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NAPIER – THE ART DECO CITY 

 

Napier, New Zealand‟s Art Deco City, attracts consistent attention for its unique early 1930s 

architecture. 

 

Napier‟s inner city buildings, mostly erected in 1932/33, are the result of the massive Richter 

7.8 earthquake which ravaged the region on 3 February 1931.  258 people died, 162 in 

Napier City.  Fires subsequently engulfed the stricken areas, leaving only a few recently built 

reinforced concrete buildings standing.  Although its wooden housing stock was relatively 

undamaged, Napier as a functioning town had ceased to exist. 

 

But in the depths of the Depression, when few buildings were being built, let alone whole 

towns, Napier bravely rebuilt in the styles currently fashionable overseas – Stripped 

Classical, Spanish Mission and above all, Art Deco.  It was truly the “Newest City on the 

Globe” and the result was the highest concentration of Art Deco style buildings in the 

Southern Hemisphere.  

 

Art Deco originated in Europe and was in vogue between the optimistic and vivacious1920s, 

through the worldwide depression of the1930s, declining in the1940s. 

Not only was the Art Deco style of architecture cost effective but the simple, relatively 

uncluttered designs were considered safer than some of the more ornamental buildings that 

were destroyed in the quake. 

 

After the war, Napier‟s Thirties style inevitably became „old hat‟, no longer worthy of 

comment or promotion.  Fortunately, few buildings were lost, for when a whole town is brand 

new; decades must pass before a building needs to be replaced.  By the early 1980s, with a 

national building boom making its presence felt, a few local people listened to comments 



being made by some overseas visitors who recognised that here was something unique – a 

planned Art Deco landscape, cohesive in scale, materials and styles. 

 

By 1985, the Art Deco Trust had been formed to work for the preservation, enhancement 

and promotion of Napier‟s buildings, with tourism as its main strategy.   

 

Today the Trust is a powerful force in Napier, a city which now takes its Art Deco 

architecture seriously.  Among many of its activities it has been providing world renowned, 

commissionable guided tours focused on the Art Deco heritage of Napier since 1985. 

 

The unique tours explore Napier‟s fascinating townscape of the 1930s, born of earthquake, 

fire, and courage. Nowhere else can you hear stories of a city‟s rebirth and capture a feeling 

of what it must have been like to live in the 1930s.  

 

Tours can be extended to include other exciting world-class attractions such as wineries, art 

and culture and other tourism adventures. 

 

An undoubted highlight of Napier‟s calendar is the annual GEON Art Deco Weekend held in 

February. Organised by the Trust, it is a not too serious celebration of Art Deco style. The 

event attracts thousands from all over the world to participate in fun events that involves 

dressing up, dancing, dining, picnics, parades, vintage cars, planes and more.   

 

The Trust has succeeded in attracting significant numbers of tourists to Napier from within 

New Zealand and overseas, persuading a majority of Napier citizens and decision makers 

that their Art Deco buildings are worthy of preservation, encouraging the enhancement of a 

significant number of buildings, engendering a new pride in the city from its residents and 

making Napier famous for its architecture around the world.  
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