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Colin Pilbrow: Architect 
 
Gerald Blunt 
 
Colin Pilbrow described a house that he designed in Wellington in 2000 for his 

daughter as ‘simple forms – not “of the moment” embellishment.’1 This 

statement encapsulates Colin’s philosophy on architecture – a building was to 

be true to its intent and respond to the modernist adage from the great 

twentieth century architect Mies van der Rohe; ‘less is more’.  

 

Colin was born in Christchurch in 1924, and towards the end of World War II 

served in the Pacific with 21 Squadron in the RNZAF. He started architectural 

training in the Christchurch office of George Griffiths and the local 

Architectural Association’s Atelier, before heading to the Architecture School 

at the University of Auckland. He completed his studies in England, where he 

also worked for a period. The first architecture book he ever bought was 

Nathaniel Lloyd’s A History of the English House (The Architectural Press, 

1931). From this publication he took an appreciation of the craftsmanship of 

historic houses, but he was always adamant that architects needed to do 

more than simply create stylistic reinterpretations of older architecture. A 

number of study trips to Scandinavia, where he viewed the buildings of Alvar 

Aalto and other modernist architects, led to his mantra of simplicity, 

minimalism and functionality. 

 

A move back to New Zealand in 1952, to Gisborne, found him in an optimistic 

place. It was the post war period; New Zealand’s agriculture production was 

driving an economic boom. Gisborne was growing. This optimism fitted well 

with the idea of the brave new world of modernist architecture. ‘Modernism 

was the leading canon in architectural design; many modern architects 

believed that architecture could and should be used to help make the world a 

better place.’2  Colin was very much a modernist architect. Through his 

friendship with Bruce Glengarry, who he had met at the University of 

Auckland, Colin joined the practice of Glengarry, Glengarry, and Corson. For 

                                            
1 Colin Plibrow, fax to Gerald Blunt,19 October 2000. 
2 Julia Gatley, Long Live The Modern; New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984. Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 2008. 
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the next 27 years, Colin practiced architecture in Gisborne, as both a solo 

practitioner and in various partnerships with his original firm’s colleagues. 

Collectively they were responsible for many of Gisborne’s public buildings and 

homes.   

 

Colin appreciated what good design could deliver for a client’s brief. He 

always said he was not interested in his architecture telling a story. His 

buildings did not draw on metaphors or historical narrative, nor were they 

driven by fashion trends. The site and context were a critical consideration to 

inform his design. His buildings were functional, fit for purpose, but were also 

aesthetically beautiful. His architecture was not about making a statement, but 

neither was it to be formulaic. He focused on the needs of the client as well as 

how the building should interact with the wider landscape. Colin often said 

that he wanted ‘to give people a lift on a daily basis.’3 

 

He had a completely hands-on approach to his projects, being very clear as to 

the pragmatics of the building programme; an understanding of the builder’s 

skills, budget constraints, availability of materials etc. Colin’s buildings were 

understated, and while appearing simple in form, had a complexity of 

planning, spatial awareness and patterning. Complex simplicity. 

 

Colin always worked closely with his clients, and the H.B. Williams Memorial 

Library project was no exception. The head librarian, Miss Mckay, had 

developed a brief aiming to make the library both a cultural hub and located 

as centrally in Gisborne as possible. ‘She had read an American essay which 

suggested that public libraries should be sited as closely as possible to 

Woolworths (the American variety store) and have an interactive focus; this 

was a totally new concept at the time (c1964).’4  

 

The site was an old pub, in Peel Street, one of Gisborne’s important city 

streets. The site was long and narrow, 20 metres between two existing 

buildings. Colin used the context to inform his design. The introduction and 

play of daylight was critical in a long and narrow building that could not be lit 

                                            
3 Wendy Pilbrow, email to Gerald Blunt, 13 July 2013. 
4 Wendy Pilbrow, email to Gerald Blunt, 13 July 2013. 
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from the sides. This set up a cross section of a simple curvilinear structural 

system that defines the shape of the roof. It stretches approximately three-

quarters of the way across the width of the building and finishes in an uplifting 

gesture to the sky. This allows for a mezzanine floor and a light trough to run 

the length of the building. 

 

There is also a story of progression through the building. This begins with a 

complexity of composition in the Peel Street frontage: an elegant urban street 

edge, the strong horizontal street verandah contrasting with the glazed floor-

to-ceiling wall that has been randomly subdivided and capped with the 

curvilinear roof. A garden at the back of the footpath provided for an outlook 

from the main library space, back out to the street. The street entry has a low 

ceiling that provides a constrained foyer, before entering into the drama of the 

main space, created by the uplifting roof and the pattern of beams and ceiling 

baffles. Originally the glazed end wall opened out onto a Japanese sculptural 

garden, now removed. The two gardens bookended the building and provided 

a focal point to link the inside and outside.  

 

Reviewing the building now, influences from the American modernist architect 

Frank Lloyd Wright can be seen in the concepts of horizontality that are so 

important to the design, the ideal of truth to materials; natural brick and the 

timber structure which were left unadorned, as well as the building’s strong 

relationship to its urban site. 

 

Colin’s response to the library project draws on a key characteristic of his 

buildings – his response to site. An example is the three houses he designed 

in Akaroa over a twelve-year period, from 1986 to 1998. Effectively the brief 

was the same in each case – a small house for him and his wife Wendy to live 

in. All three buildings are very simple forms, consisting of, respectively, a 

cube, a bridge, and a tower. Each house responds to its site. The cube house 

sat at the bottom of an established garden and was part of a boardwalk from 

the street to a stream. The bridge house straddled across a valley overlooking 

a sculptured garden and down towards the harbour. The tower house sat on a 

steep slope on the edge of a street and projected into the treetops.   
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Colin left Gisborne in 1978 to be staff architect at the University of Otago 

where he spent six years before settling in Akaroa, where he was very 

involved in the debate of what made good architecture and how it fitted into 

the context of historic Akaroa. His houses challenged some. After nineteen 

years Colin and Wendy moved to back to his birthplace, Christchurch. His 

final house for himself and Wendy, a masterpiece in conservative Fendalton 

on a prominent street corner, could have been right out of Alvar Aalto’s 

oeuvre. Colin died in 2005.  

 

As an architect Colin, will be remembered for his buildings that are elegantly 

simple. The library is no different: its spatial design, its simple form and 

structure and its urban context - connecting to the street - all produces a very 

elegant solution. It is still very much fit for purpose, the quality of the building 

being still recognised 50 years on, with minimal alterations to its original 

design. It is part of Gisborne’s heritage, and should be considered for listing 

as a heritage building. Any future changes to the building need careful 

consideration to preserve the library’s integrity.  


