CHRISTCHURCH’S CATHEDRAL SQUARE AND THE
IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC SQUARES
Katie Pickles

Some places add up to much more than the sum of their parts. They are thick with
history, heavy with atmosphere, and fascinate and frighten. They are polymorphous
spaces that over time combine many different forms and developments. Cathedral
Square in the historic heart of Christchurch was such a place. But are its alluring,
organic days over?
When I walk around the Square today I read it as the cultural, social and economic
epicentre of the Canterbury earthquakes of 2010–11. It is a post-traumatic recovery
zone reeling from the impact of the 22 February 2011 magnitude 6.3 earthquake
that was an aftershock of the 4 September 2010 magnitude 7.1 quake: 185 people
lost their lives and 6600 were seriously injured. Businesses closed, tourist numbers
dropped and socialising was limited and difficult. Thousands of aftershocks shook
the region and the impact is symbolically reflected in the damaged, quiet and reforming post-quake Square. Its central landmark, the broken and haunting
Anglican cathedral, stands partially demolished and in a state of repair as a
monument to the death, loss and suffering, and a potent marker of a city struggling
to reform in the aftermath of disaster. Those who make the pilgrimage to stare
aghast at the broken cathedral are faced with weeds, damage and decay. A
controversial rebuild slowly moves along. Prior to the quakes, the cathedral had
become a readily reproducible image and an official city logo that featured on
souvenirs. During the immediate recovery, the backdrop of the broken cathedral
came to symbolise the city itself. For some, the geographical heart became a
metaphorical heart.
Urban squares are often the heart of a city. They have been filling a need since
antiquity by providing open public places where people can gather together. They
have served as sites for the display of power, discipline and punishment, as well as
for subversion and revolution. They are vital for commerce, featuring markets for
trade. They are often centred on a place of worship. They encompass recreation,
entertainment and leisure. There are evocative world-famous squares such as
Tiananmen Square (Beijing), the site of many important monuments and cultural
events, including the 1989 student-led protests loosely centred around freedom and
democracy; Plaza Major (Madrid), over the years the scene of bullfights, football
games and public executions; Times Square (New York), which incorporates
entertainment, tourism and commerce; Trafalgar Square (London), its centrepiece
Nelson’s Column celebrating national prowess, and incorporating anti-war and
climate change protests, St Mark’s Square (Venice), the religious, political and social
centre of the city; and Red Square (Moscow), its layers of history including a market
place, St Basil’s Cathedral, the Kremlin and Lenin’s mausoleum.

CHRISTCHURCH’S CATHEDRAL SQUARE NZJPH 8 2022

13

DEACCESSIONING AND MUSEUM ETHICS.
Katie Pickles

Looking across Cathedral Square from Tūranga, March 2022. Photo: James McCosker, 2022.

Christchurch’s historical heart serves many of these squarely functions. Although
initially Christchurch had a separate Market Square (later Victoria Square), it was
Cathedral Square that was situated at the centre of the Canterbury Association’s
urban settlement. The association was enabled by the 1848 sale of a huge tract of
land stretching from Kaiapoi to Otago by the region’s major iwi, Ngāi Tahu. Ngāi
Tahu settlements and food-gathering places were spread throughout the area that
became Christchurch. The flat and swampy land provided ducks, weka, eels and
small fish. A kāika named Ōtautahi near the present-day Kilmore Street fire station
eventually provided the Māori name for the city. During the early 1850s, Māori
traded at Market Square. But Cathedral Square and the site of the new settlement
more generally was not chosen because of its significance to Māori. On the
contrary, the settlement grid was stamped onto the landscape with little regard for
pre-colonial occupation.
The name for the Square located it firmly within an Anglican world-view. Along
with Cranmer and Latimer Squares, Cathedral Square was to be named after a
Protestant martyr: Bishop Nicholas Ridley, martyred in Oxford in 1555.
Anglicanism dominated the heart of the settlement. Retaining the land on which
the cathedral was to be built, the Church Property Trustees swapped some land
with the provincial government in 1862, creating the space for a square. The
foundation stone for the cathedral was laid in 1864, and the main building was
ready for use in 1881. The iconic central point for colonial Christchurch was in
place.
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The cathedral symbolised the city’s and the province’s planned and systematic
settlement, whereby the best of British was transplanted to the new world. It was
to be an orderly Church of England settlement, underpinned by a pastoral economy
and the development of an honest, hard-working, fair society with quality
education and happy families. It was a proud new colonial society, hoping to build
an economy as strong as its social and cultural aspirations. Mana whenua were
largely marginal to the overall plans. With hindsight, and in postcolonial times, we
can read the cathedral as a damaged symbol of Anglo-Celtic hegemony that in an
age of increasing diversity no longer represents reality or even aspiration for many.
In time the Square began to pulse with activity and move on from its staid origins
as a planned, private place for the church and its infrastructure. From the 1870s,
the hustle and bustle – buskers, speakers, sideshows, fairs, sheep and cattle markets
– migrated from Market Square to Cathedral Square.
Round the Square, a wonderful resource written and compiled by the local history
committee of the Canterbury branch of the New Zealand Federation of University
Women (headed by Thérèse Minehan), reveals that Christchurch’s heart was an
ever-changing hub for commerce, public service, transportation and worship. It
was the home of several life insurance offices, many government departments, a
bank and two newspapers. Religion and commemoration coexisted with
entertainment: the public space hosted New Year celebrations and public concerts;
hotels such as Warner’s and United Service provided watering holes and
accommodation over many years. Reverence at church mingled with the revelry of
a night on the town. Six cinemas opened and flourished between 1915 and 1930.
They remained open until the early 1990s, when they were eclipsed by new
decentred multiplexes. Catching a bus into the Square during the school holidays
to queue to see a movie was still a childhood highlight in the 1980s. The theatres
groaned under the layers of renovations they had undergone to move with the
times and stay modern.
Through its buildings, the Square mirrored social developments and New
Zealand’s self-conscious status as a progressive nation. Welcome services, such as
the crèche and women’s restrooms opened in 1932, enabled women to inhabit the
public sphere. I remember sensing the faded glory of the multi-storeyed building
where women could use the facilities and leave their children and parcels while they
shopped. A crèche with a rooftop playground signalled great community spirit and
insight. Elizabeth McCombs, a city councillor and then the first woman member
of Parliament, was involved in this venture.
Well before the recent quakes, the waning appeal and vibrancy of the Square was a
lively topic for discussion. The city was evolving, increasingly embracing the motor
car and often abandoning public transport and the bicycles that were once so
prevalent and suited to a largely flat landscape. The city turned towards the airport
and copied modern decentred American and Australian cities, with their suburban
sprawl. Cathedral Square became an historic precinct and a drawcard for tourists,
rather than the hub of a living city. With suburbanisation, the growth of shopping
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The cover of Round the Square, Clerestory Press, 1995. Tūranga now occupies the site of the Colonial Mutual building.
Photo: Peter Morath.
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malls and the retreat of the state to Wellington, for 20 years tourism saved the
Square: its buildings were reused as hotels, backpackers, and apartments. The 1879
red-brick post office became a visitor information centre and, embracing its
tourism role, the cathedral built a visitor centre and cafe. The Square had become
post-modern, self-consciously promoting and selling its history to visitors as a
theme park, rather than being the functioning hub of the city.
The Square had become increasingly dense over the years, with tall buildings
creating a crowded urbanity. Some big buildings were fixed up and forged on; my
current favourite, the spectacular 1970s white curved Distinction Hotel, began life
as an office building for the Housing Corporation. The Novotel Hotel replaced the
old Savoy theatre and is open for business; as is the old Government Buildings,
which once housed Christchurch’s public service. It has been repurposed as a bar,
restaurant and accommodation. Across Colombo Street a new conference centre,
Te Pae, is ready to replace old shopping and entertainment haunts. On the previous
Bank of New Zealand site stands a modern building housing the telecommunications company Spark. The post office is being rehabilitated as ‘The
Grand’, which will house a French bakery, food court, bars and restaurants, and a
visitor information centre. Outside, there are plans for a large plaza.

The vacant site of the Press building in front of the old Government Buildings. Photo: James
McCosker, 2022.
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Cathedral Square from Oxford Terrace. Te Pae is on the left. Photo: James McCosker, 2022.

For me, taking a walk through the Square these days is a sombre, reflective
experience as my mind attempts to populate the quiet with memories of the past.
I remember the Square as a space where excitement, danger, and reverence
coexisted, generating a pulse that altered with the time of day and the season. With
everyone free to legally loiter in the square, colourful characters appeared in
abundance. Speakers set up outside the cathedral, expressing a wide variety of
beliefs, shouting to be heard. Emotions were on public display, including grief at
war memorial services and civic funerals, as in 1947 after the Ballantyne’s fire that
killed 41 people; joy at end of the First and Second World Wars; reverence and
excitement during royal walkabouts; and anger and dissatisfaction at many protests
and demonstrations, debates and speeches. In 1989 there was a protest about state
violence in Tiananmen Square.
The Square’s role as a public gathering point to share ideas and collective experience
has expanded over the years, going beyond mainstream celebrations such as
Armistice Day and Victory Day to include the transgressive. This is captured in the
grand memorial beside the cathedral that evokes the massive local impact of the
First World War. Cantabrian William Trethewey’s Citizens’ War Memorial, unveiled
in 1937, has evolved in meaning over the years, as later wars were added to Anzac
Day dawn parades and the potency of ‘For God, King and Country’ was
increasingly challenged. From 1969 and into the 1970s, peace advocates protested
by laying wreaths dedicated ‘To the victims of Fascism in Vietnam’, flowers, and
wooden crosses. By the 1980s the monument teetered on the edge of the road, and
was overshadowed by the cathedral and anchored in the colonial past, as was the

CHRISTCHURCH’S CATHEDRAL SQUARE NZJPH 8 2022

18

DEACCESSIONING AND MUSEUM ETHICS.
Katie Pickles
statue of the city’s founding father, John Robert Godley. After the Church Property
Trustees sought to remove it from their land and gift it to the city, the Citizens’ War
Memorial is to be moved to council-owned land in the Square that was formerly
the site of a police kiosk and bus information building. Today, monumental
remnants like these can appear inappropriately monolithic and be largely ignored or
viewed as outdoor museum pieces.
I grew up in Christchurch in the 1970s and 1980s, when all bus routes began and
ended in the Square. To head to the city centre was to travel into an increasingly
dense built environment. Stepping off the bus, you were surrounded by a lively
mixture of people and buildings. There were city smells and noises: hot chips
cooking, seagulls squawking, and people on the cathedral steps shouting out their
opinions. The Wizard on his stepladder declaiming his views was as frightening as
it was entertaining. He seemed to traverse any number of topics, but always,
puzzlingly to me, grounded himself in a playful notion of the Victorian British
Empire. The Bird Man encouraged the seagulls and street kids played their boom
boxes.
In winter, diesel fumes from buses added to the foul smoggy air and the drafty,
chilly, shaded corners of the Square were always slippery. With the opening of a
new bus exchange at the Crossing in 2000, this long-standing transport history
came to an end. Steam-powered trams began departing from the Square in the
1880s, and electric trams returned as a tourist venture in 1995. Pedestrians had
become more important as the years passed: the road in front of the cathedral was
closed in 1965, followed by the road in front of the post office in 1972. From 1974
traffic was restricted to the perimeter of the Square and large walking areas
dominated the landscape.
While it was central, the Square was, and is, edgy. As a public place it attracted people
on the margins of society. An urban myth doing the rounds in the 1980s advised
avoiding wearing a leather jacket or Dr Martens shoes in the Square, lest you be
robbed of these much-coveted items, which in pre-Rogernomics times were both
expensive and rare. ‘Keep your wits about you and don’t stay any longer than you
need to in the underground toilets’, was another piece of advice. The Square could
be a place of crime and violence, with only just a lid on it. The police kiosk
symbolised the potential for breaches of the peace.
Every day on my way home from high school, I walked through the Square to catch
the bus. The area where the Press building met the pavement often reeked,
testament to its late-night use as a urinal by men out on the town. Discarded
chewing gum littered the footpaths. The reality of the Square was far from bucolic
visions of Christchurch as a garden city. It appealed to me as an organic, dynamic
and inclusive public space – a litmus test whereby the true colours of the city
revealed themselves. The Square was busy, grubby and edgy, as captured in the
images in David Cook’s Meet Me in the Square: Christchurch 1983–1987.
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Today, aside from the glaringly damaged cathedral, gravel lots being used as
carparks greet visitors to the Square. Absences in the built environment appear in
the form of gaps where buildings have been demolished, as rotting teeth in a
decaying mouth are removed when they are deemed to be beyond repair. The
ornate Gothic Revival Press building has left a big hole, as has Warner’s hotel.
There are gaps where the Avon and Regency theatre buildings once stood, and
Clarendon Tower, and the Government Life building. These absences attest to the
multiple activities that once took place here – publishing, entertainment,
commerce, public service.
New structures are appearing to contribute to the Square’s evolving shape.
Symbolising the new is the north-east corner. This was formerly the site of
Cathedral Chambers, which became the Colonial Mutual Life Building in 1975 and
was last used as a hotel. It was also home to the Lyttelton Times building, which
housed the Star-Sun and finally the Christchurch Star. By the time I frequented the
Square incense wafted from the impressive and mysterious building, then home to
the Atlantis Market, a treasure trove of hippie wares and second-hand goods.

Architects collaborated with mana whenua Ngāi Tūāhuriri’s Matapopore Charitable Trust to weave
cultural values, hopes and stories into Tūranga. The pre-quake Novotel building was built to blend
in with the now-demolished Warner’s Hotel. Photo: James McCosker, 2022.

Now the north-east corner is the site of Tūranga, the city’s new library, a bicultural
repository of knowledge and a hive of activity. Tūranga makes a massive statement
that times have changed: mana whenua are no longer excluded from the Square.
As late as May 1973 discussion of a Māori symbol for Cathedral Square was
unproductive. Instead in 1974 architect Peter Beaven suggested a fountain to add
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a ‘Mediterranean feel’. People went ahead and created an unofficial bicultural
presence. For example, Terry Stringer’s 2000 statue ‘Risen Christ’ was appropriated
as ‘The Māori Jesus’.
In its current state, even with the sounds of new building, the Square is much
quieter than it was. The hustle and bustle that occurred organically has been
replaced by city council signs, artworks and installations that chronicle what the
space was, and what it may become. The combination of temporary installations,
new plant pots and pieces of past pavements and random fragments combine to
create a feeling that the centre of the city is now elsewhere. The city has moved on
and its blood is beating through different arteries. The colour is staged and most
of the real characters have dispersed. Occasionally public demonstrations fill the
Square with energy and passion, as with the 2017 Women’s March and 2019
protests against climate change. The age-old need for public squares as sites for
public display remains.
Barely noticeable are fragments that evoke the city’s colonial past. For example,
there is the Four Ships Court, with a lime tree and a list of the settlers who arrived
on the First Four Ships in 1850 as part of the initial Canterbury settlement.
Opposite the cathedral there is the restored 1867 statue by Thomas Woolner to the
city’s founding father, John Robert Godley, who with Edward Gibbon Wakefield
in 1848 formed the Canterbury Association that met in London and sketched out
plans for a new-world Church of England settlement. In a material expression of
the place of Christchurch within the British Empire, the statue was cast in metal
from Russian guns used in the Crimean War of 1854–1856.
Dominating the sparse post-quake Square and representing a newer attempt at
public art that is immersed in ecology is Neil Dawson’s ‘Chalice’. Its shape
mirroring the spire of the cathedral, ‘Chalice’ celebrates both the new millennium
and the 150th anniversary of the founding of Christchurch and Canterbury by the
Canterbury Association. Paid for by Christchurch City Council and community
grants funding, it features 42 aluminium shapes depicting the leaves of native trees
that previously grew in the city. It represents the grounding of identity in the local
environment, rather than privileging ideas copied from elsewhere.
Out of necessity, post-quake Christchurch has crafted a new topography. A change
of heart, sped up by the closed red zone (Cathedral Square was inside the CBD
Red Zone cordon until 30 June 2013), is evident in the forced relocation to the
suburbs. There has been a shift outside of the square with the use and re-use of
spaces in a range of safe, creative and exploratory ways.
Will Cathedral Square ever be the heart of the city again? It seems there is no
stopping Christchurch’s change of heart. Cities can be thought of as organisms
with hearts that always beat, even if the pulse can be weak or irregular at times.
Christchurch is pragmatically mending its broken heart outside the Square, which
is now largely a symbolic and nostalgic monument to the past, struggling to cast
off old-world aspirations and be more than a tourist site. There is much potential
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and the chance to do something new, such as, in the wake of the massacre of 15
March 2019, to rebuild the cathedral as an interfaith hub where all people who live
in Christchurch are represented. And even if the cathedral is rebuilt as a relic of the
colonial past, can the rest of the Square again become a public, diverse, lively,
commercial, entertaining and political space where everybody is welcome? Or is its
polymorphous history over?

Katie Pickles is Professor of History at the University of Canterbury. She grew up in the eastern
suburbs and has a longstanding research and teaching interest in Christchurch/Ōtautahi’s history.
Her publications include Hall of Fame: Life Stories of New Zealand Women (about Bishop Julius Hall)
and Christchurch Ruptures, and she is currently writing about Aunt Haysl and the Hay’s roof and a
new biography of Kate Sheppard.

CHRISTCHURCH’S CATHEDRAL SQUARE NZJPH 8 2022

22

