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Maota Samoa, also known as Samoa House, sits at 283 Karangahape road in the
Auckland CBD. Designed by JASMaD (now JASMAX) in the 1970s and completed in
1978, it is a little-known, yet a unique and important piece of Aotearoa’s

built heritage.

In the latter half of 2024 I undertook a research project funded by Samoa
House Library, with the goal of compiling published information on the
history of Maota Samoa. This zine is a collection of newspaper excerpts which
create a historical timeline of the building’s construction. Also contained
are previously unpublished drawings of the building by JASMaD, and items

from the personal archive of M.S Fonoti, who was the President of the Samoa
Progressive Movement from 1970-1972, and involved in launching the original
funding appeal for the building.

The idea of a community-focused, Samoan inspired building in the central city
first emerged in 1970, when the ‘Samoan Progressive Movement’, also known as
‘Chiefs, Orators and People of Samoa Inc’ launched the Samoa House Appeal
Fund. Their intention was to create a space for Auckland’s growing Samoan
population, particularly youth, to learn and engage with their culture. After
reported delays in finding funding, the building site was purchased by the
Government of Samoa, and subsequently JASMaD were appointed to design the new
building.

The design of the building is a marrying of Pacific design elements and local
modernism. The street-facing entrance on Karangahape Road opens up to a
green-tiled thoroughfare, double-height retail spaces and the entryway to the
fale maota. The offices of the Samoan, Niue and Nauru consulates sat on the
upper floors.



The fale Maota itself, while inspired by the structure of a Samoan fale
afolau, is not traditional. To adapt the traditional form to the shape,
climate and codes of Auckland city, the materials and structure were
rearranged in an enclosed space - commercial timber and exposed steel
brackets a stark contrast to the rounded beams and intricate woven fala seen
in JASMAX’s more recent Fale Pasifika at the University of Auckland.

When construction began in 1978 and the foundation stone was laid in
ceremony, the building was labeled a “symbol of commitment” between the two
countries in a speech by Samoan Head-of-state, Malietoa Tanumafili II. It is
impossible to ignore this sentiment, when throughout the decade Aotearoa’s
Pacific community were traumatized by the Dawn Raids. It is interesting to
note that by the time Prime Minister Robert Muldoon was pictured at the
opening of Maota Samoa in 1978, raids were still taking place.

After the building completed construction, published records on operations
within the Maota Samoa are next-to-none. Many of the original knowledge-
holders; those who may have been involved in the building’s design,
construction and use have passed on. Much of the history between then and now
is contained in anecdotes and family stories. With recent efforts to raise
awareness of the building’s cultural and historical significance to Aotearoa’s
Pacific communities, it is important to re-examine whether our forebearer’s
vision of Maota Samoa has been upheld.

Throughout my research I have been unable to find evidence of any further
meaningful engagements between this building and the New Zealand government.
Furthermore, with the dwindled population of Pacific People in central Tamaki
Makaurau, the Samoan Consulate re-located to Mangere in 2016, and the upper
floors were occupied by private businesses. ‘Friends of Maota Samoa’ was
established in 2023, a group dedicated to restoring community access to the
maota, and advocates for dynamic gathering spaces for Tamaki Makaurau’s
Pacific population.

Maota Samoa has a persisting connection to the Pacific arts community. In the
late 1980s, artist and founding president of Tautai Gallery, Fatu Feu’u,

met with Pacific artists in the fale maota, and it seems like subsequent
exhibitions took place in the space. In 2018, Samoa House Library opened

on the building’s second floor, containing acquisitioned books from the
University of Auckland’s disestablished Fine Arts library.

The Maota Samoa is also situated at the very beginning of JASMAX’s legacy of
bi-cultural design. Currently their manifesto acknowledges the bi-cultural
foundations of Aotearoa, and their cultural advisory team, Waka Maia, are
one of a few Maori and Pacific architecture groups sparking change within the
industry. It is staggering that despite its overwhelming value to Aotearoa’s
architectural and cultural heritage, it is not currently a heritage-listed
building.

Hopefully this document presents a compelling argument for Maota Samoa’s
significance to our history, and has the potential to become a starting point
for further engagement and research. It is clear that much of the building’s
history is unpublished, even unwritten. If you have stories relating to the
Maota Samoa, either your own or ones passed down, I would encourage you to
share them.






A timeline of Maota Samoa

1970 - The Samoa House Appeal Fund is launched by the ‘Samoan
Progressive movement’ also known as the ‘Chiefs, Orators and People
of Samoa’ with the intention of uplifting and educating younger
generations of Samoans in Auckland.

October 1971 - The original intended build date.

January-February 1972 - The government of Western Samoa bought the
building site between Karangahape Road and Beresford Street.

17th November 1972 - Project delay reported in the Auckland Press.
Community fundraising continued.

13th September 1977 - JASMaD sent a letter, along with
architectural drawings to concil for building consent.

7th December 1977 - It’s reported in the Herald that site work
was being completed, and construction was set to begin early the
following year.

2nd April 1978 - Foundation stone was laid by Samoan Head-of-state,
Malietoa Tanumafili II, who also presented a speech on the occasion.

20th April 1978 - The Auckland Star reports that the building is to
start construction.

27th December 1978 - Building is opened to the public - in
attendance is current Prime Minister Robert Muldoon and Tupua
Tamaese Lealofi IV, pictured in the Press newspaper.

30th May 1980 - JASMaD wins the NZIA National Design award and the
1979 Architects Assn. design award for the Maota Samoa



A timeline of Maota Samoa (continued)

8th November 1986 - The Polynesian Bookshop opens in the building,
moving from it’s original location in Ponsonby.

1988 - The director of Tautai Art Gallery, Fatu Feu’u meets with
group of artists who share a commitment to producing work reflecting
a Pacific perspective.

1991 - Penguin books holds an opening in the Fale Maota for ALbert
Wendt’s book, ‘Ola’.

2009 - Samoa House Lane was named

1978-2016 - The Samoan consulate operates within the offices of Samoa
House. The Nauru and Niue consulated are also housed in this build-
ing for unknown periods of time.

2016 - The Samoan consulate moves to the Fale o Samoca in Mangere.

2018 - Samoa House Library was established by former members of the
‘Save our Fine Arts Libraries’ campaign - a response to the dises-
tablishment of specialist creative arts libraries at the University
of Auckland.

2023 - Friends of Maota Samoa was established to raise awarness for
and protect the cultural heritage of Samoa House

September 16 2023 - the buildins’s 45th anniversary was celebrated
with a fiafia day.



A speech transcript from the personal archive of M.S Fonoti, the Preseident of the Samoa
Progressive Movment from 1970-1972, written to launch the Samoa House Appeal Fund.



A letter from M.S Fonoti, which may have been sent to potential donors for the Samoa House
Appeal Fund. It outlines some of the original intentions for the building.









Elevation drawings of Maota Samoa by JASMaD
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Section drawings of Maota Samoa by JASMaD.
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A plan drawing of Maota Samoa by JASMaD, showing the ground floor at Karangahape road,
and the throughfare between shops to the Fale Maota.
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Plan drawings by JASMaD of the office spaces on levels 3 and 4 of Maota Samoa
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A plan drawing by JASMaD of the fifth-floor apartment.
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The foundation stone, located on Karangahape Road street-level
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Photograph of what looks like a model of Maota Samoa, attatched to a newspaper article
annoncing the beginning of construction.
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Samoa’s Deputy head-of-state, Tupua Tamasese Lealofi IV, pictured at the oprning of Maota
Samoa with Robert Muldoon and his wife, Thea Muldoon.
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A document from the Samoan Consulate, found the author’s family archives.
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