.

Created by

conscription, these shortages saw women encouraged into such
previously male-dominated areas as agriculture, manufacturing and
transporta tion.114
After the war many women did not return to their pre-war
positions in the home, but continued working in the expanding
economy.
The effect of [the] changing age structure on the size of the labour force has
been offset to some extent since the war by an increased proportion of married
women taking jobs. This has been in part influenced by changed attitudes as
a result of war experiences, when married women worked as a war effort, and
in part by the wider range of job opportunities now offering. 115

This period from the 1930's onwards has offered the greatest
opportunities for involvement in the profession for women architects.
It was during this period the first female architecture graduates began to
appear. The first to graduate with a Bachelor of Architecture from the
Auckland University College School of Architecture was Merle
Greenwood in 1933, the second Dorothy Wills (Coulthard) in 1935, and
the third Mary Edwards in 1939.

However, despite their presence,

women continued to be overlooked as a writer for Women Today noted
in 1937 in connection with recently released plans by the Housing and
Construction Board for new houses.
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Points like thi~ [faults in the plans] might have been easily corrected had there
been a woman criticising or assisting with these plans. It seems strange that,
when a Senior Scholarship in Architecture is won in the New Zealand
University this year by a woman, that we cannot produce, or that the
Government have not seen fit to avail themselves of, a woman capable of
constructive criticism in house-planning. 116

Indeed many of the women contacted commented on the
difficulty in finding work after graduation. Some saw travel to England
as the answer. Perhaps it was the larger economy or the possibility of a
wider range of experience which also drew them there. Margaret
Hamilton, Lillian Chrystall and Muriel Lamb all spent time in England
and Europe. This compares with the experience of many male
contemporaries who also went overseas at this time.
Mary Hay, Mary Edwards, Elizabeth Taylor, and Marjorie Penty
worked at least some of their careers in a government department. As
Mary Edwards' quote above illustrates, some opportunities existed for
architectural work in government departments during the Second
World War and in _the post-war period. Furthermore, as employers,
they were less re sis tan t to employing women architects. The
employment of women architects by the New Zealand government
compares well with the experience of women in England where the
London City Council had a reputation for providing employment
opportunities for women architects.11 7
Margaret Munro, Elizabeth Brown, Lillian Chrystall, Alison
Sheperd, Monica Barham, Nancy Petersen and Mary de Lisle were all at
some time in partnerships with their husbands. The combining of a
116
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career with marriage to an architect is an aspect of experience noted by
Doris Cole about American women architects of this period.

Cole

comments:
One of the ways [to continue a career] found and practised by many women was to
marry architects ... Marrying an architect increased the likelihood of having a
husband who understood and had sympathy for one's work. Marriage to an
architect in private practice also solved the need of finding a job, working parttime, and co-ordinating vacations, work schedules, and care of children. 118

However, teaming up in an architectural partnership with a
husband has also proved problematic for women. Margaret Munro, for
instance, experienced difficulties with attribution. Her contribution to
various projects was often never acknowledged although clearly she was
intimately involved in the commission.

For example, with the

commission for St Andrew's College Chapel, Christchurch, Margaret
was as closely involved as her husband Robert (Bob) Clarence Munro
(1910-1959). After his death, she continued to work on a number of
commissions at the school. Yet her work is not documented. This can
be attributed to her individual situation which will be discussed in more
detail in the following chapters, but it is also a problem noted by other
women architects. Denise Scott Brown, a current architect, bemoans this
problem as she experienced it after her marriage to Robert Venturi.
As a wife, I am very happy to see my husband honoured, but as a
collaborator I feel very unhappy to see my work attributed to Bob. The
world thinks there is a genius and the genius does everything. 119
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All of the women had at some stage worked in private practice for
another architect or firm of architects. This work environment has its
own problems especially when designs go under the name of the firm
which is also the name of the principal architect(s). Attribution is again a
problem. Marion Mahoney (1871-1961) illustrates this point.

She

worked in the office of Frank Lloyd Wright (1869-1959) for fourteen
years, later marrying Walter Burley Griffin (1876-1937), a colleague in
Wright's office. Although she was only two years junior to Wright, it is
assumed by architectural historians that she was not involved in the
development of the Prairie School style and only "reproduced it with
remarkable completeness".120

Little consideration is given to the

possibility that she played a part in the development of what became
known as the Wright style. This is also true of her partnership with her
husband.
Muriel Lamb and Margaret Munro were sole principals in their
own practices during part of their careers.
challenges for the woman architect.

This presented other

Little is known about Muriel

Lamb's career except that she practised in Auckland and from 1953-63,
her designs were regularly published in Home and Building. 121
Many commissions that Margaret received during her time as sole
principal were for houses.

If Muriel Lamb's published designs are

characteristic of her commissions, it appears she also designed many
houses. It should be noted that women architects in partnership with
their husbands often got more opportunity to work on a wider range of
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building types.

This is illustrated by the practice of the Barhams.

Monica Barham and her husband practised as architects in Invercargill
from c.1940-60, and had designs published on a number of occasions in

Home and Building.

122

These range from churches to the remodelling

of a milk bar.
Opportunities for women to a) become architects and b) practise in
the profession have, since Pakeha settlement in New Zealand depended
on contemporary views of femininity and women's roles, and also the
economy. It is within this historical context that Margaret
Hamilton/Munro grew up and pursued training and a career in
architecture. The following chapters focus specifically on Margaret, her
social background, her preparation for and career in architecture.
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CHAPTER THREE·

BECOMING AN ARCHITECT

Margaret Staples Hamilton was born on 28 October, 1914, and grew
up in a middle-class Christchurch family, the eldest daughter of five
children. Her parents, Sybil Jameson (1892-1981) and Edwin Hamilton
· (1885-1964), were first generation Pakeha. After some secondary

education at Christ's College, Christchurch, Edwin started his career as a
bank clerk and later became a share broker operating as Hamilton and
Hamilton in partnership with a cousin. He was a supporter of the arts
and for many years, a member of the Canterbury Society of Arts. As a
consequence, the family have in their possession several paintings by
William Menzies-Gibb (1859-1931) and Margaret Stoddart (1865-1934).
Margaret also comments: "My father was a pillar of the Anglican
church ... He was always involved, always a church warden as far back as
I can remember."123
Sybil administered the large Hamilton household which included
her aging parents Mary and William Jameson, and Margaret, Mary,
Helen, Denys, and Barbara Hamilton, her children. She had attended
Christchurch Girls High School and in Margaret's youth, was for some
time, president of the school's Old Girls Association. Despite not
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pursuing a career herself, she encouraged her daughters into professions
and was rewarded with an architect and an accountant.1 24
Margaret's maternal grandfather, William Jameson (1849-1923),125
was the last Provincial Treasurer. After the abolition of the provinces,
he was appointed secretary of the Selwyn County Council, holding the
position for thirty four years and working concurrently as an accountant.
William was also an organist at the Trinity Congregationalist Church for
some years.
Her maternal grandmother, Mary Haswell Jameson (Wood)
(c.1876-1928), was born in England and immigrated to New Zealand via
Australia with her family. They were of middle-class English stock as
evidenced by the story recounted by Mary. It reveals much about the
family's background and aspirations .
... a lady whose husband kept a hotel, had come to call. My mother saw her at
the gate, put on her bonnet hurriedly and left the house by the back door, saying
to old Libby [the family's live-in servant], "When that lady comes to the door,
Elizabeth (Mother never called her Libby), I am not home." My mother would
not make friends with any but her own class, and was most particular as to whom
we should make intimates of. 126

Margaret's paternal grandfather was the Reverend (later Canon)
Staples Hamilton (1859-1956) an Anglican clergyman who administered
parishes throughout Canterbury and Westland during his working life.
Margaret recounts the family background of her grandfather.
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My grandfather was a clergyman - clergymen are two-a-penny in my family, of
his generation. My grandfather came out from England aged in his early twenties
and they had a small sawmill out at Coopers Creek near Oxford [North
Canterbury]. They were sons of a clergyman from Yorkshire ... Grandfather
Staples Hamilton and two brothers joined the church.127

Staples Hamilton also kept accounts of his life and work in an extensive
series of diaries. 128 They reveal a devout Anglican family struggling
good humouredly with early colonial life in isolated areas of the South
Island.
Margaret was raised an Anglican in a family very much
characteristic of the English settlers who colonized the Canterbury
region from 1839 onwards.129 Originally the family lived in Clissold
Street. When Margaret was six they moved into 54 Garden Road with
her maternal grandparents, due to their failing health. After their death
the family shifted to Amwell130. Margaret again:
Mother had her heart set on a house in Papanui Road which is now known as
"Amwell". It's an historic place at 164 Papanui Road. We exchanged our house in
Garden Road with the previous owners of Amwell. We had a large garden about
three-quarters of an acre. Its a big old weatherboard house with quite a lot of
charm about it and Cecil Wood did alterations to it long before we went in, for
his cousin, who was his client ... We fell on difficult times as far as finances were
concerned and my father sold off two sections at the front. .. We sold the tennis
court and the garden which terraced down to a little stream... We kept a site
behind that and I designed a house for the south boundary.
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In 1921 Margaret started at Merivale Kindergarten and
Preparatory School where she remained until 1924. This school was
opened by Mrs Russell Webb and Miss Annie Webb in the Saint Mary's
Sunday School in 1914. Margaret attended Rangi Ruru School for Girls
from 1924-1931. There she had a fairly comprehensive education which
included arithmetic, algebra, geometry, history, geography, grammar,
English literature, composition, spelling, French, Latin, book-keeping,
shorthand, drawing, painting, poetry, general knowledge, science,
scripture,

as well as those subjects deemed necessary for girls -

needlework, music and singing.
Rangi Ruru School was founded in Webb Street, Christchurch, in
1891 by Helen Gibson for boarders and day pupils. 131 Up until 1946, it was
an Anglican school closely associated with Saint Mary's Church,
Merivale.
By the time Margaret began attending classes at the school it had

moved to Hewitts Road, Merivale, and was staffed with some highly
qualified women.
Miss Janet M.T. Horth, LLA.Hons Dip. Dip ED (London) was an English woman
who had studied in France and came to teach French throughout the school...
Winifred Mary Paul... [who] went up to Saint Hughes College, Oxford in 1915 to
read English ... Miss Margaret Anderson ... who had studied in Paris came to help
Miss Gibson with the art instruction.132

An Old Girls association was formally constituted in

1923133

which

raised money for the school, awarded academic and sports cups and in
1951 began granting bursaries. The school has an impressive list of
131
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distinguished old pupils which includes Elizabeth Richards134, Elizabeth
Allan135, Kathleen Blackmore136, and Maude Eaton.1 37
As a private school, Rangi Ruru established itself academically
and socially in Canterbury and was supported by the province's middle
class families. An examination of the roll reveals such Canterbury
names as Rutherford, McDougall, Macfarlane, Thacker and Belmore all well known Christchurch families.1 38
Margaret was related on her mother's side to two famous
architects. Her great-aunt, Agnes Wood (c. 1840-1922) was married to the
"great Queen Anne architect"139 Richard Norman Shaw (1832-1912), and
her mother's cousin, Cecil Wood (1878-1947), was Canterbury's best
known architect in the 'twenties and 'thirties.
Her interest in architecture surfaced at a relatively young age,
inspired by a family visit from Cecil Wood when Margaret was about
nine. Margaret recalls that Wood admired one of her drawings (fig. 2) 140
and with an offhand remark, promised a job in his office when she had
matriculated.141 Already showing a talent for drawing and an interest in
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writing, 142 this wa~ sufficient encouragement for her to nurture the idea
of a career in architecture.
Rangi Ruru was supportive of the aspirations of their senior
student and in Margaret's final year, the Miss Gibsons endeavoured to
devise subjects which would be useful in her future career.
Unfortunately, trigonometry was their chief solution suggesting the
school was unaccustomed to preparing their students for such a career
and unfamiliar with the profession itself. Undeterred :Margaret entered
Cecil Wood's office at the end of her schooling in 1931, embarking on
her future life as an architect.
Margaret's male contemporaries had similar backgrounds and
education. Of those known about, John Hendry was born in 1913 in
Lyttelton, attending Saint Andrew's College from 1927-30. Paul Pascoe
(1908), J.K. Collins and T. Randall Evans, born around 1914, were all
educated at Christ's College.
However, her experiences in the architectural training system and
the preparation she received in order to become a professional architect
differ markedly from her male contemporaries. In comparison to them,
the method by which she became an architect was unconventional.
Consequently the word preparation

is used to differentiate her

experience from the normal training

which her male colleagues

received.

Aspirations for a career in architecture _in the South Island of the
1930's were met most commonly by an extra-mural course administered
by the University of New Zealand and marked by tutors at the Auckland
University College School of Architecture. Prior to the 1930's a system of
142
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articled pupelage prevailed which saw parents paying for students to
serve an "architectural apprenticeship" in the office of a reputed
architect. In Christchurch, this experience could be supplemented by a
three year course of night classes at the University of Canterbury's
School of Engineering and the Canterbury College School of Art.1 43
As architecture professionalised, this system of pupilage was
gradually phased out and qualifications became awarded on the basis of
education rather than experience. However, classes at the Canterbury
College Schools of Engineering and Fine Art continued. Margaret, like
most of her contemporaries, attended the classes in architectural
drawing and design, ornament and decoration, modelling, geometry and
perspective, history of architecture, and elementary drawing, colouring
and designing offered by the School of Art. 144 These classes were one of
the few avenues for formal instruction available to architectural
students in Christchurch. In Margaret's time, the architectural drawing
and design class was taught by George Hart145 and attended by most
current architectural students including John Hendry, Hector Nelson,
Clifford Wells and John Collins.14 6 With the development of tertiary
education through the School of Architecture, the student could attend
university, or enrol as an extra-mural student while working in the
office of an architect and these classes became less important..
The first diploma was awarded at the Auckland University
College School of Architecture in 1917 but it was not until 1925 that a
Chair of Architecture was instituted with the appointment of Professor
143
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Cyril Knight, a Liv~rpool-trained Australian. 147 However, complaints in
the N.Z.I.A.'s journal suggest that even by 1930, it had "no proper
housing or equipment, nor the money necessary to make the work
effective." 148 These problems can probably be attributed to the effects of
the Depression and its contingent shortage of resources which later in
the decade caused difficulties for extra-mural students.
The principal drawback in attending the School of Architecture
before the days of government bursaries, was financial. With the
establishment of the Chair of Architecture at Auckland University
College School of Architecture, extra-mural study became more
common for those unable to attend. Extra-mural students were
frequently able to combine study with employment in an architect's
office. It is discussed here in some detail as it was the most common
means for Canterbury students to become qualified. Most of Margaret's
male contemporaries became registered by this method.
Extra-mural study required students to submit Testimonies of
Study to the School of Architecture for marking two or three times a
year and at the end of each year, to sit Professional Examinations in such
subjects as History of Architecture, Architectural Construction, Practical
Mathematics, Descriptive Geometry and Sciagraphy, Professional
Practice and Building Law, Structural Steel, and Reinforced Concrete
Construction. In their final year, students had to design and produce (in
ink on linen) the working drawings for at least one building.

Alex

Bowman describes the process:
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The minim.um period of completion of the course was five years but most
students took longer. If you did not pass satisfactorily in a fixed number of
subjects for the year, you started all that year's subjects again next year: if
you passed in some only of that year's subjects, you had to complete the
outstanding ones before you were allowed to continue the following year.
This meant that students who started the examination together could be at
different stages a few years later.149

A further opportunity to consolidate design skills also existed in
the form of an atelier. In the grand tradition of the Ecole des Beaux Arts,
Paris,150 the atelier was established in Christchurch in 1930.151 This
enabled students to gain greater benefit from extra-mural study and
brought them together under one roof where older architects could offer
them advice and set design exercises.
Different opinions prevail as to who actually started this atelier.
Robin Ussher suggests that Clifford Wells and his contemporaries,
including Stewart Minson, John Brewster, Paul Pascoe, John Hendry,
Hector Nelson, Frank Biss, Harry Stewart, John Collins, Alex Bowman,
Neil Orchard, Bob Munro and Tom Evans "rented an attic in High St
and formed the Christchurch Architectural Atelier". 152 Clifford Wells,
however, suggests that W.H. Trengrove started the Atelier "to give
architectural students a place where they could work together ori their
Testimonies of Study".153
149

150

151

152
153

Alex Bowman in correspondence with the author, 1991.
The Atelier system was first beg'i.m at the Ecole Des Beaux Arts, Paris,_in 1743,
where "state-directed education was supported by the atelier system,
maintaining salutary contact between students, their teachers and the practising
profession." J. Wilton-Ely in The Architect. p.197.
N.Z.I.A. Canterbury Branch, Annual Report for Year Ending 17 November 1931
states "The Atelier founded by the Christchurch Architectural Students
Association about eighteen months ago, we are pleased to say has flourished."
Ussher, p.12.
Clifford Wells·in correspondence with the author, Oct 1991.

61

However it was started, the Atelier represents a regional response
to architectural education and a desire on the part of the local
architectural community to ensure students received all assistance
available. A similar solution was employed in Wellington by the local
Architectural Students' Association.154
Problems with the extra-mural system were highlighted in 1934
when all the Christchurch students failed the Testimonies of Study. No
explanation was offered by the School of Architecture. At a special
meeting in 1935 a group representing students, which included Randall
Evans, John Hendry, Bob Munro, and Margaret Hamilton lobbied
Canterbury delegates attending the Annual N.Z.I.A. Conference
regarding the difficulties of the Professional Exam system. Suggestions
that examiners make written criticisms on test designs and written
subjects available, that the Prospectus for the course contain a fuller
explanation of the course, and that lecturers' notes be made available for
a fee, were tabled.155
The effects of their submission are not recorded. With the
introduction of general government bursaries after World War II,
training at Auckland University became the principal method of
becoming a registered architect.
A final option for architecture students was employment in ·the
office of a foreign architect. Generally, the destination for such training
was England where New Zealanders had relative ease finding
architectural employment.. Most of Margaret's colleagues spent time in
the office of an English architect and some chose to remain there.
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Randal Evans, for. example, trained with Margaret in Cecil Wood's
office, and travelled to England soon after he became a registered
architect (1935). There he worked for and later became a partner with
Yorke, Rosenberg and Mardell, London.1 56 New Zealand born architects
Amyas Connell (c.1900-70) and Basil Ward (1902-76), established careers
as radical modernists in England in the 1930's. 157 Greater opportunities
existed in Europe for experiment and variety in an architectural practice
providing a drawcard for some New Zeaiand architects.

Margaret

herself travelled to London in 1939 where she was employed by E. Brian
O'Rorke, an expatriate New Zealander.
Travel and experience in the office of an English architect were
encouraged by the New Zealand Institute of Architect's Journaf1 58 and
such experience added further status if it was formalised by R.I.B.A.
registration. R.I.B.A. registration was also sought by New Zealand-based
architects who were granted membership on the basis of their
qualifications and experience.
The pros and cons of one kind of training or qualification over
another were well debated by the N.Z.I.A. during the 'twenties and
'thirties. 159

On the one hand, the university-trained student of

architecture received a thorough theoretical and historical training in
design. In contrast the office-based student gained practical experience in
the actual construction of buildings. Margaret articulates the difference:
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By the tim~ it was his [Bob Munro's] final year he had to do a whole set of
up to five or seven working drawings in ink on linen ... In effect he'd had to
have designed the building, planned it and drawn it all out for his final
exam and they were doing all this at night you see, working in the daytime.
They were called professional students and actually professional students
were a whole lot more useful by the time they got through than some of
these bright boys from Auckland who would do delightful sketch plans
which looked very charming and everything but [they] were a bit lost when
it came to doing working drawings.160

Margaret Hamilton commenced her own employment in Cecil
Wood's office in December 1931 at the height of the Great Depression.
That was '31 and it wasn't long after that the Depression hit and I was the only
one left in the office. They [Paul Pascoe, Basil Smyth, Acton Wylde-Browne] all
got moved on ... My salary which started off at a pound, came down to ten bob.
And also he [Wood] moved from the office which was in the front of the building
[82 Hereford Street] facing the street with a nice entrance lobby... to the suite
which was behind his on the south side. By doing that he reduced his rent quite
a bit. We got down to making lampshades because there was no work. Other
architects were out doing manual work on the roads.1 61

Margaret's training began at a very stressful time for the
profession. That she remained employed for the duration of the
Depression suggests that she played a flexible role in Wood's office and
was a versatile employee who could handle architectural tasks as well as
administrative. This context however, limited opportunities for
experience and tuition.
160
161

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 17 April 1991.
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 18 September 1991.
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Margaret's first week in Cecil Wood's office overlapped with the
final week of the out-going clerical worker, Janice Blunden, whose job
she took over. Her duties from the beginning included general typing
and specifications, colouring and tracing plans, writing up the office
diary, organising tea-breaks, filing drawings, keeping an architectural
scrapbook, keeping the petty cash, and doing the office "housework".
These duties multiplied in responsibility. By the time she left Wood's
office she was executing working drawings,162 having clients referred to
her for discussion on and planning of their kitchens, access and storage
and doing some supervision.
The opportunity to work m Cecil Wood's office. can not be
underestimated. As Christchurch's most eminent architect in the 1920's
and 1930' s, training in his office meant the opportunity of learning from
an· architect conversant with contemporary building technology, a
variety of building types, overseas developments and local architectural
tradition. At a time when New Zealand's isolation was challenged and
more became demanded of architects than the regurgitation of the
familiar, his work combined these elements in a highly eclectic and
inventive way.
Wood had begun his own training in New Zealand serving an
apprenticeship under the Christchurch architect,

Frederick Strouts

(1835-1919) from 1894. In 1901 he travelled to England where he worked
for the London County Council, for Robert Weir Schultz (1860-1951) and
for Leonard Stokes (1858-1925).

162

Schultz was an important Arts and

Now known as production drawings.
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Crafts architect while Hitchcock describes Stokes as an "adventurous
architect with some leaning towards the Art Nouveau"163
Wood returned to New Zealand in 1907 to take up a junior
partnership with Samuel Hurst Seager (1854-1933) which lasted one year.
In 1908 he set up his own practice and within two decades had
established himself as Christchurch's leading architect.
Wood's work, seen in commissions such as the Hare Memorial
Library, Christ's College, Christchurch (1916); Anderson House,
Invercargill (1925); 164 Bishopscourt, Christchurch (1926); Lady Rhodes
Memorial Church, Tai Tapu (1931); and the Hereford St Post Office,
Christchurch (1940) encompasse_s what L. Maingay has called the "free
tradition" .165
The chief merit ... was its very tradition. In its more honest moments it
allowed scope for the intrusion of whatever the age could suggest. 166

It also demonstrates an emphasis on good craftsmanship, interior

planning and design.
His interpretation of historical architectural forms manifested
itself in methods which were at times seen as unorthodox. Margaret
recalls Wood's story in connection with the Christ's College Dining
Hall. He had wanted to introduce some colour near the top of the
building and suggested to the stonemason that red brick be used to
achieve this effect.

The stonemason, obviously used to a more

conservative approach to materials, was horrified but nonetheless went
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ahead with his instructions. 167 Wood was not constrained by tradition
and was prepared to use unusual methods to achieve the effects he
wanted.
Furthermore, while he drew on a wide variety of architectural
sources, Margaret recalls he never slavishly copied ideas but adapted
features and made them his own.

She remembers he owned many

books on American Colonial architecture. This influence is recognizable
in his late houses, particularly his own house in Helmores Lane,
Christchurch (1945).
Evident in Wood's houses and significant for Margaret, is a more
expansive treatment of planning and space.
But ... not the open plan one associates with the Prairie Houses of [Frank]
Lloyd Wright nor the mass of ingles, alcoves and other enclosed talking
spaces prevalent in houses designed by British Arts and Crafts architects for
a leisured society. It is in fact intermediary between the two, with spaces
such as the sitting room able to be completely enclosed in the colder weather
merely by sliding the doors closed ... 168

Margaret was also impressed by the manner in which he
conducted his architectural affairs, especially his commitment to the
quality of his work. She recalls working in his office on the plans for the
State Fire Building in Worcester Street (1932). The final touches were
being applied to the working drawings when Wood decided he was
unhappy with the placement of the entrance, which had originally been
located at the corner of the building. After some reworking it was placed
centrally. He took his revised design to his clients for approval and

167
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Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 25 April 1991.
Cattell, p.99.·
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amended the drawings at no extra cost to them.1 69 The quality of his
work was more of a priority than the fees.
Similarly with the Theosophical Society Hall, Christchurch (1926),
Wood had specified sawdust between the floor joists as sound insulation
in some parts of the building. The sawdust however, became damp and
the floor boards rotted.

Wood had the floor replaced at his own

expense.1 70
These anecdotes go some way to explaining Wood's popularity in
Christchurch and beyond. It was no doubt such integrity together with
his reputation for client satisfaction that kept his practice afloat during
the difficult years of the 'thirties.

Unfortunately the potential of Wood's training for Margaret was
undermined by the architect himself for while Margaret was eager to
take advantage of the opportunity offered her, Wood was not convinced
that as a woman she could wholly benefit from it. Consequently he
advised her that as she would probably get married, "she would be
wasting the best years of her life" undertaking extra-mural study to
attain registration qualifications. Thus where she could have turned the
valuable experience she was receiving in his office into formal
qualifications had Wood been more aware of the value of this to her, his
attitude circumscribed her options limiting her ability to practise and be
recognised as an architect until her registration in 1960, some thirty years
later. As Margaret's observations of her fellow students confirmed, the
extra-mural course was in fact long and arduous and such
discouragement from her employer, while also undervaluing her status
169

170

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 17 April 1991.
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 9 May 1991.
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in the office, came as a relief. However, in hindsight, Margaret regrets
this outcome and realises the limitations it imposed on her career.
I've always been sorry they didn't have physics at Rangi. It might have made it
easier for me. I'd have probably been alright if I'd started studying for
registration straight from school. But I took notice of Cecil saying "You'll only get
married and waste the best years of your life". When you are straight out of
school you still have the discipline for swatting and you come home to mother
who has cooked the dinner. Later when you try and do it, you have an office and
a home and its very hard.171

Wood's advice did not prevent Margaret from becoming
involved in the Architectural Students Association (A.S.A.) or the
activities of the Atelier. She began attending A.S.A. meetings soon after
she joined Wood's office, participating in the critical sessions and design
exercises set by established architects, and in the association's structure172
and activities. Her involvement, despite not being an official student,
denotes her serious aspirations regarding a career.
In 1939, she left Wood's office to travel to London with her friend,
Margaret Webb. There she sought employment at the office of E. Brian
O'Rorke (1901-1974), an ex-patriate New Zealander. She specifically
chose O'Rorke's office for her overseas experience as she admired the
examples of his work she had seen in architectural magazines and was
especially interested in his work on the Orient Steamship Navigation
Company Liners Orion and Orcades (1933-35).

Having sent ahead

examples of her work and armed with a letter of introduction from Paul
Pascoe, who had also been employed by O'Rorke when he went to
England in May 1934, she was rewarded with an invitation to take up
171
172

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 1 May 1991.
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employment in his office.

At this time O'Rorke was working on a

commission for King George VI, designing the interior of the royal
railway carriages.
Her six months in the office of Brian O'Rorke were terminated by
the declaration of war in 1939. This period probably too brief to make any
lasting impact on her career or work. Nonetheless, it exposed her to the
structure, designs and affairs of another office contrasting with her
previous experience. She recalls, for instance, that she was paid better in
England than in New Zealand but that the office hierarchies were more
strictly defined and the opportunities for a variety of working
experiences fewer. Staff were never able to go out on the 'jobs' as she
did with Wood in New Zealand and assistants were involved with only
parts of jobs rather than the whole.1 73 Margaret returned to New
Zealand at the end of 1939 and accepted Wood's offer of further
employment.

Margaret's preparation for an architectural career then, was largely
unstructured. It consisted mostly of on-the-job experience supplemented
with observation, practical advice from her employer and colleagues,
exercises at the Atelier and classes at the Canterbury College School of
Art. Unlike her male counterparts, she was not expected to qualify as an
architect. She trained without actually being trained, so to speak.
In the sense of training, it was really a matter of being thrown in at the deep end
and, as a girl, you did what you were put to do. I don't remember any boys corning
into the office except Miles Warren ... Cecil would draw things up and then I'd
have to trace it, colour it and letter it neatly - hands on experience. You learned
by doing things - typing specs you'd get the hang of different words and get the
173

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 17 April 1991.
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general gist of things. Also he would take me on the jobs sometimes because he
was helping me to learn to drive. The country jobs offered a chance to get on the
open road. 174

This concentration of time in the office of Cecil Wood excluded the
possibility of gaining a wider architectural knowledge.

So while

Margaret would become familiar with other styles and architectural
methods, her traditional training and lack of broader instruction bound
her to a specific type of design and practice. She could not confidently
work outside these boundaries.
As registration through the N.Z.I.A. was the goal of architectural
training, it is unsurprising, given the absence of any structure to
Margaret's preparation that she did not become registered.

Wood's

advice succeeded in deterring her from taking the necessary tertiary
course.
She did not engage in specific study in order to become registered
until she went into partnership with Bob Munro. In 1946 she sat the
N.Z.I.A.'s Special Final Exams. Much to her chagrin she failed two
subjects, Structural Steel and Reinforced Concrete, and, daunted by the
prospect of further study as well as full-time work, she did not attempt
the exams again. By this stage she was, for all intents and purposes,
already a trained architect. She had acquired sufficient design, theory and
management skills to practise in the profession.
Margaret married Bob Munro in 1948 when she was thirty-three,
older than the average marrying age, and had been working in an
architectural office almost constantly for seventeen years. She continued
to work after her marriage and did not abandon her position in the
partnership of R.C. Munro to "keep house".
174

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 18 September 1991.
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To choose a career and/ over a husband was unusual for a middleclass woman but not unheard of. Margaret recalls, for instance, Ngaio
Marsh (1895-1982), a well-known writer, actor and producer, speaking
about set design at the Atelier. Nancy Northcraft (1913-1980) who
worked as city planner to the Christchurch City Council for six years175
also never married.
Fraught with inadequacies and deficiencies, her preparation for
an architectural career forced her to seek other means of practising as an
unregistered architect. Her solution was to circumvent the problem
through a working partnership with a registered male architect and later
marriage to the same man. However, once her husband died in
November 1959, she was again faced with the same problem. Finally
registration was granted on 1 August 1960 on the basis of her many
years' experience in the profession but on the understanding she would
always consult a structural engineer.
That Margaret's registration should remain an issue throughout
the best part of her career illustrates the difficulties for a woman in a
gendered profession. Margaret's aspirations were by no means grand, yet
having her aspirations taken seriously and being allowed the
opportunities to realise them was a continual difficulty. Her
contemporaries did not experience these difficulties.

The issues surrounding Margaret Hamilton's entry into the
architectural profession are strongly connected to the implications of her
sex in a patriarchal and strongly Victorian-influenced society.
Surprisingly, her entry into the building profession at a time when it
was experiencing a severe down-turn, due to a world economic
175
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depression, worked to her advantage. This is demonstrated by the fact
that she remained employed throughout the Depression.
The influence of Margaret's background can not be understated as
a factor in her career choice.

While most women joined the paid

workforce on leaving school, only a relatively small number entered
and remained in the professions. For a woman to choose architecture,
parental support was required and opportunities were essential.

A

comfortable middle-class upbringing provided Margaret with access to
quality education, useful social contacts, and a degree of acceptance and
support.

These factors allowed her to nurture, when quite young,

aspirations for a career and facilitated her entry into architecture.
It is clear from his comments to Margaret that Cecil Wood was

certain she would marry and choose the domestic sphere. This
assumption was no doubt informed by his experience and expectations
of women generally and reinforced by the cultural context which
promoted that "choice" for women through the Cult of Domesticity.1 76
Margaret's own upbringing was determined by these same social forces
which constructed femininity so that "women's lives [were] structured
as dependent and privatised"1 77 and had prepared her for a role as
domestic worker and child-rearer. 178 Yet this was off-set by the length
and quality of her education which allowed her some choice.

While social context and her middle-class background were
tentatively sympathetic to Margaret's entry into the profession, they did
not ensure equal status with her male contemporaries. It is thus
176
177
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mother and_ her administration of the domestic sphere after her marriage.
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pertinent to contrast Margaret's progress and expectations of her
workplace activities with those of her male colleagues. Randal Evans,
for instance, expected more opportunities to design than he was
afforded. He comments:
Cecil ran a very "tight ship". I think he didn't really trust anyone else to do
design ... Cecil designed everything himself and he liked a high standard of
draughtsmanship. Reproduction of drawings was then very much in its
infancy and there was quite a bit of tracing done. I never worked on the
design stage of any job. I don't remember doing anything but "production
drawings" (we called them "working drawings). 179

Margaret, on the other hand, was appreciative of the experience
and any advice she was offered and, while she might have hoped for
greater involvement in the "jobs", she certainly never articulated this
desire.
Paul Pascoe was very helpful to me in those early days ... because I remember
him showing me how to do trees, not just plain green trees but how to tum
them into blossom trees by using Chinese white with a little bit of red in it ...
Pascoe was pretty good on things like that ... 180

She also recalls another of her co-workers, Gerald Bucknell, delivering
her a lecture on structural steel in reply to a question regarding the
meaning of R.S.J. (rolled steel joist).1 81 This paternal but no doubt wellmeaning instruction may have been helpful but also reinforced
Margaret's position at the bottom of the office hierarchy.
These young men all completed their training and became
registered architects within ten years of having begun it. Bob Munro

179
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became a registered architect in 1939, eight years after he began study.
Randal Evans qualified in 1935, Cliff Wells began extra-mural study
through the School of Architecture completing his finals in London
through the R.I.B.A. in 1940, and Alex Bowman completed the
requirements for registration before he left for Britain in 1937. John
Hendry trained with G.T Lucas (1890-1972) for two years, the Canterbury
Education Board for six months, later working for W.H. Trengrove
(c.1880-1950) for sevente-en years. He was admitted to the N.Z.I.A. in
1944. J.K. Collins attended Canterbury University College and was
originally articled to A.H. Manson (c.1890-1960) and later joined his
family's practice of Collins and Harman with the retirement of J.G.
Collins, his father (1886-1965). Paul Pascoe became articled to Cecil Wood
in 1927, and qualified for the R.I.B.A. in 1934. In contrast, by 1940
Margaret had spent nine years in Cecil Wood's office, been overseas and
returned, but had not formalised any of her experience by taking
examinations or becoming registered.

It seems that none of the methods of training were perfect and for

women the choices were all problematic. Gaining entry to architecture
school was an easier proposition than securing employment in an
architect's office and meant good grounding in design skills and
knowledge of architectural history for the student.

However, once

qualified there was no guarantee of employment and, indeed, some
resistance from employers to employing female architectural staff. In
contrast, the woman who trained in an architectural office had a
permanent position from which she could gain valuable experience, she
would most likely face outright prejudice and discrimination which
affected her choices.

Whichever training opportunity the woman
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architect took was accompanied with difficulties and for Margaret this
was no exception. She took advantage of the opportunities afforded her
within the limits set by her employer as well as the wider social context.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE ARCHITECT'S OEUVRE

Some architects would not agree with me, but... I do not hold by the theory that
the architect's job is to create a building which he believes to be a "work of art"
and then let the human beings fit themselves in as best they can.
Eleanor Raymond182

Margaret Hamilton received her first commission in 1945 when
her parents asked her to design a house for them at 164 Papanui Road
(figs. 4 & 5). The resulting house foreshadows many of her domestic
designs which would feature well planned, considered and elegant
living spaces,183
It has been necessary to distinguish between Margaret's
partnership with Bob Munro, known in the architectural world as R.C.
Munro and Margaret's own practice, M.S. Munro. These firm names
have been retained for ease of identification and for brevity.
In describing and evaluating Margaret's work in this chapter, the
alternative values and approaches to architecture detailed in Chapter
One are employed to explain and evoke aspects of her work other than
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the style she chose to design in. Excerpts from interviews with Margaret
and some of the current owners of her houses have been included. As
an aspect of feminist architectural history, 184 this is a reminder that
houses and buildings are primarily social environments containing
people's lives. 185

Having spent some fourteen years in Wood's office, her departure
was a surprisingly spontaneous decision.

It was prompted by some

tension in the office. Margaret explains:
Bob [Munro] was pressing Cecil Wood to employ another experienced
draughtsman so when Cecil instead engaged yet another "nice boy" from
Christ's College in the person of Miles Warren, Bob gave in his notice and I
found myself doing the same thing so Cecil Wood was left with a few
inexperienced juniors. 186

Leaving Wood's office and job security in 1945, without any
formal qualifications in architecture, was a risky step. She had certainly
earned a reputation as a reliable and competent worker. This is borne
out by the offers of permanent and temporary work she received from
Helmore and Cotterill, the chief architect of the Christchurch branch of
the Education department, Johnny Biggs, and from Brian O'Rorke.
Without the N.Z.I.A.'s registration qualification she was forced to return
to another architectural office. But having experienced a number of
working environments, Margaret was determined not to work for
another architectural firm in Christchurch, none of whom, in her
opinion, could "hold a candle to Cecil".
184
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Cecil never asked us to change our minds. He was in a state of complete shock, I
think. I was in a state of shock myself. I thought, "What am I going to do? I don't
want to work for other architects". I had a very high regard for Cecil's work and
I didn't fancy working for any of the other architects in Christchurch. I wasn't
romantically involved with Bob. He was with me, but unbeknownst to me. I
thought, "Perhaps I'll go back to England because that had been cut short. I'll
write to Brian O'Rorke and see if there is any chance of a job there." Before I
received a reply Helmore offered me temporary work so I accepted that because
it gave the chance to save some money. I was with Helmore and Cotterill for
about six weeks. 187

She accepted instead the offer of a partnership with her former coworker in Wood's office, Bob Munro. Munro had joined Cecil Wood's
staff in 1935 and became head draughtsman responsible for much of the
day-to-day running of the office. After resigning from Wood's office, he
was offered shop-fitting work with the D.I.C. (Drapery and Importing
Company). Wood had originally handled this commission but due to
the resignation of his two most senior staff members, he was not able to
continue with it. The work involved alterations, filling in light wells,
layout and the design of fittings. Munro leased a room in the original
Government Life Building188 in Cathedral Square, Christchurch and, on
the promise of D.I.C. work, offered Margaret a partnership.
I couldn't go into practice on my own because I wasn't registered. Bob wasn't
supposed to have me as a partner in that respect. He was going against the
Institute [N.Z.I.A.] as far as ethics were concerned. If he'd employed me, it would
have been all right. But to be in partnership with me, was not on. So the firm was
R.C. Munro not Margaret Hamilton. My name never appeared until I was actually
187
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Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 19 June 1991.
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on my own but it was definitely partnership. In a sense though, he was the boss
because I was unregisterect.189

The partner.ship remained unwritten and could never legally be
registered. This ensured that Bob Munro controlled the direction of the
practice despite Margaret's contribution to its establishment.
Bob had about £200 in the bank and I had about £100. We lived on that. We
didn't start to earn money and I remember Mr [W.H.] Trengrove saying to Bob,
"You'll find it'll be about two years before things start to snowball." He was
dead right. With one or two jobs and some satisfied clients, we were coming along
quite nicely when Cecil died.190

The division of labour in the firm R.C. Munro, fell into roles rather
than a shared approach to jobs. Bob Munro tended to "run the jobs"
even though Margaret often went out to construction sites to supervise
building. Bob usually wrote the specifications for the builders but it was
often a matter of convenience as to how the rest of the work was
divided.

This contrasted with Wood's office where roles were more

strictly defined. Bob Munro was, however, definitely "the boss" and this
is typical of many husband-and-wife partnerships. Ellen Perry Berkeley
comments:
Marriage to another architect does not end discrimination for the woman
architect.

Her professional concerns will often be secondary to her

husband's, her name will often be omitted from the firm's name and her job
may even consist of "all the work I don't want to do," as one husband put it. 191

In their roles as designers, it is also difficult to pinpoint who
designed which parts of a job.
189

190
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An onlooker is of the opinion that

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 1 May 1991.
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 18 September 1991.
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Margaret was the creative partner while Bob was the draughtsman.
However the differences between the designs of R.C. Munro and M.S.
Munro, suggest that Bob Munro also designed.

It is difficult to say

whether design variations resulted from a client's brief or from the
input of the two architects. A recurrence of distinctive interior features
appears in Margaret's work in Wood's office through some of R.C.
Munro's designs and on into designs executed in her own practice. This
indicates she pursued her own architectural concerns. For instance,
inside the Woodend Vicarage, Main Road, Woodend (1948), a
commission which the Munros took over after Cecil Wood's death, the
farm manager's house, Woodstock, Oxford (1956), designed by the firm
R.C. Munro, and Fenwick House, 291 Kennedy's Bush Road,

Christchurch (1962) designed by M.S. Munro, are sets of similarly
planned and arranged cupboards in the hallways (fig. 6). The Innes-Jones
house, 60 Wakatu Avenue, Christchurch (1948), on the other hand,
designed by the firm R.C. Munro, lacks any similar ordering of space and
suggests her absence from its design and planning (fig. 7). While these
are minor details in the overall plan of a house, it was such details that
Cecil Wood entrusted to Margaret and these were features she
considered often overlooked by male architects. Margaret had a very
clear idea of design deficiencies, particularly with regard to features that
women, as users and organisers of the domestic sphere, valued.
Good design carries through to the smallest details, including cupboards, but
these details should not be regarded as the province of women only. To win the
respect and trust of their clients, all architects need to listen to their clients'
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wishes and, when necessary, have the grace to draw on even their own
grandmothers' wide experience of things domestic. 192

After Cecil Wood's death in 1947, his wife Iris asked them to
administer his office on her behalf. Wellington Cathedral, Woodend
Vicarage, additions and extensions at Christ's College and some work at
St Andrew's College were "jobs" in hand at that time. While Margaret
felt at times the task was more of a hindrance than an advantage to
them, it established their firm as having similar concerns to Cecil
Wood's and thus ensured certain kinds of commissions came their way.
This was especially true for housing commissions although R.C. Munro
never handled very wealthy clients as Wood had.1 93
In October 1959, Bob Munro died of stomach cancer, leaving
Margaret aged forty-five, in a vulnerable situation professionally as an
unregistered architect without a partner. On the advice of Ted Dawson
of King and Dawson, Wellington, she applied for associate membership
of the N.Z.I.A. on the grounds of nearly thirty years of experience in the
profession. This was granted by the Institute on 1 August 1960. Finally
she could operate independently as a registered architect.
After gaining registration, Margaret established her own practice,
M.S. Munro, at 124A Peterborough Street. Despite always being busy and
having a willing person at hand,194 she never considered a partnership
with another architect. This may have been due to Wood's experiences
192
193

194

Excerpt from statement submitted for the exhibition, Constructive Agenda:
Women in Architecture. Wellington 1993.
The maximum size of a house ever designed, was four bedrooms. Wood, in
comparison, designed some houses for some very wealthy clients. For example,
Holms House, Waimahaka, Southland (1929) and Macfarlane House, Waiau,
Canterbury (1936).
Bill Thomas of Thomas and Ward, Ashburton, had worked closely with the
Munros and_with Cecil Wood on some of his projects.
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with business part~ers195 or her own somewhat stormy partnership with
Bob Munro.

In the design of a building, Margaret's overriding concern was
that the function and planning dictate the form. She took great pains to
find out from her clients how a building or a room would be used
allowing her clients' needs to determine the layout of space and the
inclusion of architectural details and features.
When you are designing, you are in your mind's eye seeing the whole finished
results, planning the total thing and trying to convey that to your client. You are
not just designing a bare room and letting the clients do the best they can with
furnishings and this and that. You are thinking out and discussing the placement
of furniture and things like electric plugs.196

This method was :hot based on the modernist desire to eliminate stylistic
guises, revealing both the structure and the materials of a building.
Indeed she considered this '.'honesty" to have been taken to ridiculous
extremes by modernists. Her ideas were pragmatically based on her
experience as a "consumer" of domestic spaces. As a woman, socialised
into the feminine role of domestic worker, she was expected to partake
in or organise domestic duties wherever she lived.

She had thus

directly experienced the spaces which architects design.

She was

therefore aware of the pitfalls, for example, of kitchens, and how they
could better be organised for access, ease of use, and ultimately, quality of
life. She applied this ~xperience to all the rooms of a building and to the
total organisation of space.
195

196

Throughout his career he formed partnerships with a number of architects none
of which lasted beyond a year or two - Samuel Hurst Seager (1907), Paul Pascoe
(1937), Gerald Bucknell (1945).
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 5 May 1991.
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This approac~ can best be seen in her houses. The exact needs of
the people using the house were ascertained so that details such as the
kitchen bench height, cupboard requirements, drawer arrangements
could be customised for each client. In other rooms such as the laundry,
where women spend a lot of time, she ensured working conditions were
made more pleasant by the inclusion of a window above or near the
sinks. Other practical examples include a kitchen sink angled across the
north wall (fig. 9) so that the person cleaning up has a view, and a
simply designed handrail for the stairs at Hamilton House, Papanui
Road (fig. 10).
The stairs I designed to make easy dusting. I used to do the dusting you see. The
handrail is supported by a one inch thick board with a shaped bottom edge. The
vertical balusters are plain so there is virtually no dusting whatsoever compared
with turned vertical balusters. 197

As mentioned, this approach was· integral to her focus on the
client. She drew great satisfaction from fulfilment of her clients' needs
and took pains to ensure. the correct interpretation of their wishes.
While this is typical of women's social conditioning, that is, to place the
desires and needs of others first, it was also characteristic of Cecil Wood's
approach to his clients and symptomatic of the conservative
architectural climate of Christchurch.198 While form followed function,
it did not prevent her from integrating and employing historicist forms

as asked for by her clients. In fact, it gave her the freedom to employ
whatever they requested.

Consequently, her repertoire included

Georgian-influenced houses (Hamilton House, Christchurch (1945) (figs.

197

198

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 5 June 1991 and in
correspondence, 27 July 1993.
Cattell, p.99.
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4 &5), and Druker,House, 439 Papanui Road, Christchurch (1960) (fig.
31)), a "moderne" styled house1 99 (Chappell House, 5 Menlo Terrace,

Christchurch (1952) (fig. 29 & 30)) and a traditional Gothic styled church
(St Stephen's Anglican Church, corner of Park and Burnett streets,
Ashburton (1960) (fig. 45)).

Margaret did, however, have a personal preference for a particular
style which she often used as the basis for her domestic commissions.
She was very interested in American colonial architecture, admiring its
vernacular qualities and considering it appropriate for the comfortablyoff clients who patronised her.
Cecil had been in America a few times and had some books on Cape Cod. There's
a sort of folksy feeling about Cape Cod architecture. It is less formal and
dignified than a Georgian two-storied house and usually single-storied with a
cosy feel and simple materials. I always remember one photograph in a book
that took my eye, of a room with a deep wall and a deeply recessed window and
fireplace. This wall was plain brick painted white and the fireplace was just an
opening with firearms, all painted white and it looked so attractive with a log
basket alongside - very plain and a very effective background for pictures and
nice curtains or texture. 20D

Her training in Wood's office enabled her to freely interpret such
influences to fit the needs of a given commission while also being able
to deliver more formal designs when required.

Her most successful

designs are a combination of the old an~ the new incorporating up-todate technology as it became available, and responding to the changing
lifestyles of the period.
199

200

See Shaw for discussion of the "moderne".
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 5 June 1991.
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Planning, for. example, "'!as undergoing some changes due to the
influence of the modern movement.

While Margaret never wholly

incorporated the radical precepts of "free" planning as espoused by such
people as Paul Pascoe or Bill Wilson, 201 she certainly would never
design
... houses with long corridors leading to rooms with clearly designated
functions. Windows were invariably small, multi-paned and symmetrically
placed; roofs steeply pitched, not because that v1as either necessary or useful
anywhere in New Zealand but because it was traditionaI. 202

This kind of rigid planning suggests a life-style of formality and
privacy. Yet by this period, clearly delineated patterns of living were
beginning to break down. Middle New Zealand lived, socialised and
entertained in much less formal ways than previously. This is reflected
in Margaret's domestic designs. Elaborate formal entrances signifying
the way into the front of a house, as had appeared in architects' work of
an earlier generation, for example, Helrnore and Cotterill's Longbeach,
Ashburton (1937), never appear in Margaret's houses. Instead a typical
plan consists of rooms oriented towards garden and outdoor living area,
with a modest entrance porch, on the south side leading into the house
(fig. 11). Off the main living area glassed doors (sliding or french) lead
onto a terrace placed for maximum sunlight and shelter and, where
possible, a view. Space, while still clearly delineated, becomes more
flexible. Living rooms can be enlarged or reduced simply by opening
and dosing the glass doors. Fine examples of this approach can be seen

201

202

For further discussion of this see P. Shaw, "Modernism in New Zealand
Architecture" in the special edition of House and Building . published in
conjunction with the Auckland City Art Gallery's Fifties Show, November 1992,
pp.22-31.
Ibid. p.23.
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in the Dickie Hous~, 134 Fendalton Rd, (1957) (fig. 27); Coulson House,
Hackthorne Road (c. 1956) (fig. 28); Maples House, 12a Wai-iti Terrace (c.
1956) (figs. 25 & 26), and Kelman House, 72 Garden Road (c. 1947) (figs. 40
& 41), all partnership jobs.

Throughout Margaret's domestic commissions there is also a
recurring concern for architectural detail. Because she was generally
designing modest houses, no larger than four-bedroom, for comfortable
but not wealthy clients; she endeavoured to deliver something different
by 'creating interest' in her work.

She achieved this by including

various elements in the design to enliven exteriors and enhance certain
rooms.
The Druker house has them [shaped pelmets] because it is brick and they hide
the beam over the window. I think at the time a lot of people had them in the
sense that it gave a bit of decoration to an otherwise ordinary front (fig. 12). Also
we used to do them internally a lot because it kept the dust off the tops of the
curtains. The curtain track would be inside it. It kept the tops of your curtains
clean but you still had to dust the top of the pelmet but that was very easy
compared with washing curtains (fig. 8).203

At 108 Straven Road (1936)204 where she designed interior and exterior
detailing, the shutters feature a cut-out scotch terrier motif.

At

Hamilton House a "stable door" (a solid door split horizontally across
the middle) greets the visitor at the front entrance (fig. 13). In Fenwick
House (fig. 15), Dickie House (fig. 16) and her own house, 320 Mt
Pleasant Road (1961) (fig. 17), a feature wall graces the living room
incorporating fire place and mantel-piece with built-in book shelves set
203

204

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 5 June 1991.
This house was designed by T. Randall Evans for his sister on the occasion of her
wedding. Margaret designed the detailing as mentioned and also carried out
supervision after Evans went overseas in 1935.
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off by lightly ton~d Rimu wood panelling. At Aroha Downs, North
Canterbury (1959) (fig. 18) and Chappell House (fig. 19), built-in furniture
(beds and dressing tables) echoing the shape of the windows, is featured
in the bedrooms. 205

At Aroha Downs (fig. 22), McCracken House,

Hayland, Rangiora (1965), and Bloxham House, 26 Bridle Path Road (c.
1963), a wrought-iron "ship's staircase" provides access to upstairs
bedrooms.
vVhile these architectural details certainly add an extra touch to
Margaret's houses, it should be noted that she was not unique in
incorporating them into her designs. A survey of interior designs
illustrated in Home and Building,

reveals that built-in furniture

particularly was very popular in the 'thirties and 'forties, and even
characteristic of architecturally designed houses of the time.
-A further concern in Margaret's housing designs was positioning
and location. Even with the most difficult site, she would endeavour to
locate the house so that it received maximum sunlight and shelter.
Windows were always large with low glass-lines and glazed doors
inevitably led to a sunny terrace area. When the location of a house also
included a view, this was integrated into the planning. Her own home
in Mt Pleasant Road was a fine example of these concerns (fig. 23). With
a commanding view of the area, the house is nestled on the brow of the
hill, angled to capitalise on sunlight and panorama (fig. 24). With its
brown glazed bricks exterior, the house, despite its much altered state,
remains camouflaged in the landscape. Margaret comments:
At the time there were three of us. There was Margaret [Clarke] and Alice [two
friends that Margaret lived with for many years] and myself. It was designed to
205

This is particularly relevant to the Chappell House where the main front
window in the bedroom mentioned, is curved.
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be compact and, we were very restricted in what we could afford to do. It was a
beautifully sunny spot with a glorious view. It was the only house I've ever done
on an angle like that and I was thrilled the way it worked. You never lost the
sunlight. I wanted it to fit the hills and merge in quietly with the landscape
instead of standing out and shouting "Look at me." The bedroom that Margaret
and I shared doubled as the dining room with a big sliding door to the living
room. I incorporated divan beds underneath some cupboards and you'd swing them
around at night. Alice's bedroom faced east \vith •Nonderful sun. Later on, when
we felt more financial, we added on another bedroom at the far end also with a
fantastic view. 206

Visually Margaret's houses owe much to precedents set by Wood.
It was his own house in Helmores Lane, which was especially

influential. She drew on the white painted brick, tile roofed, L-shaped,
terraced prototype on a number of occasions. Maples House (figs. 25 &
26), and Dickie House (fig. 27) are two particularly good examples.

She also integrated a number of other influences from the work of
contemporaries in Christchurch and from the architectural periodicals
of the day. A 1942 issue of Home and Building illustrates some of
Vernon Browne's designs, several of which feature dark, oil-stained
weatherboards, which "make use of plentiful supplies of good timber,
keeping building costs to a minimum."207 In 1952, the Munros designed
a small, compact house for Mrs Nancy Coulson, an elderly widow, in
Hackthorne Road (fig. 28). In every other way this house is similar to
many of the firm's designs208 except for the dark-stained weatherboards.

206
207
208

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 1 May 1991.
Shaw, p.145
This house is similar in that it is L-shaped, large multi-paned sash windows
with low glasslines and french doors leading out to a terrace.
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This was their solution to cutting the cost for a less well-off client, but at
the same time ensuring the house was-abreast with current trends.
Their 1952 design for Mr and Mrs L. Chapell (figs. 29 & 30) was a
flat roofed L-shaped house with two large, curved windows, one in the
living room which is cantilevered above the descending hill, and the
other in the master bedroom.
They [the Chappells] wanted to be modern. That was a stipulation ... They
wanted a flat-roofed house, In those days the idea prevailed that if you go
horizontal then that's modern. Mrs Chappell wanted a big window and she
wanted it curved, a bay window but not broken up into individual panes. It had to
be made in Dunedin and brought up from there. 209

Despite the flat roof, its planning resembles a 1949 design featured in

House and Building21D which incorporates similar asymmetrical
massing and planning.
Margaret's house for her parents in Papanui Road (figs. 4 & 5),
evokes a house by Paul Pascoe2 11 built the previous year with its hipped
roof, weatherboard exterior and placement of windows and doors.
Druker House (fig. 31) is a two-storyed brick neo-Georgian
imitation evoking the many examples of Georgian-style houses around
Christchurch, especially R.S.D. Barman's house for Mrs C.E. March,
Rangiora (1937), with its belled entrance hood and multi-paned and
shuttered windows.
We built a house for Dr Jane Druker who lived with her brother and sister. There
was a house in Beverley Street that she liked. It was a fairly ordinary sort of

2()()

210
211

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 1 May 1991.
House, Auckland for Mr and Mrs D.H. Steen by Massey, Beatson, Rix-Trott and
Carter, Home and Building. February-March 1950, pp.22-23.
House for Mrs G.H. Buchanan, Tui Street illustrated in Home and Building.
Spring, 1944, pp.10-11.
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house and I tho_ught we could do better than that. It was a formal Georgian type
of house. Everything was discussed with Dr Druker and her brother who ran a
medical practise and not the woman, their sister, who was running the house. I
really wanted to discuss things with her ... The house was designed for Dr Druker
to have a room in the back where patients could corne.212

One house stands out among the others and must be mentioned
for its sheer elegance, appropriateness and good_ planning.

Aroha

Downs, View Hill, North Canterbury, is evidence of Margaret's
capabilities given a larger than usual budget (figs. 32 & 33).
I designed a house for Mr Colin Austin, done in boulders. I didn't do the full
supervision as I was pretty busy at the time. He did his own supervision and
employed his own man to work with him. I had to go into the question of how to
go about constructing a house of river boulders. I ended up going and looking at
that little church in Waiau, one· of Cecil's, which is done in river boulders.213

The L-shaped, four-bedroomed, north-facing house as Margaret
mentions, is clad on the exterior with river boulders hauled from the
nearby river, and topped with a corrugated iron roof. It is a spacious,
unpretentious house with large living areas, work spaces and bedrooms,
a billiards room and attic bedroom. With the exception of the billiards
room and garage wing, which forms the foot of the L-shape and remain
hidden from the front view, the house follows a contemporary trend in
housing design which places the main living rooms and bedrooms
alongside each other on the north of the house, each leading off a
centrally placed hallway.214

212

213
214

Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 1 May 1991.
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 25 April 1991.
See for example Skipworth house, Christchurch (1963) by Stewart Minson
featured in Home and Building. February 1963, pp.64-65 and Tolich House,
Auckland (1956) by Kenneth Albert in Home and Building. Jan, 1956, pp.28-31.
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Aroha Downs sits low in the landscape, blending with the
surrounding hills, and features large, multi-paned Georgian-style sash
windows, a pitched roof with a balcony on the gabled east end which
faces the road approach.

The house illustrates an Arts and Crafts

concern for relating the building to its site and must be compared, in this
respect, to R.S.D. Barman's Church of the Good Shepherd, Tekapo (193335), which uses building materials in the same way. In combining such
concerns with a contemporary sensibility, Aroha Downs exudes an
agrarian stability and demonstrates a regional response to house design.
Housing commissions, including alterations and additions,
constituted a large part of Margaret's work both at R.C. Munro and later
in her own practice. She found designing houses the most satisfying
and stimulating as it allowed her not only to plan a sphere she
intimately knew and understood, but included interior decoration
which was considered in totality with the rest of the house. She enjoyed
accompanying the client to choose fabric, paint, wallpaper, appliances
and the challenge of putting it all tastefully together.

Much literature on architects focuses on their buildings rather
than on the clients for whom they were built. However, feminist
architectural history also emphasises the success or failure of designs in
human terms. 215 Were the Munros' clients happy with their houses?
Did they suit their needs?

This was discussed with current home-

owners, some of whom actually commissioned the houses.

Out of

twenty-five houses which Margaret is known to have designed or been
involved in designing, fourteen have ben visited and their inhabitants

215

Simpson, pp.44-48.
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interviewed. Below are recorded some of their comments. They reveal
some of the firms' successes and failures in domestic design.
Mrs G.H. Grigg, the current owner of the house at 164 Papanui
Road has lived there since 1970. In that time she and her husband have
added a veranda and a room to the south, removing the original sunblind and studio balcony. She comments in response to a question on
why the alterations were made:
I ,vas used to having a television room and also a verandah in the country where
I was for forty-five years. The inside of the house was very good with a wellplanned kitchen with plenty of cupboards and a good sitting room with dining
room opening off. I am very fond of the house.

Mrs Grace Fenwick has lived in the house she and her husband
commissioned in Kennedy's Bush Road, since it was built.

She

requested the beige bricks in which it is clad and the french doors that
lead from the front bedrooms out to a terrace.
My husband and I did design the house and then asked Mrs Munro to help us
make it less like a jam factory. Margaret however did all the kitchen
arrangement and also the very pleasant fireplace wall which is of wood. I can't
remember which wood but it is very attractive and has been much admired. The
house is spacious and convenient. The kitchen I particularly like. The baking
table is of marble - easy to keep clean. The drawers below contain all necessary
ingredients and equipment and the cupboards above are so handy with such
things as spices etc. There are plenty of cupboards for all china and glass.

Her husband Chris, added wrought iron balconies around the windows
of the main living rooms which have low glass-lines, to prevent
accidents.

Unfortunately a solar heating system which her husband

designed could never be installed as the builders supplied the wrong
type of glass and the problem was never resolved.
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The current owner of the Dickie house, 134 Fendalton Road, Mr
John Bradley, has lived in this white-painted brick house since 1978. For
him, its most endearing characteristics include its charming
architectural details, the sunniness of the bedrooms, the abundance of
cupboards and wardrobes and its quietness despite being close to a busy
main road. However, he feels a door between the kitchen and the dining
room would have been useful especially ·for serving meals. The house
remains principally unaltered, with the exception of the installation of a
door from the house through to the garage and the north west corner of
the covered terrace, which has been glassed in.
Judy Birch and her husband and family have lived in the Druker
house at 439 Papanui Road for three and a half years. She remembers
admiring the two-storeyed neo-Georgian house before they bought it
and comments:
We appreciate the character and style of the house, it is spacious and has ample
storage and built-in furniture. We are conservative and appreciate the
traditional style of the house. It would be nice to have some indoor-outdoor
access such as french doors but we have very little land on the north side.

The house has been altered converting a doctor's surgery into a fourth
bedroom, and adding a second toilet downstairs.
The Chappell house, 5 Menlo Terrace, St Andrew's Hill, is
presently owned by Mr and Mrs C.J. Wornall. They are impressed by
some of the house's more considerate features such as wood and coal
chutes and bins under the garage which ensure that fuel is not hauled
down their steep path-way; a servery window from the kitchen through
to the dining room; ample cupboard space in the kitchen and hallway,
and a magnificent view. Alterations include a glassed-in porch and a

94

completely remo~elled kitchen replacing the former which they
considered out-of-date.
The current owners of 60 Wakatu Avenue, Redcliffs, Mr and Mrs
~avid Ferguson find their two-storeyed weatherboard house very
compact and sunny although lacking in storage space (figs. 34 & 35).
They have turned a very small downstairs bedroom into their dining
room, blocked off a servery from the kitchen through to the living
room, retiled the roof and applied aluminium cladding to the exterior
walls.
Mrs M.E. Johnstone, the owner of 21 Cracroft Terrace, has lived
there for eight years (figs. 36 & 37). She enjoys the house's quiet location
and the outlook, especially from the kitchen.
It had three bedrooms but I have turned one bedroom into a dining room with a

sliding door into the hall, as I do not like having meals in my small living room.
The house suits me as I live alone. It is small with plenty of cupboards but I
always wish it had a wash house with somewhere to iron.

James McCracken has lived in Hayland Road for twenty-eight
years. His parents commissioned the house from. M.S. Munro. He
describes the house:
The log burner was added to the dining room because of the high cost of the diesel
fuelled central heating which made the south side of the house very cold in
winter. The whole central heating system became obsolete and it is very difficult
to heat. I like the size of the laundry and bathrooms and the upstairs bedrooms
face north. They are both very warm. The house was not designed for children,
perhaps because there were none when it was commissioned. The windows on the
south side are too large and very cold to sit near. I feel that Mrs Munro did not
consider that the house is essentially a farm house, for example, there is no room
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for wet weather gear at the back door and the marble fire-place, while very
attractive, is very fuel inefficient.

Ann Loffhagen has lived at Woodstock for twelve years (figs. 38 & 39).
She appreciates the plentiful cupboards, the house's positioning for
sunlight and views, the spacious rooms and that the wood cupboard can
be filled from the outside. However:
the kitchen doesn't get any winter sun. I would prefer to have room for the freezer
to be stored in the laundry (it is now in the kitchen and needs to be in a cooler
room).

John Austin's parents had Aroha Downs built in 1960 and he has lived
there since 1971. The kitchen has been extended and revamped to allow
more space for dining. His wife describes her feeling about the house:
I like everything about the house - the spaciousness, the easy care, the goodsized bedrooms, the now functional kitchen, the sash windows to the ground. If [I
dislike] anything, the bathrooms and wash house are too small and if the house
was three feet wider it would have made all the difference.

Kay Branthwaite and two other women rent 72 Garden Road from
the family of the original owner (figs. 40 & 41).
When we began renting, the house was in its original condition when built for
Ola Kelman, that is, there was no shower fitting, very small kitchen space.
Apparently Ola was a very small lady therefore the spaces were built to suit her
- small kitchen and bedrooms etc. The only alterations have been the plumbing.
The aesthetics of the house were what first attracted us to it - its quaint charm,
windows, small architectural features in side and out - awnings, patio - to be able
to sit outdoors. The large open living area is very suitable for us with the sunroom
flowing off it. The house is very cold during the winter which could have
something to do with lack of insulation. The bedrooms are all relatively small. I
gather they were not designed for permanent stayers just visitors. The kitchen
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and bathroom a:re adequate enough just a little old fashioned. As the house is so
small, we think it would be a shame for too many alterations to be made by future
owners as even small ones would be very obvious especially structurally. But we
fully understand changes would need to be made to make it a working modern
house.

While this is only a sampling of the Munros' houses, they nevertheless
represent a good cross-section of their domestic designs.

Alterations

seem largely to reflect changes in living patterns and generally the
houses appear to be flexible enough to withstand modernisation and
new owners.

At the time, housing commissions dominated architectural
activity. There were a much smaller number of public and commercial
commissions available, and the paucity of such work characterised the
practices of many architects in the 'thirties and 'forties 216 • Despite the
improved economic conditions of the post-war period, increased public
commissions did not come the way of either R.C. Munro or M.S.
Munro.
They were, however, involved in a number of important
ecclesiastical commissions, the first one arriving early after the
establishment of R.C. Munro.

In 1938, Cecil Wood had been

commissioned to design an Anglican cathedral for Wellington.

On

Wood's death in 1947, R.C. Munro was appointed architect and the
Munros produced the working drawings and oversaw the early stages of
construction. After Bob's death in 1959, E.V. Dawson, who had been
appointed supervising architect of the project from the time of the
Munro's involvement, was selected as managing architect.
216
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Dawson, I think was out of his depth. From a design angle, it was even more
difficult for him than it was for Bob and me carrying on from Cecil. At least we'd
been with it from the beginning. He was stuck with something he'd got third
hand. So it wasn't easy for him and I don't think he had any background in
church design.

As she was the only remaining link with Wood's office and had worked
closely with Bob Munro, her expertise was called on by Ted Dawson in
the process of drawing up the detailing. Due to the evolution of
architectural methods, interpreting Wood's sketch plans proved
problematic for King and Dawson's draughtsmen. Margaret describes
the problem in a letter to King and Dawson:
I have tried very hard to give them [two of King and Dawson's draughtsmen
who visited Margaret for advice] some insight into how Cecil Wood worked,
and how to interpret his drawings, but as his methods were entirely
different from the School of Architecture it did not meet with a sympathetic
response ... but it is essential that the architect doing the full sizing should
be prepared to steep himself in Cecil's work and drawings and really get into
the spirit of it. 217

After three years' involvement, in 1962 Margaret withdrew from
the project. The work was distracting her from her own practice and the
situation had become unworkable.

In her opinion too many people

were being consulted regarding the design, leading to conflicting
decisions and working methods. The appearance of the cathedral (fig.
42), a mish-mash of materials and ideas, is testament to the many people
involved in the process of its construction and to the difficulties of
working with committees, diminishing budgets and three different
architects.
217
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In 1952, the Munros received the commission for the War
Memorial Chapel at St Andrew's College.

The concept of a war

memorial was first considered at the college in 1944 with various
suggestions tabled concerning the form of the proposed building
including a memorial hall, library, scriptorium and chapeI.2 18 Cecil
Wood;- as the college architect, was asked to design a Hall of Memories
but a later decision overturned this idea in favour of a chapel.

Bob

Munro was appointed college architect after Wood's death and was
asked to draw up plans for a memorial chapel. His first design, based on
Littlejohn Chapel, Scots College, Melbourne, was "a chapel too
expensive for the College to fund and in the view of the then Chaplain,
Ian Fraser, inappropriate. in its Gothic manner for

a modern

New

Zealand Presbyterian school." 219 The design was revised despite some
moves to have Bob Munro replaced as College architect. He describes it
in the College magazine:
The building cannot be said to be of any definite architectural style, but is a
happy development of its purpose, materials: craftsmanship and the
traditions of the Scottish people with the New Zealand associations.2 20

In reality it is a modernised Gothic church in the collegiate form
(fig. 43).

It is simply massed with a squat, flat-topped tower, angle

buttresses, square-headed windows, steeply pitched tiled roof, low walls
clad with brick and including a decorative band of contrasting glazed
brick beneath the windows and with Oamaru stone facings on the tower
and entrances. These facings have been enlivened with stone carvings
by Cecil Dunne, based on motifs of Scottish and local plant life. The
218
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gargoyles include motifs symbolising the school's activities in peace- and
wartime and, as was customary in medieval times, the stonemason has
included a portrait of himself.221
The influence of Cecil Wood is unmistakeable and a comparison
with Saint Barnabas, Fendalton Road (1926), reveals striking similarities.
St Barnabas also takes the collegiate form, has a steeply pitched slate roof
and a squat tower with angled buttresses. The simplified late Gothic
tracery of the Memorial Chapel is also similar to that habitually used by
Wood and the weather-vane another of his trademarks.222
Margaret was primarily involved with the chapel's interior
decoration and furniture (fig. 44), and the stained-glass windows in the
north-facing alcove housi_ng the Roll of Honour. The designs for the
latter had been executed by James Powell and Sons, London, and were
given to the Munros for their comments.

Margaret re-worked the

designs, copying their style, inserting motifs, amending the scale and
making suggestions for the use of native flora and fauna. The drawings
were sent back to England where the windows were made up.
The Munros were also involved in various extensions at St
Andrew's, including a science laboratory and new classrooms (1952-55).
Margaret was also later to revise the site plan for the school (1965) and to
design a Cricket Pavilion (1965).
St Stephen's Anglican Chl:rch, Ashburton (fig. 45), was
commissioned just prior to Bob Munro's death in 1959. It replaced the
old St Stephen's designed by B.W. Mountfort and first dedicated in 1876.
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There was a meeting at the sketch plan stage of all the parishioners and a great
debate about whether to go modern or traditional. Bishop Warren had to go
down and umpire and they argued it out. The traditionalists won over the
modernists rather to my relief because I was more in tune with the traditional.
They [the parishioners] dictated that it must have a slate roof and be in pink
Summerhill stone where I would have preferred brick.223

The result is a historicist Anglican church in the Gothic tradition
combining many features of modern building construction with a
traditional style of church architecture. Exterior walls are clad with pink
Summerhill "stone" 224 stipulated by the clients, while the square-headed
window facings, copings and tower buttresses are of Oarnaru stone and
the building is roofed with Welsh slates. Inside, the interior walls are
constructed with fair-face concrete. A rose window graces the west end
above a bay window.
Many of the former church's features were preserved and
incorporated into the new design.

These include the stained-glass

windows, memorial panelling, reredos, altar, communion rails, brass
memorial wall tablets and prayer desk incorporated in the church's side
chapel.
Church design was in a state of transition throughout the 1950's
and 1960's. Church authorities and parishioners were reluctant to accept
modernist designs submitted by architects. The debate of St Stephen's is
characteristic of the period as is apparent from a Home and Building
editorial in 1960, bemoaning the conservative approach to church
building taken by church authorities.225
223
224
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R.C. Munro and M.S. Munro were also involved in several
commercial and public buildings, including the Oxford County Council
building, Main Street, Oxford (1950); Canterbury Engineering Company
factory, Addington (1961); and McSkimming Industry offices, Tuam
Street

(1961).

Research has revealed little about the Canterbury

Engineering Company (C.E.C.) factory building. 1'-fargaret describes the
project:
The manager [at the C.E.C.] was a friend of Mr Fenwick, an Englishman. It was
through Powell, Fenwick and Partners that I got the job and it was quite an
interesting experience. I remember going to one factory when I was designing a
light shade for St Stephen's Church. I wanted to get a light made that I'd
designed to fit over the top of the lectern - I went to an electrical factory. It was a
menace. No distance away, there was somebody doing something else and wires
in all directions. This manager [at the C.E.C.] had buzz bars, all the electrical
leads coming down from the ceiling... They manuf~ctured machinery. My main
recollection was that I was impressed with the way that he had laid it out.
Each machine had its allotted space that each man could walk all around his
machine. It was so neat compared to the other factory. It was a brick building,
nothing very dramatic. 226

The two others still exist in altered form. The former, by R.C. Munro is
a simple brick hip-roofed building with multi-paned windows, and
domestic in character (fig. 46).
County Council, Oxford building is now the library. Its based on residential
design because Oxford is just a little rural village. The builder was Blakely's of
Kaiapoi. He came to Bob and said he wanted to delay putting the joinery in until
a certain time related to the nor'westers. He said "If you'll let me put it in when I
226
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know the weatner is right, I can guarantee my work." The nor'westers at Oxford
are pretty terrible ... so Bob had to persuade the council and they did agree
rather re! uctantly. 227

The McSkimming Industry offices by M.S. Munro is similar but features
a cube set into the hipped roof denoting the main entrance from the
street (fig. 47).
McSkimming Industries in Tuam Street was one of my jobs (as distinct from the
partnership). They manufactured bricks and glazed clay roofing tiles, so asked
that their offices be a building incorporating their products to show potential
customers. The end window on the right was the staff lunch room. The end
window on the left was the manager's office and behind it the assistant
manager's office ha:d windows onto the driveway and also a full view of the
yard behind the office block so he had full supervision. We used McSkirnming
roof tiles on St Andrew's Chapel, Kelman and Coulson houses. 228

Margaret's work is a product of her background in the office of
Cecil Wood. To this, she brought her own architectural concerns
endeavouring to rectify, particularly in the area of domestic design, what
she saw as deficiencies in planning and or;ganisation. She brought to
these concerns an inventiveness and resourcefulness which thrived on
problem-solving, an understanding based on her experience as a
woman, of the functioning of a house, and of the needs of modern
living and ordinary people.
She was influenced m the forms her buildings took by local
developments in the architectural profession rather than by overseas
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influences. She kept up with and noted the work of her contemporaries,
integrating elements relevant to a particular commission or location.
While she was involved in a smaller number of public and
commercial commissions, they were certainly not plentiful in the early
years of R.C. Munro. However, once the economy recovered, from the
mid 'fifties onwards, their lack of experience in designing large public
buildings and their concentration on more traditionally-based designs
left neither firm in any position to compete with the more advanced
buildings of their contemporaries or of a younger generation of
architects trained in modern movement practices after the Second
World War.

Thus they became positioned in the area of domestic

architecture, where, with the exceptions of a few excursions into
ecclesiastical and commercial architecture, they remained.
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CHAPTER FIVE

PATRONAGE

Margaret's fourteen years in Cecil Wood's office had supplied her
with a healthy network of contacts within the architectural profession
which included builders and tradespeople as well as potential clients.
R.C. Munro and M.S. Munro were able to utilise these networks and

attract their own clients from a number of other sources. Clients did not
spring from any one source but were gathered from a variety of
connections and networks - social, familial, and commercial. Anecdotes,
problems and issues arising from patronage are recor(ied and explored
Women commissioning houses are noted as roughly one-third of
the Munros' total clients.

This may point to the post-war situation

where women outnumbered men. That women were attracted to a
practice with a female architect can, arguably, also be attributed to an
unresponsive and patronising reception from male architects. Margaret
recalls, for example, that many of Cecil Wood's female clients felt
intimidated by the "great man".
While it has been difficult .to ascertain which partner in the
practice R.C. Munro, attracted the clients, as the firm was under his
name, Bob Munro was probably the client's initial contact. Margaret
entered the process slightly later at the consultation stages of designing
and planning. The commissions are discussed here with reference to
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the clients and how they came to chose the Munros as their architects.
This approach illustrates the Munro's professional network and to a
lesser degree, the context.

In the days when advertising was prohibited by the N.Z.I.A.,229
word of mouth and social contacts were,, very important. In a small
architectural community such as Christchurch, word quickly got around
of incompetence, mistakes and bad i uck.

For example, the Vestry

Committee at St Peter's Church, Upper Riccarton, in seeking an architect
for the interior renovations of the church were given the names by the
Bishop of "Messrs Pascoe and Hendry, and Mrs Munro" as likely
candidates for the commission.
Only Hendry could be contacted, and as members had received adverse
reports on his work, it was decided that his services should not be sought at
this stage. 230

The "adverse reports" are not recorded and thus it is impossible to say
what John Hendry had done to warrant them.

However, these

comments reveal how easily a commission could be lost by a bad word,
whether true or false.
Reputation was of the utmost importance to an architect.

In

Christchurch, it was established in a number of ways. It could be gained
amongst certain social circles. Belmore and Cotterill, for example, were
known as "designers of large and comfortable dwellings." 231 Heathcote
Belmore (1894-1965) was well connected and circulated amongst
Christchurch's fashionable crowd. Margaret comments:
229
230
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Belmore was a charming man, well-mannered and wealthy, and therefore
very eligible and much in demand socially. If you were a woman with
money, it was the done thing to go to Heathcote Belmore to have your house
designed.23 2

Another way to establish a reputation was through publicity in
the architectural periodicals of the day or the local newspapers. Vernon
Browne, who received a lot of exposure in the architectural periodicals
of the 'forties and 'fifties, gained attention for and acceptance of his
designs in this way. Margaret, however, was far too self-effacing to
publicise her work in any way.

She preferred to remain what

Gwendolyn Wright has described as the "anonymous architect." 233
R.C. Munro's and M.S. Munro's reputation as traditional, reliable,
thorough and attentive, was circulated largely through word of mouth.
For Margaret's part, it was established from her time in Cecil Wood's
office and developed further in the two Munro firms.

It suggests

satisfied clients and correct interpretation of their wishes and needs.
Who were the contacts and clients of R.C. and M.S. Munro? As
mentioned, having left Wood's office and established R.C. Munro, Bob
and Margaret continued designing buildings of a more modest but
similar nature. The kinds of clients who commissioned such buildings
were inevitably middle-aged and middle class and patronised the
Munros on the basis of their established traditionalism. Clients could be
confident the architects' tastes would not override their own and that
the Munros would ensure value for money.

232
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Why clients chose this quiet traditionalism over a range of other
options is pertinent. As Di Stewartremarks about the owners of the Bay
Villa:
The bay villa illustrated vividly the feelings of that social group about its
own confidence, prosperity and, perhaps surprisingly to us now, its members'
individuality. Villas reflected their owners social position and material
achievement. 234

While Stewart is referring to the Victorian middle class of the 1890s, an
analogy can be made with the Munros' clients and the statements they
wanted to make by having their homes architecturally designed. As one
of Margaret's secretaries remarked:
You weren't hard-up in those days if you could afford an architect. A lot of
people just didn't have architects, a lot of people either couldn't afford it or
didn't see the value of having one.235

The firms, R.C. Munro and M.S. Munro operated during a time of
peak expansion in the economy and both benefited from its growth.
With a couple of exceptions, the clients who patronised them during
these years were also experiencing a new affluence and, as with the
Victorians mentioned above, they wanted to express this architecturally.
Accepting the responsibility for Wood's office in 1948, after his
death, was undoubtedly beneficial for the Munros. Margaret insists that
it was more of a burden than a benefit, yet as they were both familiar
with Wood's working methods and contacts, it no doubt drew some
clients to them and stood them in good stead for the future. The D.I.C.,
f6r example, transferred their shop-fitting and layout work to Bob
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Munro, St Andrew:s College employed Bob Munro as college architect,
and Christ's College employed them on several occasions to complete
alterations. Throughout the existence of R.C. Munro they worked on
the Wellington Cathedral; they completed the Woodend Vicarage in
1948; and executed shop-fitting for Guthrie Bowron, all inherited from
Wood.
Margaret recalls having many of Cecil Wood's female clients
referred to her for the planning of their kitchens, cupboards and
laundries. She comments:
I might have become known to people because I dealt with houses, the kitchen
cupboards and things. I remember one woman saying "I'd much rather come to you
than Mr Wood." They stood in awe of the great man and could talk to the office
girl more freely, discussing the nitty-gritty of kitchen design. So maybe I became
known in that way and perhaps a later generation might have said, "Go to
Margaret Hamilton, she's now in practice." 236

Some of these clients did return to the Munros, requesting that they
handle their alterations and extensions. Mrs Bristed, for instance, for
whom Wood designed a house in Leinster Road (1944), had R.C. Munro
carry out some later extensions around 1948. So while it was
undoubtedly tiresome to be interpreting and working on another
architect's designs when they had set up their own practice, the work
from Cecil's office provided valuable cash and some kudos;
Another mutually beneficial contact for the Munros in the
architectural profession was Bill Thomas of Thomas and Ward,
Ashburton.

Thomas was a great admirer of Cecil Wood's work and

designed many houses in Ashburton in the American colonial style. As
an architect who had risen from the joinery trade, he often sought
236
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Wood's advice and collaboration on architectural commissions such as
the Ashburton County Council Chambers (1938), Ashburton and the
Ashburton Club and M.S.A., Burnett Street, Ashburton (1942).
Margaret recollects that it was Bill Thomas who put their name
forward for St Stephen's Anglican Church, Ashburton.

He had not

previously been involved with church design and felt "out of his
depth". They agreed to undertake the designing, including working
drawings, specifications and detailing, while he carried out the
supervision. Not long after, Bob Munro died and Margaret concluded
this task on her own. Bill Thomas remained a friend over the years and
Thomas and Ward shared offices at 124A Peterborough Street when
Christchurch commissions required their presence in the city.
Women featured as supportive clients throughout the years of the
Munro's firms. Of the twenty-five houses Margaret is known to have
designed or been involved in designing, ten were for female clients.
Whether these women came to Margaret because she was a woman and
hoped she would be more responsive to their ideas, is difficult to know.
Given that a good number were single and over forty, it seems probable
that particularly since Margaret was involved in designing their homes,
they felt more comfortable discussing the intimate details with someone
of their own sex. It is probable that they chose R.C. Munro because of
Margaret's business partnership with her husband.

Contemporary

attitudes mistrusted single, independent women and felt more
comfortable with husband and wife partnerships. It is likely women
considered they would find a more responsive ear in a woman architect
but tempered by the practicality of a male practitioner, or some such
version of gender stereotypes.
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Nonetheless, .Dr Jane Druker was a professional woman who may
have deliberately chosen a fellow female professional to design her
house.

Margaret remembers th_at when they were supervising the

exterior renovations of the Hallenstein's building (c. 1955), Dr Druker,
who had a surgery in the building, became familiar with their practice.
It was some time later, not long after the establishment of M.S. Munro
in 1960, that she visited with the request for a house.
We did big alterations to Hallensteins because the parapet and everything were
an earthquake risk. We redesigned the outside of the building and did
valuations for reinstatement insurance. Through this commission we got to know
Dr Druker because we had to go into her premises which were in the same
building, and measure up the building for this insurance business.237

The Rangi Ruru Old Girls' Association circulated information
and articles on the fortunes of the 'old girls' and existed as a potential
network to access for clients. However, only one of Margaret's clients
could be said to come from this source. Webb House (1962) (figs. 48 &
49), New Brighton Road for Bryan Webb, a family friend and brother of
Margaret Webb, the friend from Rangi Ruru days with whom she
travelled overseas in 1939.
There did not exist in New Zealand a network of women's groups
or organisations which specifically patronised women architects as was
the case in America in the nineteenth century. There a nationwide
network of women's clubs commissioned women architects to design
and construct their organisation's buildings as an expression of its ideas
of promoting women's independence.238 Julia Morgan (1872-1957), for
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example, was supported by such a network and by a wealthy female
patron, Phoebe Hurst.239
The problem encountered in attracting a large number of women
as clients is the likelihood they will want to commission houses.
Certainly at this time, it was more rare to find women in business or in a
position to command the larger sums of money required for a public
commission. Margaret, however, preferred domestic work. The housing
sector was not problematic for her in the way it might have been for her
architectural partner or a male architect who had greater ambitions. She
appreciated its value in human terms.
I think, looking back, I got more pleasure out of reside1'.tial jobs because they
so very directly affected people's lives, whereas more public things djdn't
have that personal impact that houses or alterations to houses do, or
redesigning kitchens, that make a big difference in people's lives. 240

Another source of commissions was the Munros' contacts in the
commercial world. The McSkimmings Industries commission,
mentioned in the previous chapter, was gained after both Munro firms
used McSkimmings' brick and roof tile products on a number of projects
including St Andrew's College Chapel and Kelman and Coulson houses.
The commission for the house of F.W. Maples was obtained
through their association with Crittal Metal Windows to whom they
sub-let part of their floor at 93 Worcester Street. Frederick William
Maples, an accountant with a passion for the grand piano, was the uncle
of B.L. Maples, the local representative for this company. The Munros
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had also used Crittal Metal's products on a number of occasions.
Fenwick House, for example, has Crittal Metal windows.
Through the engineers that the Munros normally patronised,
Powell, Fenwick and Partners, they received the commission for the
Fenwick House. This association also led to the commission for the
Canterbury Engineering Company factory, Addington, where as already
mentioned, the current manager was a friend of Chris Fenwick.
While Margaret was happy to gain clients informaliy in this way,
she liked to keep such business arrangements professional and was
aware of her ethical responsibility with regard to clients and
manufacturers. She remembers becoming very angry with a man who
came, to her offices in Peterborough Street.
He was representing some firm and if I specified whatever product he was
trying to push [to clients], then there would be something in it for me, a very
nice back-hander. I told him that was totally unprofessional. 241

Ecclesiastical clients were an important source of commissions for
the Munro firms and in the twenty years of their combined practices,
they received five important ones - the Wellington Cathedral (inherited
from Cecil Wood), St Andrews College Chapel, St Stephen's Ashburton,
heraldic painting renovations at St James, Riccarton, and alterations to
the church hall together with interior renovations at St Peter's, Upper
Riccarton. Acknowledging their importance as past and potential clients,
Margaret was among those attending a symposium on church
architecture held in Timaru in September 1960.242
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However, as. clients, church committees were not always easy to
work with. This was due in part to the dynamics of satisfying a large
group of people, not only the church authorities but also parishioners,
some of whom had long-held family connections with a church.
As mentioned, from the time of Wood's death in 1947, R.C.
Munro handled the working drawings and specifications for the
Wellington Cathedral.

This proved to be troublesome as their decision.s

were pre-empted by church authorities in ·wellington and they were
needlessly dragged into internal church politics. King and Dawson were,
for example, appointed supervising architects without the consultation
or knowledge of the Munros. They were surprised and offended by this
decision as they considered it their responsibility to appoint a
supervising architect.
The Archbishop at the time was a very high-handed fellow. One week when
Bob went to Wellington for a meeting, he said to him, "King and Dawson will do
the supervising of the Cathedral?" He shouldn't have done that. It should have
been someone that we chose because we had complete faith in their capabilities
of carrying on as if they were an extension of our arm, so to speak. That should
have been our prerogative. His attitude was that Bob was really only a
draughtsman carrying out Cecil Wood's design. It was an arrogant attitude. 243

Another difficult situation arose with a further church
commission. This time at St Peter's, Upper Riccarton, designed by B.W.
Mountfort in 1876.

Margaret was appointed architect to handle

extensions to the church hall and the interior renovations in 1965. By
this time she was unofficially in retirement, having given up her office,
but nonetheless accepted the commission. It was during the period in
the 'sixties when the church liturgy "Y'as undergoing changes and church
243
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interiors were being renovated accordingly. The altar was to be moved
closer to parishioners.
As a consequence, the brass altar rails at St Peters became
unnecessary and were to be discarded. Unfortunately they were a
memorial to a past parishioner and an incensed relative initiated a
petition, collecting 173 signatures and demanding that the communion
rails be retained. Margaret was asked to incorporate them elsewhere in
the church. Her solution was to have them recycled into candlesticks.
This proved unacceptable to parishioners and she was instructed "to
incorporate the brass communion rails in the sanctuary in the straight
position and to alter the floor plan accordingly."2 44
At a special meeting of parishioners on Sunday 11 September
1966, a letter was tabled from Margaret Munro resigning as architect for

the alterations. Her resignation was accepted with regret.

245

In the next

year, the vestry minutes record some reconsideration of Margaret's
treatment with the committee's resolving to examine its responsibility
regarding the architect, whose brief would now include education of the
parishioners. The writer concluded: "A broad hand is essential. The
principle is paramount and not trifling detail. 11246
Another problem Margaret experienced with church commissions
was remuneration. Much professional time was often expended on tasks
which could never be charged for as it would make the commission's
price uncompetitive. The heraldic painting at St James, Riccarton
designed by Alfred and Sidney Luttrell in 1923, was an example of this
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kind of commission. Gained through their work at the D.I.C., 247 R.C.
Munro were asked to redecorate the church with heraldic symbolism.
This took many long and arduous hours designing and cutting the
painters' stencils - of traditional church forms, heraldic symbols and
New Zealand motifs248 - for which they were never able to charge.
One of the church wardens was Mr Collins and he was the assistant manager of
the D.I.C. at that time and we were doing D.I.C. work. They wanted to do
something with the church and we were approached to do it. It was an
interesting job.The whole church was shut down until it was finished because the
painting required a movable trestle. The painting contractors were A. Brown and
Co. We swatted up the heraldic symbolism and put in grapes as well as New
Zealand things. Its a very rich form of decoration. We designed and actually
made the stencils for the painters out of heavy wax paper. It was a job we were
virtually doing full time. As far as our fees were concerned it was ridiculous in
comparison to the time we put into it. We'd go almost every day and tell them
where to put which. But St James really took off after that. It became the
fashionable place to have a wedding in. 249

The experience could point to an inefficiency on the part of the Munros,
that their working methods were more labour intensive than necessary.
Or it may simply reflect the attention to detail necessary to ensure the
quality of their work and therefore the "architects' lot".

On the whole, R.C. Munro and M.S. Munro gained the majority
of their commissions through personal contact or word of mouth. If a
client was happy with the work that had been done for her /him, then
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the Munros would-be recommended for other jobs. This had occurred
with St James\ Riccarton as mentioned above, as well as with much of
the shop-fitting work they received, and the Chappell house in Menlo
Terrace. The Munros had been recommended to Leonard Chappell, a
company director, by his neighbour, Roberta Cameron-Smith, whose
house they had designed in 1950 (figs. 50 & 51).
Family contacts saw Margaret gaining her first commissions while
still employed in Wood's office, a house at 25 Kahu Road for her cousin
Norman Wylde (1941) and the house for her parents at 164 Papanui
Road (1945).

In 1956 R.C. Munro designed a modest house for

Marmaduke Spencer-Bower on his property at Woodstock, Oxford
where Margaret's sister, Helen's husband, Tom Latter was manager. The
McCracken House (figs. 52 & 53) was commissioned by Sheila and John
McCracken, North Canterbury farmers, and was gained through mutual
friends. Margaret also carried out alterations for a number of friends, for
example, the renovation of a kitchen and living room for Kathleen
Shelley, 39A Kotare Street (1962) (fig. 54).
The Munros carried out extensions to the Psychic Research Society
building in Gloucester Street in the 1950's when Bob Munro was
president of the Society. He was known amongst the architectural
profession for these activities and treated rather sceptically as a result.
The Psychic Research Society was established in Christchurch in the
1930's and was based on the English society of the same name which
scientifically investigated mediumship and psychic phenomena.
Margaret explains:
Bob Munro was a founding member when the original object was scientific
investigation into psychic phenomena. This function, it was later realised, was

_:I'ig .
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better conducte1 under test conditions by the London-based society for Psychical
Research.
John Hendry commenced his architectural practice as a tenant of the Society's
first building in Armagh Street, Christchurch. Previously it had rented a room in
Chancery Lane where the Bycroft Psychic Library was then housed.
When the Society moved to 72 Gloucester Street the Munros were involved in
additions to the old house on the site, which included a two-storey front for
rental accommodation. In 1980 the Society decided on dissolution to ensure that
its assets would be a continuing source of spiritual (and physical} support to
those in need. Accordingly the building was sold to the Workers Educational
Association and all funds donated to Save the Children Fund.250

Although most of the Munros' clients were relatively well-off
there were those who struggled to afford their architect-designed
houses. 251 A retur'ned serviceman who had won his section by ballot
after the Second World War, commissioned a house for his family in
Memorial A venue. They encountered financial difficulties building the
house and afterwards, affording furnishings and carpet:
A man commissioning a house in Lyttelton was also financially
constrained.

He requested that the Munros get a quote from what

Margaret describes as the "second echelon" of builders.

These were

builders who took cost-cutting short cuts. In her opinion "you couldn't
get second class builders to build a first class house". 252 Consequently
they "took all care and no responsibility" over the roof which was tiled
in the cheaper concrete tiles despite the Munros recommendation for
glazed tiles.

2.50
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Margaret Munro in correspondence with the author, 27 July 1992.
These clients have deliberately not been named.
Margaret Munro in conversation with the author, 9 May 1991.
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Clients, then,. were largely respectable business or farming people
who were taking advantage of the boom in the country's economy to
have a house designed. This is reflected in the kinds of traditional,
spacious and comfortable, but not extravagant houses which they
commissioned.

Furthermore, not only did the Munros design their

houses, they also advised and helped choose furnishings, furniture and
appliances to complement them. A client had to be able to afford the
total concept of the house which often included the garden. A certain
standard of living was required.

In the discussion of Margaret's clients, a number of issues have
raised themselves. Firstly how, if in any way, did Margaret's sex affect
her ability to attract clients?

Margaret was in fact the only woman

practising as an architect in Christchurch at this time. However, this did
not mean that she was flooded with requests from women - or men for
that matter - to design their houses or buildings.

Instead, a more

cautious attitude was afforded her. A contemporary American [male]
commentator articulates the problem:
Perhaps the greatest barrier to woman's progress in architecture is neither
our patterns of prejudice nor our patterns of marriage, but those less mutable
prejudices concerned with employment, promotion, opportunity,
salesmanship. Architects do not like to employ women in their offices;
contractors do not like to build from their plans; people with money do not
like to entrust its expenditure to a woman. 253

Was attracting clients a difficulty for Margaret? As mentioned,
Margaret married an architect and this enabled her to continue
253
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designing despite being unregistered. As a consequence, she was not
obliged to find clients of her own accord.

While some of the

commissions gained during the duration of R.C. Munro were a direct
consequence of Margaret's personal contacts, the greater amount were
probably awarded on account of Bob Munro and their relationship with
Cecil Wood's office. In reality Margaret's position was probably a little
like that of the Miss van M. described in Hudnut's article:
an inexhaustible reservoir of ideas, [who] sits in an inner office ... and creates
undisturbed by the melancholy business of snaring a client, the art which is
bringing fame to both - and joyously defeats the conspiracy of society against
the woman architect. 254

Once set up in her own practice, due to work she already had on
the board and her established place in the previous firm, finding clients
was no longer a problem. They came to her because they knew about
her work in R.C. Munro and she had proven competence and
capabilities.
As already mentioned, the delivery of client satisfaction was a
major focus in Margaret's architectural career. She liked to talk through
each part of the building/house and find out the clients' needs regarding
space and layout. It was the "lice" which she knew clients remembered the small niggly things that they weren't satisfied with. Consequently
she often saw the house and interior through to completion including
the installation of• furnishings, curtains and carpets. To help clients get
around costs she allowed them to order appliances etc on her trade
accounts which discounted goods.
I think we put a lot of work into detailing which other architects never bothered
doing. And supervision and helping clients with colour schemes or curtains or
254
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linoleum or lac~ and fastenings. Things that are very time consuming and they
don't actually add to your fees at all. Other architects don't do this and I think
they would include things that I would leave out to keep the cost down. I wanted
clients to feel that we were making their pound go as far as possible. There's a lot
of satisfaction in that.255

This attitude no doubt contributed to their reputation and to the supply
of clients who found their way to the Munro's respective offices.

Patronage is the keystone to the success of any architectural firm.
For architects during tough economic times and for women, it can
however be problematic.

Firstly, economic conditions must be

sympathetic if clients are to be able to afford architects. Indeed, the
practice of architecture presupposes the existence of a social class which
is financially able and willing to employ the services of an architect.
During constrained financial times, this class shrinks and its spending
power is limited, while times of economic prosperity allow people who
would not usually consider their services, · the opportunity to
commission architectural work.

Fortunately Margaret entered into

practice at a time not hampered by financial restrictions. Some of the
effects of her vulnerable position as firstly an unregistered and later, a

woman in practice on her own, were consequently ameliorated.

255
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CONCLUSION

The office of M.S. Munro closed in 1965 due to Margaret's ill
health. She was fifty years old and wanted to travel and make a break
from the frenetic career she had enjoyed for the past thirty-four years.
There's a certain cost in trying to keep up with the pressure of things. I had
plenty of jobs - coping was the problem. Then I got pretty ill with my legs and I
was away from the office for three months trying to run things from my bed with

the telephone alongside _me. All of a sudden I just decided to throw it all in and
stop.256

Yet despite her retirement, her trips abroad and other interests, she has
periodically accepted commissions and only quite recently designed a
house for Janet and Stuart Adam at 159A Highsted Road, Harewood and
a house at 7 Taupata Street, Redcliffs, for Fairlie Horsley (1993). Her
interest in architecture has never diminished. She is still a member of
the N.Z.I.A. and takes an active interest in the affairs and concerns of the
profession.

Gender relations have shaped the architectural profession in a
particular way and in excluding women from architectural history, vital
aspects of the history are eliminated. A number of reasons have been
cited for the absence of women from architectural history:
a) there have been no women architects:

256
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... Marilyn ~eynolds and Barbara Parker [were] the first women to become
prominent in what, no reader can have failed to realise, had been an

entirely male profession

257 ;

b) women are bad architects:
Women are as imaginative as men; they just have the wrong kind of
imagination for architecture." 258 ;

c) women's focus on domestic design signifies a weakness in their work:
Some [historians] have called the recurrent domestic theme and scale of her
[Julia Morgan's] work a sign of weakness in her record as an architect, saying
that she stayed with a few, safe, small types and never moved on to largescale projects."259

Sarah Treadwell suggests a lack of acknowledgement of gender has led to
a blinkered approach on the part of architectural historians preventing
women's inclusion:
There exists, in architecture, a considerable and recorded body of work made
by women architects.

This fact has been ignored by the architectural

establishment in what can be seen as an effort to.maintain their field and its
privilege untouched by an acknowledgement of gender. The primacy of man
and the structure he imposes on the field is so entrenched as to render any
other position invisible. There is only one ordering of architecture. Any
suggestion that it is possible or even desirable to study women in architecture
is to move beyond what is seen as the properly constituted field of
architecture." 260

Women's exclusion from the history clearly relies on rigid gender
roles where masculine attributes and contributions are seen as positive
'257
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'259
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and feminine as negative. James and Saville-Smith note "... there
appears to be a marked tendency for masculinity, whatever its content,
to be rewarded more highly than activities and qualities associated with
femininity "26 l.
What exactly are these activities and qualities with reference to
architectural history?

Sarah Tread well notes the treatment of

contemporary women students in the School of Architecture who:
"have had their position as peripheral to the tradition [of architecture]
established by a series of identifications made between their work and
stereotypical feminine qualities. Women architects according to this view,
are likely to produce work that is curvilinear, diffuse, soft and sensuous.
Their work is described as intuitively derived, centred in the conceptual
stage, weak in resolution and located in the interior realm" 262

While this is a comment about contemporary students, it is
nonetheless relevant to this discussion. The correlation of women with
their biology dates back to the Victorian period 263 and was an ideological
argument used to ensure their subordination in the private sphere.
(A] power relation is maintained by the creation of distinctions between
male and female spheres - and it is the reproduction of these distinctions
which accounts for the persistence of the so-called "naturalness of it all". It
is because of this power relation that women are assumed to be much closer
to nature than men. Whereas men are considered to have some agency in
creating their social world, women are limited by biology - they bear the
children. 264
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In trying t~ understand how Margaret and her work were
marginalised it becomes evident that complex social forces are at work
in which women have been disadvantaged on many fronts. In
architecture, this is ultimately seen in the writing of history where
women have simply been left out. Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock.
write in another context:
To discover the history of women and art is in part to account for the way art
history is written. To expose its underlying values, its assumptions, its silences
and its prejudices is also to understand that the way women artists are recorded
and described is crucial to the definition of art and the artist in our society. 265

In assessing Margaret's career, it seemed important to highlight
the values and activities which she herself saw as positive and
successful. For instance, Margaret saw the satisfaction of the clients' brief
fulfilled in her work by designing utilitarian buildings which
. incorporated good planning and design principles and facilitated ease of
use, access, and quality of life. Yet the satisfaction of the consumers is
frequently assumed rather than elicited in more conservative
approaches to the subject. Commentary on buildings in architectural
periodicals or publications rarely gives consideration to this vital party.
Pamela Simpson comments in a book review of The Lady Architects :
Usually authors focus on the supposed purity of the original design [of a
building] and ignore later alterations (or decry them).

Architecture is

usually considered a sort of three-dimensional sculpture, not something that
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contains people's lives... It [the book] reminds us that buildings are social
environments primarily and stylistic statements only secondarily.266

This consideration for the consumers of a building space 1s
something brought to the work of other women architects. Sam Hamill
describes her former employer1 the American architect Lillian Rice:
What I remember most. .. was the wholesome sympathetic and sensitive
understanding she brought to student, employee or client. Her residential
designs ... seemed to reflect the personality and lifestyle of the client ... As a
result of this empathy between architect and client, I would venture that
the summation of clients paralleled the equal summation of permanent
friendships. 267

Driving this desire to respond to the client's needs was another
value to which Margaret aspired. As mentioned in chapter three,
architectural integrity was a quality she admired about the architectural
practice of Cecil Wood. 268 This integrity ensured clients got what they
were promised even if this demanded extra work and expense on the
part of the architect and encompassed such qualities as durability in a
building. Her designs were intended to outlast the onslaught of time
and weather.
Margaret also primarily enjoyed designing houses. As is mentioned
in chapter four, she found domestic architecture the most satisfying
because of its direct effects on clients' day-to-day living, and the role an
architect could play in improving an individual or a family's life. So
while there is concern among some writers that women architects
become entrapped in designing only houses which lack status and large
266
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financial remuneration, 269 Margaret realised that due to the strict
division of labour which saw women engaged in most of the domestic
work, men lacked the experience of these work spaces that would enable
them to design in ways which accommodated the needs of the
consumers. She exploited this gender division for her own interest and
advantage as in her opinion women were better equipped to design
houses. She chose to work in the area because she ultimately found it
the most satisfying. Ellen Perry Berkeley comments:
Women as individuals, of course do have special contributions, and one of
the major problems for a woman professional is getting the work she is
qualified to do - no matter how unusual it is for a woman to do this work and alternatively, achieving respect as a professional if she chooses to
specialise in an area considered "woman's work". 270

Women's activities have been constructed as peripheral or
subsidiary to those of men. The architectural profession has reinforced
and perpetuated this notion in its own sphere by excluding women from
its history. As their numbers have been significantly fewer and their
positions less secure, women architects have been in no position to
challenge this, for they have had to struggle foremostly to have their
career choices accepted in the face of contemporary attitudes towards
women and their proper place in society.
Consequently New Zealand architectural history has not
remembered, even in passing, these rare women. As an oversight, the
absence of women affects our whole cultural history leaving areas of it
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inadequately explained. In this respect architectural history has certainly
fared badly, for in the last decade much has been uncovered and written
about New Zealand women, Maori and Pakeha. Yet women's
involvement in architecture has not been one of these areas. It can only
be hoped that this research. will ins-pire others to search out our
foremothers so that women become central to their own architectural
history.
While inferior status and oppressive restraints were no doubt aspects of women's
historical experience, and should be recorded, the limitation of this approach is
that it makes it appear that women were largely passive or that, at the most,
they reacted to male pressures or to the restraints of patriarchal society. Such
inquiry fails to elicit the positive and essential way in which women have
functioned in history. Mary Beard was the first to point out that the ongoing and
continuing contribution of women to the development of human culture cannot be
found by treating them only as victims of oppression. Rather this question should
be treated as one aspect of women's history ... The true history of women is the
history of their ongoing functioning in [the] male-defined world on their own
terms. 271
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BIOGRAPHY - MARGARET STAPLES MUNRO (HAMILTON)
1914

28 October born in Christchurch, first child of Sybil Jameson and
Edwin Hamilton.
Baptised in Geraldine by her grandfather, Rev. Staples Hamilton.
Eldest of five children, Mary (1916-1991), Helen (b. 1918) Denys (b.
1920) and Barbara (b.1924).

1921

Started school at Merivale Kindergarten and Preparatory School,
Studied English Grammar and Composition, Reading,
Recitation, Nature Study, History, Geography, Arithmetic,
Spelling and Dictation, Writing, French, Drawing, Brushwork,
Needlework, and Calisthenics.

1924

Attended Rangi Ruru. Studied Arithmetic, History, Geography,
Grammar, Literature, Composition, Spelling, French, Latin,
Book-keeping, Shorthand, Drawing and Painting, Poetry,
General Knowledge, Science, English, Scripture, Singing,
Needlework, and Music.

1931

Won half share (with Elizabeth Alpers) of a twenty-five pound
bursary granted by the Misses Gibson, Rangi Ruru.
December, began work in Cecil Wood's office as a clerk. Duties
included general typing and specifications, colouring plans,
writing up the office diary, organising tea-breaks, filing drawings,
keeping an architectural scrap-book, keeping the petty cash, the
office 'housework',

1932

Began night classes at the Canterbury College School of Art in
architectural drawing, drawing from the antique, life modelling,
life drawing. (Continued with architectural drawing until 1935).
Joined the Architectural Students Association's Atelier.
Won New Zealand Institute of Architects Canterbury Branch
Prize for Architectural Drawing at the Canterbury College School
of Art, Christchurch.

1936

Appointed supervising architect for house at 108 Straven Road
designed by T. Randal Evans for his sister.

1939

June, went to England with a friend. Became employed in the
office of E. Brian O'Rorke which lasted until war broke out.
Returned home via France, Switzerland, Italy, the Suez Canal
and Australia.

129

1940

Resumed work in Cecil Wood's office.

1941

Designed house at 25 Kahu Road for her cousin, Norman Wylde.

1945

Designed house at 164 Papanui Road for parents.

1946

Left Wood's office.
Began partnership with Bob Munro in offices in the Old
Government Life Building.
:Moved office to 93 VVorcester Street.

1947

Tried for N.Z.I.A. Special Final Exam but failed in Structural
Steel and Reinforced Concrete which meant she was not eligible
for registration.
November, Wood died and R.C. Munro take over his practice.

1948

Married Bob Munro.

1950

Travelled to Australia with Bob to look at department stores as
part of D.I.C. work.

1953

Bought land and began renovating house on Moncks Spur Road
which had been set up as a flower farm. Continued to send
flowers to the market.

1959

Bob Munro died.

1960

Gained N.Z.I.A. registration.
Moved offices to 124a Peterborough St.

1961

Designed new home at 320 Mt Pleasant Road for herself and two
friends.

1965

Officially retired. Continued working on various residential
projects in a voluntary capacity.
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LIST OF COMMISSIONS

*

indicates those buildings designed by the partnership R.C.
Munro 1946-59.

1936

108 Straven Road, Christchurch (supervised and designed
parts of this house' with T. Randal Evans).

1941

House for Norman and Amy Wylde, 25 Kahu Road,
Christchurch.

1945

House for Mr Edwin & Mrs Sybil Hamilton, 164 Papanui
Road, Christchurch.

1946

Work for the D.I.C. including a building in Featherston Street,
complete new lay out of the main Wellington building and
the Hutt Branch, and alterations and shop fitting in
Christchurch and Dunedin.*

1947

Took over the Vicarage at Woodend, Canterbury*
and Wellington Cathedral, Wellington*
House for Mrs Coulson, Hackthorne Road, Christchurch*

1948

House for the Misses Innes-Jones, 60 Wakatu Avenue,
Christchurch*
Woodend Vicarage completed*
Alterations for Mrs Bristed, Leinster Rd

1950

County Council, Oxford, North Canterbury*
House for Mrs Cameron Smith, 7 Menlo Terrace, St Andrew's
Hill, Christchurch*
Heraldic Painting, St James, Riccarton, Christchurch*

1951

House for Ola Kelman, 72 Garden Road, Christchurch*

1952

House for Mr and Mrs L. Chapell, 5 Menlo Terrace, St
Andrew's Hill, Christchurch*

1952-55

War Memorial Chapel, St Andrew's College, Papanui Road,
Christchurch*
Science Laboratory, St Andrew's College*
New Classrooms, St Andrew's College*
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1956

House, for Marmaduke Spencer-Bower, Woodstock, Oxford
(1956-7)*.
House for F.W. Maples, 12a Wai-iti Terrace, Fendalton,
Christchurch*

1957

House for Mr G.B. Dickie, 134 Fendalton Road, Christchurch*

1959

Alterations to own home, Moncks Spur Road, Christchurch*
House, for Colin Austin, Aroha Downs, View Hill, North
Canterbury (1959-60)

1960

St Stephen's, corner of Park and Burnett Streets, Ashburton
(completed 1961)
House, for Dr Jane Druker, 439 Papanui Road, Christchurch
House for Elizabeth Reid, 159 Ilam Road, Christchurch*

1961

House for herself, 320 Mt Pleasant Road, Christchurch

1962

House for Mr and Mrs C.E. Fenwick, 291 Kennedy's Bush
Road, Christchurch
Alterations for Mrs Kathleen Shelley, 39a Kotare Street,
Christchurch
House for Mr Bryan Webb, 32a New Brighton Road,
Christchurch

1964

House for John and Sheila McCracken, North Canterbury

1965

Church interior alterations for St Peter's, Upper Riccarton,
Christchurch (not executed)
Extensions to church hall, St Peter's, Upper Riccarton,
Christchurch (not executed)
Revised site plan for St Andrew's College
Cricket Pavilion, St Andrew's College

1966

Resigned from St Peter's commission (above)

DATES UNKNOWN BUT BEFORE 1959

House, Irwell for Mr and Mrs Michael Watson, Irwell no 3
R.D. Christchurch*
House for Mr J.L. Wilkins, Lowry Bay, Wellington*
Flats for Messrs W.D. & G.D. Stewart, Lowry Bay, Wellington*
Additions to Psychic Research Society Building, Gloucester St
(now Allen Dingwall Building), Christchurch*
Extension of the Open-Air Classrooms at Christ's College,
Christchurch*
Alterations and Shop fitting for:
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- Hallenstein Brothers in Christchurch and Greymouth*
- Joseph McLean, Greymouth*
- Owens Ltd, Tailors, 751 Colombo St, Christchurch*
- Cook and Ross Ltd, Wholesale Chemists, 779 Colombo St,
Christchurch*
- Mr E.J. Paton, Chemist, 707a Gloucester St, Christchurch*
- Ian S. Mathieson's Pharmacy, Geraldine*
House for the Misses Inwood, 21 Cracraft Terrace, Cashmere,
Christchurch*
House for Mr Harvey Cattell, Lyttelton*
Alterations to Sandston House, Christchurch*
Alterations to Iris Wood's House, Helmores Lane,
Christchurch*
Shopfitting for Guthrie Bowron, Christchurch
DATES UNKNOWN BUT AFTER 1959
Shop fitting, corner Kilmore and Colombo, Christchurch
Addition to Science laboratory, St Andr~ws College,
Christchurch
Burnett classrooms for woodwork and metal work, St
Andrews College, Christchurch
House for A.R. Bloxham, 26 Bridle Path Road, Christchurch
Canterbury Engineering Company building, Addington,
Christchurch
McSkimming Industries offices, 322 Tuam Street,
Christchurch
House for Mr and Mrs Scott Memorial Avenue, Christchurch

133

BIBLIOGRAPHY
PRIMARY SOURCES

Church Vestry Minutes
Plans held by Margaret Munro,, current house owners, and St Stephen's
Anglican Church, Ashburton.
Minutes of meetings of the Canterbury Branch of the New Zealand
Institute of Architects 1923-1955 held at the Branch Offices, Art Centre,
Christchurch.
_ Correspondence with Margaret Munro, current house owners, and
Margaret Munro's colleagues.
Sheppard File on Cecil Wood, Bob Munro, Margaret Munro, Dorothy
Coulthard, Nancy Petersen, Adriana Whitmore, Lillian Chrystall,
Marjorie Penty, Muriel Lamb, Monica Barham, Mary Edwards held in
the Architecture Library, University of Auckland, Auckland.
New Zealand Institute of Architects Register of Members, held at the
New Zealand Institute of Architects Offices, Wellington.
University of Canterbury School of Fine Arts, Index of New Zealand
Architects and Buildings.
Wellington Cathedral Archives held at the Alexander Turnbull Library,
Wellington.
Nomination Papers for Associateship of the Royal Institute of British
Architects, held at the British Architecture Library, London:
Robert Munro
Alison Sleigh

Wise's New Zealand Post Office Directories 1924-1955
Card Index of the Register of Births, Deaths and Marriages held at the
Canterbury Public Library.
New Zealand Electoral Roll.
New Zealand Statutes 1913.

New Zealand Department of Statistics Yearbook 1889-1945

134

Canterbury College School of Art Syllabus and Scholarship and Prize List
held at the School of Fine Arts, Canterbury University.
Transcripts of interviews with Margaret Munro, 1991 held by author.
Transcript of interview with Mary de Lisle by Christina Baldwin.
The Diaries of Rev. Staples Hamilton held by Margaret Munro, Redcliffs,
Christchurch.
·
The Memoirs of Mary Haswell Wood held by Margaret Munro,
Redcliffs, Christchurch.
G.R. MacDonald Dictionary of Canterbury Biographies, Canterbury
Museum, Christchurch.
G.A.M. Hilson, "Fifty Plus Happy Years 1920-75" 80pp memoir bound,
held at St Andrew's College.
Newspapers and Periodicals:

Antic
Architectural Forum
Ashburton Guardian
Building
Christchurch Star
Church and People 1947-1965 (held at the Christchurch Diocesan
Office)
Feminist Art News
Habitat
Heresies
Home and Building
Journal of the American Institute of Architects
Journal of the New Zealand Institute of Architects
Landfall
Michigan Society of Architects Monthly Bulletin
MORE
New Zealand Architect
Pacific Way
The Press
Signs
St Andrews Collegian (held at St Andrews College)
Women's Art Journal
Women Artists Slide Library Journal
Women's Studies International Forum
Women Today 1937-1939 (held at the Alexander Turnbull
Library)

135

SECONDARY SOURCES
i)

Books

Alington, M. Frederick Thatcher & St Pauls: An Ecclesiological Study,
New Zealand Historic Places Trust, Wellington, 1965.
Anscombe, I. A Woman's Touch, Penguin, 1985.
W.B. Armson: A Colonial Architect Rediscovered, Robert McDougall
Art Gallery, Christchurch, 1983.
Baker, J.V.T. The New Zealand People at War: War Economy New
Zealand in the Second World i"lar 1939-1945, Historical Publications
Branch, Department of Internal Affairs, Wellington, 1965.
Beaglehole, J.C. The University of New Zealand 1 New Zealand Council
of Educational Research, New Zealand, 1937.
Belcher, M. A History of Rangi Ruru School,
Girls School, Christchurch, 1964.

Rangi Ruru Presbyterian

Berkeley, E. P. (ed) Architecture: A Place for Women, Smithsonian
Institute Press, U.S.A., 1989.
Boutelle, S. H., Julia Morgan, Architect, Abbeville, 1988.
Brookes, B. McDonald, C. & Tennant, M. Women in History 2: Essays on
Women in New Zealand, Bridget Williams Books, Wellington, 1992.
Cherry, B. & Pevsner, N. The Building of England London 2: South,
Penguin, Great Britain, 1983.
Clark, G.L. Bealey Avenue: Christchurch 's North Town Belt, G.L. Clark,
1976.

Cole, D. and Taylor, K. The Lady Architects, Lois Lilley Howe, Eleanor
Manning and Mary Almy, Mid March Arts Press, 1990.
Cole, D. Eleanor Raymond, Architect,
University Presses, 1981.

Cranbury, New Jersey Associated

Cole, D. From Tipi to Skyscraper, Boston, 1973.
De Thier, W. Sumner to °Ferrymead, Pegasus, 1976.
Dean, D. Architecture of the Thirties: Recalling the English Scene,
Rizzoli International Publications, 1983.

136

Doumato, L. Architecture: A Bibliography documenting women

architects, landscape architects, designers, architectural critics and
writers, and women in related fields working in the United States, New
York, 1988.
Game A. & Pringle R. Gender at Work, George Allen and Unwin,
Australia, 1983.
Gardiner W.J. (ed), History of Canterbury Vol II, Canterbury Centennial
Association, Christchurch, 1957-71.
Grimshaw P. Women's Suffrage in New Zealand, Auckland University
Press, 1987 ed.
Hitchcock, H. R. Architecture, Nineteenth & Twentieth Centuries,
Penguin, 1958.
Hight, J. & Straube!, C.R. (eds), History of Canterbury vol. I to 1854,
Canterbury Centennial Association, Christchurch, 1957.
Hodgson, T. Looking at the Architecture of New Zealand,
House, Wellington, 1990.

Grantham

James, B. & Saville-Smith, K. Gender Culture & Power, Oxford
University Press, Auckland, 1990 ed.
Kostof, S. (ed) The Architect, Chapters in the History of the Profession,
Oxford University Press, New York, 1977.
Lerner, G. The Majority Finds its Past: Placing Women in History,
Oxford University Press, 1979.
McDonald C. Williams, B. & Penfold M. (eds),The Book of New Zealand
Women, Wellington, 1992.
Ogilvie, G. The Port Hills of Christchurch, A.H. Reed, 1978.
Ogilvie, G. High Flies the Cross, The Board of Governors of St Andrew's
College, Christchurch, 1992.
Oliver, W.H. The Oxford History of New Zealand 1st edition, Oxford
University Press, Auckland, 1981.

Parker, R. & Pollock, G. Old Mistresses: Women, Art & Ideology,
Pandora, United Kingdom, 1987 ed.

137

Parkin, F. Class Inequality & Political Order, Granada Publishing, Great
Britain, 1971.
Rice, G. (ed) The Oxford History of New Zealand 2nd Ed, Oxford
University Press, Auckland, 1992.
Saint, A; The Image of the Architect, Yale University Press, England,
1983.
Scotter, W.H. History of Canterbury Vol III, Canterbury Centennial
Association, Christchurch, 1957-71.
Shaw, P. New Zealand Architecture from Polynesian Beginning to 1990,
Hodder & Stoughton, Auckland, 1991.
Sinclair, K. History of University of Auckland, Auckland University
Press, 1983.
Stacpoole, J. New Zealand Art: Architecture 1920 - 1970, Wellington,
1972.
Stacpoole, J. Colonial Architecture in New Zealand, A.H. & A.W. Reed,
Wellington, 1976.
Stevens, J. (ed) Mary Taylor: Friend of Charlotte Bronte: Letters from
New Zealand & Elsewhere, Auckland University Press, 1972.
Stewart, D. The New Zealand Villa Past & Present, Viking Pacific, New
Zealand, 1992.
Torre, S. (ed) Women in American Architecture, New York, 1977.
Walker, L. (ed.) Women Architects: Their Work, Sorella Press, Great
Britain, 1984.

ii)

Articles

Ardmore, J. et al. "Feminist Design Criteria" New Zealand Architect,
No. 2, 1984, p. 48.
Berkeley, E. P. "Women In Architecture", Architectural Forum, 137,
September 1972, pp. 46-66.
Dean, A. "Women in Architecture: Individual Profiles" Journal of the
American Institute of Architects, January 1982, pp. 42-51.

138

Djukanovic, E. "Women Re-Create British Design: A View", Women
Artists Slide Library_ Journal, No. 30, pp. 7-8.
Dobson C. "As Good as the Next Man: The Problems Confronting
Women in the Construction Industry" Building, 235, October 27 1978,
pp.52-53.
"Four Fine Fellows: Husband & Wife Teams Who Have become
Fellows", Journal of the American Institute of Architects, 52,
September 1969, pp. 86-87.
Fowler, P. "The Public & The Private in Architecture: A Feminist
Critique" Women's Studies International Forum, 7 No. 6, 1984, pp. 449454.
Geiger, S. "Women's Life Histories: Method and Content", Signs.
Winter, 1986, pp.334-351.
Gill, B. "A Minority View ... " New Zealand Architect, No. 6, 1984, p. 11.
Greenish, F.E. "The Outlook for 1932", Journal of the New Zealand
Institute of Architects, Feb 1932, vol x, no 6, p. 121.
Hefford, A. "Positions for Women", Woman Today, vol 2, no 7, Oct
1938, p.3.

Heresies 11, Vol 3, No 3. Special Issue on Architecture.

J. "The Architectress", Journal of American Institute of
Architects, Vol No. 15, March-April 1951 pp. 111-116, 181-188.

Hudnut,

Hyde, T. "Women Architects", MORE, September 1987, pp. 28-34.
Joynes, J. R. "Women in the Architectural Profession", Habitat, 2 JulyAug, 1959, pp. 2-6.
Kidson, E.B. "Women in Chemistry in New Zealand", The Journal of
the New Zealand Institute of Chemistry, vol 22, no 1, 1958, pp. 15-31.
Knight, C. "The International Club of Architectural Design", Home &
Building, July-September 1937, p. 22.
Lochhead, I. "New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of
Modernism", Landfall 152, vol 38, no 4, December 1984, pp. 466-481.
Lipincott, RA. "Some Present Day Difficulties of Architectural
Education in New Zealand, Journal of New Zealand Institute of
Architects, Val 1 No. 2, June 1930, pp. 25-33.

139

Shaw, P. "Modernism in New Zealand Architecture", New Zealand
Home & Building, Souvenir Edition published in connection with. the
Auckland City Art Gallery 1950's Show, November, 1992, pp. 23-31.
Simpson, P. "Reviews", Women's Art Journal, Fall 1990/Winter 1991,
Vol 11, No. 2, pp. 44-48.
Speyer, M. "Women Who Build", Michigan Society of Architects
Monthly Bulletin, 18, September 12 1944, pp. 1,4.
"A Subsidy for Building for Building", Journal of the New Zealand
Institute of Architects, vol 11, no 2, June 1932, pp. 25-26.
Treadwell, S."Disturbances: The Architecture of the Ministry of
Women's Affairs: Description of an Architectural Study", Antic,
November 1987, pp. 69-88.
Walker, L. "Concrete Proof: Women Architecture & Modernism:,
Feminist Art News, Vol 3, No. 4, pp. 6-8.
Wright, G. & Hayden, D. "Architecture and Urban Planning", Signs, Vol
1, No. 4, Summer 1976, pp. 923-933.
iii)

Unpublished Theses, Papers and Pamphlets

Esau, R. "Belmore and Cotterill: The Formative Years", M.A. Thesi~ in
Art History, University of Canterbury, Christchurch 1988.
Findlay, M."Barbarians at the Gate: Expatriate New Zealand Architects
and the Problems of Ultra-Modernism" Unpublished paper presented at
the 1991 Conference of the Society of Architectural Historians of
Australia and New Zealand.
Gill, B. "Women in Architecture in New Zealand", A research report
presented in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of
M.B.A. Massey University, 1984.
Helms, R. "The Architecture of R.S.D. Harman, research paper for
degree of B.A. (Honours) University of Canterbury, 1990.
Maingay, L. St. J. "Cecil Wood: Architect of the Free Tradition", B. Arch,
University of Auckland, 1965.

140

"For the Record: Ontario Women Graduates in Architecture 1920-1960",
pamphlet published in connection with the exhibition of the same
name organised by the Ontario Women Graduates under the auspices of
the Architectural Conservancy of Ontario, and circulated by the Art
Gallery of Ontario, Canada, 1987.
Orsman, C.B. "Architecture and the New Zealand Mythos", unpublished
M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1983.
Petrie, B. "The Public Architecture of Gummer and Ford", Masters
Thesis, University of Auckland, 1992.
Stevenson, J. M. "The Cult of Domesticity", Thesis prepared in partial
fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Bachelor of
Architecture, 1991.
Thomson, J. S. "A Women - Environment Study" submitted as Bachelor
of Architecture, Thesis, School of Architecture, University of Auckland,
1982.
Ussher, R. "The Modern Movement in Canterbury: The Architecture of
Paul Pascoe", M.A. Thesis, University of Canterbury, Christchurch 1986.
Women in Architecture, "Constructive Agenda: Women in
Architecture in New Zealand 1933-1993", material produced in
connection with exhibition, Wellington, 1993.

