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For the past 102 years, the Hawke’s Bay Opera House has been the 

heartbeat of Hastings and the fabric of many unforgettable memories 

of being engulfed with song, dance, laughter and falling in love. There 

is no doubt that arts and culture are the anchor in creating a valid 

sense of place. So, as the restoration of this beautiful architectural 

icon evolves, it stands to reason that its surrounding buildings, which 

have lain fallow during this time, should accompany its phoenix-like 

rise from what many have regarded as ashes.



F
ortunately the Hastings District Council has 
a cultural awareness which could be classed 
as prescient and unprecedented when 
reviewing some of the country’s other CBD 
developments. It well understands it is the 

arts which not only tap into the heart of a community 
and allow it to flourish but also attract anchor tenants as 
well as local, national and international investment. The 
methodologies that emanate from a cultural heart create 
urban vibrancy and establish spaces where people want to 
linger, meet, discuss, and share day and night. 

The HDC also knew that unless the wide-ranging 
community were counselled from the onset on what 
was purely a visionary concept, its realisation might 
not be quite so magical. A Working Group drawing on 
the expertise of members of the art and cultural sector, 
including iwi and others who had been involved with 
the facility over the decades, was formed to discuss the 
merits of creating an arts and cultural hub in the heart 
of Hastings city. It was the brain child of Alison Banks, 
the Council’s Group Manager: Community Facilities and 
Programmes. A New Zealander born in Oamaru and whose 
experience in community development and resulting 
projects is significant, Alison returned from Victoria, 
Australia where she worked at Macedon Ranges Shire just 
prior to the inception of the Municipal proposals. 

Her first memories of what we now 
call the Opera House Precinct were 
“as a kid watching Big Time Wrestling 
at the theatre on TV.” She laughingly 
confesses that when she took on the 
role with the key component being the 
redevelopment of the whole precinct 
she had no idea how big it was. 

“I nearly had a heart attack. It is a humungous project.” 
One she is more than equipped to handle. “I talked with 
Lawrence (Yule – then mayor), Cynthia, Sandra and 
Malcolm, who all had a clear vision, and they assisted 
hugely in helping me deliver.” In Councillor Malcolm 
Dixon’s words (Chair of the Opera House and Arts 
Precinct Subcommittee), “Hastings has become very 
multicultural, and I think what we need to do is have 
some strong linkages between all of the cultures within 
Hastings, and the arts and the music fraternity can 
actually provide that and actually do that.”

Alison’s first task was reading a multiplicity of 
submissions from the community in 2016. “It was clear 
the direction desired for the theatre and the Plaza, but 
there were still question marks around the Municipal 
area.” Consequently, the working group was formed from 

ABOVE: Archival photographs of the original Municipal Buildings 
including the ballroom and exterior shots in Hastings and 
Heretaunga Streets



people known to be perceptive in their vision of arts and 
culture. After months of meetings the resulting concepts 
“met the needs of many, with the final aspiration being 
one that the facilities would be accessible to all the 
community.”

The conclusion after such intense discussions was that 
it should become a contemporary multi-arts centre, 
reflecting the region’s cultural and social diversity yet 
embracing a wide interest spectrum, including festivals, 
events, performance, thus uniting many generations and 
their varying attitudes towards the arts. But what also 
transpired was that ‘yes’, the precinct, by the very nature 
of its proximity to the Opera House, was patently destined 
to become a performing arts centre, but it had to be one 
that would reflect the cultural heritage of Heretaunga, and 
consequently become the very heartbeat of the greater 
Hastings Community.

Alison continues, “The vital point 
is to ensure that happens. Its 
implementation is huge in terms 
of long-term business, which 
would address the financial use of 
the facilities while embracing our 
culture with quality events that 
meet everyone’s needs, such as the 
Hawke’s Bay Arts Festival.”

Seeing that vision come alive is immensely gratifying and 
she puts this down in no small part to Karl Wixon, who 
acted as a facilitator. As a director of Arahia, a company 
which delivers growth and innovation through strategy, 
brand, story and design thinking, his experience provided 
insight and an all-encompassing vision. This penetrated 
the core of the working group’s thinking and scripted a 
synopsis formulated to brief the architectural firms who 
were bidding for the project. His approach is threefold, 
one that sits at the intersection of culture, commerce 
and creativity. 

Bluff-born and Heretaunga-raised, Karl is of Ngai Tahu 
tribal descent and originally trained in industrial design, 
subsequently working in most design sectors. His 
credentials could fill a book: Fellow and a past president 
of the Designers’ Institute of New Zealand; has had two 
ministerial appointments strongly related to Māori and 
New Zealand heritage; has received numerous design 
awards and is recognised for his astute ability to see the 
big picture; and collaborating with some of the country’s 
leading minds and creatives. All of which made him 
eminently qualified to interpret the vision of the Working 
Group into a document that could be read and understood 
by the many who were to be part of the decision making. 

The Opera House & Arts Precinct under 
construction earlier this year

ABOVE AND CENTRE: Photographs taken in 2015 before 
construction on the Opera House and the precinct began
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Karl’s memories of growing up in 
Heretaunga are of a near infatuation with 
the Opera House. “I liked to fiddle round 
with lights and production. During my 
school days I discovered many of the cool 
nooks and crannies, particularly when 
‘grumpy me’ had been dispatched up to the 
gods to cool off and I was transported into 
another world.” 

His parents were “pragmatic and hard workers. And they 
were creative.” But when he left Hastings Boys’ High 
School, “I had no idea of the opportunities there were for 
someone with a creative bent.” 

He began a Forestry Science Degree at Canterbury, but 
an encounter with a career guidance officer resulted in 
his generating a competition portfolio to submit to the 

Wellington College of Design within three weeks. He got 
in and puts it down to having been involved in stage props 
and having a father who was “immensely creative on the 
DIY side.” He became involved in exhibitions, interiors 
and architectural development, then holistic design, 
which ultimately led to future vision and strategy. 

Of his experience with the Working 
Group he says, “We shared the vision 
together. No idea was left behind and no 
person’s thoughts discarded.
 
“It was important to harness them all to get a deep insight 
from a divergent group of people who were very well 
informed and qualified, with strong points of view, all of 
which were valid. It was my role to make the divergent 
convergent.” He says his involvement with New Zealand 
Trade and Enterprise distilled his ability to extract from 

Four of the visionaries behind the revival of the Arts Precinct. L–R: Alison Banks, Group Manager, Community Facilities and Programmes; 
Megan Peacock Coyle,  Manager of the Opera House and Arts Precinct; Justin Matthews, architect and partner in MMA; Dena Aroha Bach, 
Community Consultant for MMA



designers’ research, and use techniques and empathy 
from those insights to ring-fence. 

“The working group was amazing. You had 
to trust their collective intuition from a 
subjective point of view, but my instinct is 
well honed and ultimately where you land 
up should feel right. A lot of times this is 
qualitative. Projects like this have a great 
community expectation and those brought 
into the mix have a responsibility to make 
sure the resulting brief can engage the 
community. To achieve that it’s important 
to have concept and culture infused at a 
very early stage.” 

In that regard Karl’s work is mainly with Māori on public 
projects or cultural projects that need to be brought to 

fruition, “which is definitely not business as usual. 
There’s a much higher level of collaboration and 
thinking-through processes: taking the thread from 
concept through to execution and longevity. It doesn’t 
finish on Opening Day. This project is not an aesthetic 
exercise, it’s a platform to bring the community’s vision 
to life. There are always challenges, especially when 
projects become near to tangible, it’s vital not to lose 
touch with the aspirational lift. 

“The Opera House and Precinct should be a Hastings 
township opportunity to take a strong sense of direction 
and relate a narrative – one which we should all be 
articulating. An arts and culture strategy with a cohesive 
overview is essential. A scattering of a lot of little things 
is not what we want to become known for. We need to be 
the champions and have a domestic pride that harbours 
commercial drive and demand. I have an icon in mind 
when I think of the Opera House precinct. Civic projects 
are the anchor for a city.”

View from Hastings St of the laneway between the 
Opera House Theatre and Municipal Building



This was what informed the proposal for the architects 
ultimately chosen to interpret the brief and produce the 
icon. Matthews & Matthews Architects Ltd consists of 
Hawke’s Bay-born brothers Anthony and Justin. Anthony 
and his wife, Jane, run the Auckland company and Justin 
the Hawke’s Bay division. 

Their interest in Heritage Buildings stands them in good 
stead. Pah Homestead and the recent redevelopment of 
the Ellen Melville Centre in Auckland are prime examples 
of their work.  

Both have strong memories of the Opera House and 
its surrounds. “I went to St John’s College,” Anthony 
explains, “and I participated in many school productions 
at the Municipal Theatre (now the Opera House). As a kid 
I loved discovering the nooks and crannies and one of my 
earliest recalls is of Fiddler on the Roof – Mum took us to 
see it. Later I became very involved with stage design at 
Downstage in Wellington.” 

Justin’s connection is very close. Educated at St Joseph’s 
and St John’s, he remembers going to balls in the 
ballroom and putting on theatre productions, which 
led to set design. “At an early age I had the instincts,” 
he comments. Anthony encouraged him to take up 
architecture and he discovered a passion for heritage 
buildings, which was very apparent when MMA 
presented to council.

They were given the brief and immediately 
recognised that an advisor who was closely 
involved with the Māori Community and 
the arts should be on board, so they called 
upon Dena Aroha Bach. “It was obvious,” 
explains Anthony. “We needed someone 
who would make the whole process richer 
and offer those aspects which were vital to 
the cultural heritage of the region.”

Dena, indisputably a powerhouse in the community, is 
also a quantity surveyor. “I started there and collected 
skills along the way, each one enhancing the step to the 
next.” Her understanding of architecture and building 
construction has added to an invaluable mix which has 
contributed to the Matthews brothers’ enlightened 
overview of what the Municipal building should become. 

It was Dena who went out to the Māori community with 
her question sheet, asking about 300 people who were at 
the pulse of the creative collective what they wanted. “I 
read the brief two weeks before I went out and thought 
through what we needed to do. And my instincts were 
ultimately right.”

Matthews & Matthews’ familiarity with historical 
buildings makes treading carefully on existing buildings a 
part of their mandate. 

THIS PAGE AND FACING: Views from Hastings St showing cut-outs of the Municipal 
Building with the laneway visible between it and the Opera House Theatre



“You have to be aware of what those before have done,” 
Justin explains. “It’s very sensitive; but that recognition 
of letting the light in came reasonably early. It was a 
matter of trying to find the original building and what 
the intention was behind the current building and the 
changes that had been made. 

“Stripping it back to let in natural light and the original 
design for ventilation was obvious. The whole block is an 
entrance to the CBD and should be a showpiece, as well 
as having a relationship to the Civic precinct.” 

At the heart of the plan is light and 
space, providing a focus on the 
performing arts in their broadest 
form. They call it ‘The Story of Light’, 
allowing a reopening of the spaces to 
bring back the light and energy of the 
community – a place of creativity and 
innovation which would serve the 
community was a top priority. 

As Justin comments, “It was a highly unusual brief and 
quite hard to define. At the outset it became obvious that 
the Ngāti Kahungunu and Aotearoa stories would provide 
the thread – re-engaging collective memories already in 
existence that can be continually handed down to our 
future generations.”

The first objective was the entrance. 
The idea is to reclaim the clarity of the 
building’s spatial arrangement and 
the use of light wells and lanes which 
had provided light in the past. Limited 
change will be made to the Chambers 
and Assembly Hall, but the double 
height void over the main stair will be 
reinstated and the lift repositioned. 

By looking back, opportunities to move forward have 
presented themselves, which enhance the contemporary 
use. Laneways connecting the Opera House and 
Municipal building will provide areas for cafés and 
exhibition spaces – communal places encouraging 
discourse and participation. 

Also acknowledged is the need on the ground floor for 
workshop, performance, studio and exhibition spaces to 
ensure this is a real arts hub. Double height areas provide 
a dramatic, generous allowance for art, performance and 
collaboration – showpieces for the multiple arts talents 
sourced from within Hawke’s Bay. 

The overall vision internally is to activate the ground 
floor whilst creating openings between the walls along 
Heretaunga Street, providing flexibility for performing 



arts, workshops, installations, studios and service areas. 
And then there’s the outside. Here they have mooted 
a grand connection to the long-forgotten waterways 
networking their way underground through Hastings. 
Makirikiri Stream was historically a significant mahinga 
kai site for Te Rongo a Tahu marae. 

This labyrinth of tributaries will be recognised with 
outdoor water features creating a subliminal connection, 
weaving the cultural elements of Hastings together. Dena 
foresees these as subtle pathways providing links towards 
an arts oriented goal.

Concept is one thing. Making the 
Municipal Precinct a living, breathing 
arts centre and a hub for the Hastings 
community a reality is a huge task. One 
to which local Megan Peacock Coyle, 
manager of the Opera House and Arts 
Precinct, believes will probably become 
her life. Of all the players who are part 
of the Municipal Precinct Development, 
her past links are some of the closest. 

“I came through the stage door in 2007 as a techs and ops 
co-ordinator, then Arts Programming Manager for five 
years. Before that I was a student when the EIT Drama 
school was based there, after which I became a part-time 
tutor.” She was with the Opera House at the beginning of 
the first refurbishment so knows its bones, and she also 
has a great love of architectural design. 

Megan subsequently went to Oamaru to explore venue 
management as director of the Oamaru Opera House, a 
115-year-old building, which went through a $10 million 
refurbishment. After two and a half years she became 
Baycourt Community and Arts Centre Manager stationed 
in Tauranga. 

“I wasn’t even thinking about moving,” she laughs, “but 
even though I was committed to being in Tauranga for at 
least five years, Ken Keys encouraged me to apply.” Of 
her appointment she simply says, “It feels like it’s meant 
to be. I’ve been seven years away and it seems as if it was 
all preparation for coming back.

“My biggest focus is to maintain an external view of what 
everyone else is doing, ensuring that the larger voice is 
heard. It’s about the community. I’ve seen communities 

HDC Councillors who have the Municipal Development within their mandate. 
L–R: George Lyons; Wendy Schollum; Mayor, Sandra Hazlehurst and Malcolm Dixon
(Absent: Damon Harvey)
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flourish through performing arts and our professional 
work in New Zealand is of a very high standard. It will 
be a matter of balancing community, national and 
international performing arts, developing relationships 
and breaking down the barriers, all of which comes 
through consultation. February/March next year will 
signal our way forward in readiness for November/
December 2019.

“There is such a positive vibe 
about Hastings now. Everyone is 
poised, ready for what this new 
development will offer to the heart 
of the CBD. The sense of community 
is obvious in realising what this 
will do for the city. After the 
Opera House closed it had a terrific 
economic impact; now we are 
poised to get going again. Tourism 
will benefit hugely, as will the 
cultural economy generally. It’s like 
a ripple effect.”

Having seen the vision and the concept drawings, Megan 
believes strongly that this is the beginning of a whole 
new era for the arts in this region. 

“We see the space specifically as a community hub, 
telling the Hastings story and offering the chance for 
emerging artists to perform; encouraging schools to 
have presentations and tours; historical storytelling 
with a black box theatre and rehearsal space. A space for 

ABOVE: View from Heretaunga St looking into a proposed 
performance/studio space on the ground floor
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meaningful service your way.

smaller productions, pilot productions 
and more. The main focus is to be 
inclusive, always communicate and 
consult; keep the door open so anyone 
can have a voice. 

“The Working Group has 
been right on par and I want 
to pull into that vision, not 
reinvent the wheel, but 
revisit, fine tune and clarify. 
I’ve learnt from recruiting, 
the most important question 
is: Do you have a passion 
for the arts? It’s vital to 
understand what drives 
that creativity.”

Her absolute focus is ‘audience delight’. 
“Figure out who hasn’t been and lure 
them. All who love the arts are our 
advocates, and it’s our task to make sure 
every person in town has been in the 
theatre at least once. The more we all 
love and appreciate the arts, the more 
opportunities there will be to make the 
arts in Hastings more buoyant.” As chair 
of the National Arts Board of New Zealand 
and as a board member of EVANZ, her 
insight into what makes the arts such a 
magnet is acute. 

ABOVE: Proposed internal plans from MMA of the first and second floors for the 
Municipal Building’s revival
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“I truly believe that arts and culture in any 
region can be responsible for helping to build 
community identity and pride, which in turn 
leads to positive community norms, such as 
diversity, tolerance and free expression. This 
ultimately leads to a very progressive and well-
balanced society.” 

The realisation of this dream depends entirely on a council which 
wholeheartedly believes in the arts. Mayor Sandra Hazlehurst is its 
foremost advocate. When launching the Arts Precinct project she said, 
“Our people are our strength. They’re the jewel in our crown. 

“We need to provide places for them to be able to show their talent 
and experience some amazing performance and enjoyment. And so, 
that’s what our role is, to provide the facilities for people to develop 
and grow. And that’s what the Opera House has done for us over the 
last hundred years.”

She goes on to say, “We’ve got an incredible story here, and we’ve got 
some amazing people. Bring all those together, and what that place 
could be is incredibly exciting for our future in Hastings.” 

May the heart of Hastings continue to beat hard.

ABOVE: Proposed plan for a laneway connecting the Opera House Theatre and 
The Municipal Buildings, with spaces for socialising and cafes


