
1. Village of  Maleai 1967.  2. Missionary Church, Gizo.  3. Department Building, Honiara. 4. Auki Courthouse.  5. Raun Raun Theatre, 
Goroko, Papua New Guinea.  6. Solomon Islands classroom, 2010. 7. The author in Nila, 2010. The church behind him was rebuilt after  
the 2008 tsunami, when a RAMSI helicopter landed nearby and blew the old church away; its spire was saved and reused on the new church.
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I first visited the Shortland Islands, part of  
the Solomon Islands chain and just off the 
east coast of Bougainville, in 1967. I was an 
architecture student at the University of New 
South Wales, and, with my colleague, and now 
Co-Director of Cox, Graham Humphries, 
stayed at a mission station at Nila. We 
prepared designs for new classroom buildings 
for the mission.

At the time we were impressed, and 
hopefully influenced, by the traditional design 
and crafts of the Solomons. The structural 
expression of the buildings (below) utilised 
local materials appropriate for the climate. 

After independence in 1978, and the ethnic 
tensions that ensued, the colonial building 
stock became dilapidated. The formal planting 
on the main streets was not maintained and the 
quality of the colonial built environment 
eroded. Very ordinary commercial buildings 
began to spring up. Buildings with no concern 
for siting, climate or materials. Honiara started 
to lose its appeal.

With RAMSI and other aid donors now in 
place, and with the rich tradition of craft and 
building practice, there is a new opportunity 
for the Solomons to develop a local vernacular. 
James Cubitt Architects from Brisbane have 
recently designed a courthouse in Auki on the 
Island of Malaita. They have also completed  
a new administration building in Honiara.

The courthouse (image 4) consists of two 
buildings separated by a secure courtyard. The 
roof is dominant and the fenestration designed 
to maximise cross ventilation. The building 
form, although a little ‘clipped’, is drawn from 
the mission-church model, and provides a good 
result in difficult circumstances with attention 

Having first visited the Solomon Islands in the 1960s as a student, Rodney Moss, now a Professor of
Architecture at the University of Canberra, recently revisited the Solomons with a different agenda.

2.   

1.   

4.   

3.   

Emerging architecture 
in the Solomon Islands 

bilateral aid programs that are thoughtfully 
assisting the Solomon Islanders to develop 
systems of public administration; this 
development assistance also encompasses 
infrastructure support.

Schools, courthouses, correctional centres 
and administration buildings are now being 
developed by aid donors. Australian 
engineering and architectural practices are 
assisting with the design of these facilities. The 
Solomon Islanders have always been excellent 
craftspeople and their villages demonstrate 
very clear site-planning principles. Extended 
family houses are made up of multiple pavilions 
for sleeping, eating, relaxing, bathing and even 
playing. Some pavilions are open-walled, and  
all have wide overhangs and promote natural 
ventilation. The pavilions are raised above the 
ground and supported on posts; this allows  
for maximum cross ventilation and keeps the 
buildings above the path of the flash floods 
common to the tropical and monsoonal 
environment. The construction material is 
locally harvested timber, which minimises 

transport costs. The result is a built form that 
relates to culture, climate and history; the 
building fabric is energy efficient and can be 
constructed by the local workforce.

Missionaries came to the Solomons in the 
late 1880s and brought with them European 
ideas; in 1893 the British proclaimed a 
protectorate over the archipelago. The 
missionaries’ churches eventually evolved 
from the traditional architectural expression 
into dominant-roof structures with 
overhanging eaves, structural expression and 
often open sides for ventilation.  The Wesley 
Church in Gizo (above) is a prime example. 

When Graham and I were in the Solomons 
in 1967 the islands were still under the control 
of the British. Honiara, the capital, was 
sensibly planned and the architecture, 
developed by the British, was colonial and 
formal; example, image 3. Smaller towns like 
Gizo, a port in the Western Province of the 
Solomons, developed an architecture based  
on a simple cottage from England, which was 
adapted to the region and the climate.

to security and safety. There is perhaps an 
over-reliance on masonry, yet this feature also 
has the potential to send a message of 
permanence to the community. After all, the 
idea of solid permanent building follows the 
successful Colonial British building style.

Using traditional building practice as a 
model may be an interesting alternative. This 
model was tested successfully in Papua New 
Guinea in the 1970s and 1980s. The Federal 
Government Department of Public Works 
architects Rex Addison, John Birrell and even 
Glenn Murcutt provide examples. A project of 
particular note is the Raun Raun Theatre (image 
5) in Goroko, Papua New Guinea, which was 
designed by Rex Addison; Arup Engineering 
assisted with structural design. It is an upscaled 
version of a traditional meeting house using 
local timbers. The result has structural 
expression, it is constructed from local 
materials and it is fit for the climate.

Ken Costigan is another architect who  
has been using local vernacular and traditional 
building practice to inform his architecture.  
A recent project of scattered pavilions, the 
Brown House near Rabaul in Papua New 
Guinea, demonstrates a contemporary 
interpretation of the vernacular architecture.

Good examples of timber schools and 
churches designed by local Solomon Islands 
communities can be found all over the 
Solomons. Buildings informed by traditional 

Forty-three years later I returned to Nila. 
Since my last visit significant events have 
shaped the nation and region, including a 
declaration of independence in 1978 and a 
subsequent prolonged period of ethnic tension 
in Bougainville and the Solomon Islands.

 The Solomon Islands are now being 
assisted to retain peace and stability by an 
organisation sponsored by a group of South 
Pacific countries including Australia and New 
Zealand. The Regional Assistance Mission to 
Solomon Islands (RAMSI) sits alongside other 

building practice and constructed from local 
materials; buildings that are flexible, raised 
above the ground, and able to survive 
earthquakes and flooding, such as the 
classroom in image 6. 

As RAMSI and other aid donors continue to 
assist in the development of a new public 
architecture, it would be interesting to explore 
the principles of  traditional Solomon Islands 
building practice and reinterpret them in an 
appropriate contemporary manner. Maybe  
this is a challenge for the next round of public 
buildings in this developing nation. I suspect 
it’s all about the roof.  

Rodney Moss, Director, Cox, Professor of 
Architecture, University of Canberra


