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18.‘VIGOURAND ZEST": LILLIAN CHRYSTALL

ABOVE: The Auckland
Lynda Simmons

house designed by Lillian
Laidlaw for her parents
at the beginning of her
career in the early 1950s,
and published in Home
and Building in 1954.
BELOW: Laidlaw
designed this house in
Ngapipi Road, Orakei,
for her brother, Lincoln
Laidlaw, in the 1950s.

History is often determined through those who are the first in their field to
accomplish particular milestones, and the late Lillian Laidlaw (later Chrystall) is a

major figure in this country’s architectural history because she was the ‘first female'

in several areas of her life — most prominently as the first female architect to win a

national-level award for a building in New Zealand. In 1967, Chrystall was awarded
the New Zealand Institute of Architects (NZIA) Bronze Medal for the Yock House,
Remuera, Auckland (1964).

Lillian Laidlaw was also the first female studio tutor at the Auckland
University College School of Architecture (now the University of Auckland School of
Architecture and Planning) in 1948, working in a part-time capacity as assistant to
Vernon Brown (alongside Anthony Treadwell), who became a strong influence on her
early architectural practice.’

She was also the first woman on the Auckland Savings Bank (ASB)
Board of Trustees in 1975; and the first female chair of the ASB Board in 1983,
reflecting her interest and her family background in business. Her father, Robert
Laidlaw (1885-1971), was the founder of Laidlaw Leeds, which later became Farmers

Trading Company, one of New Zealand's earliest department st

ores, and her brother
established the Lincoln Toy Company in 19462 She later commented, ‘My father

never expected any less of me than he did of my two brothers.” Lillian Laidlaw was
active in both the business sector and community organisations, including charitable
support and being a founding and continuing member of the Auckland Zonta Club in
1965. She was awarded an OBE in 1989 for public services.*

Lillian Chrystall credited a year-long family trip to Europe at age 12 as foundational
to her education, and enrolled at Auckland Girls' Grammar School on the family’s
return just as the Second World War broke out. After considering and then dismi
running her own business in fashion — she had even decided on the name of
her business — she was admitted to the Auckland University College School of
Architecture in 1944.5 She was one of five women among the 36-person intake for
that year, alongside contemporaries who included Dorothy Gawith (later Mahor})
Susanne Sharp (later Priest), who also graduated in 1948. She was active in un
student politics, including as a member of the university’s Students’ Executive, 8
took part in a large student debating event to discuss the proposed move of the
university out of the central city in 1947, after which she was revie

wed as being é
‘ucid and convincing speaker’. The university magazine noted she ‘displaY[ed] ‘
Lillian Laidlaw and zest in all her activities’.®
(later Chrystall) During the university summer breaks, Lillian worked for Massey Bea
in Paris in the 1950s. Rix-Trott Architects, and after graduation in 1948 she worked at the university
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\BOVE: Lillian and David

shrystall in the mid-1950s.

3ELOW: Lillian Chrystall,
\fter receiving her OBE
n 1989.
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Behind this division of work in the practice lay their wish to maintain
autonomy in their designs: ‘Had we worked on the same designs it would have been

intolerable,’ she admitted. ‘But we didn’t. We each have our own work and sometimes
keep different hours, too. David often comes in as early as 7 a.m. and leaves for home
early in the afternoon, | start later and go home later.”® )

As mentioned above, one of the projects on which Lillian worked within
the practice was the Yock House in Ngapuhi Road, Remuera, Auckland, which
received the NZIA Bronze Medal for Residential Architecture in 1967. (The NZIA
awards system in the 1960s had three categories: Gold for public architecture,
Silver for commercial, and Bronze for residential. Therefore, Bronze represents first
in the residential category, not the more usual third place.) This was the first time a
woman had been awarded a medal by the NZIA. The judges described the house
P o as ‘a brilliant essay in assured simplicity. It succeeds without affectation but with
tremendous subtlety and sensitivity. The construction and detailing throughout are
direct and elegant and in simple New Zealand building terms.”**

In addition to the Yock House, notable buildings designed by Chrystall
include a house for her brother Lincoln Laidlaw (1950s), the Fraser house (1950s),
and 33 Kauri Loop Road in Oratia (1974). As well as the 1967 Bronze Medal, she
received an NZIA Auckland Branch Merit Award in 1957, and an NZIA Branch Award
in 1979 for the (Philip) Yock House in Mission Bay (for the brother of her earlier
client). In 2013, she received an NZIA Local

Enduring Architecture Award, again
for the (original) Yock House.™ In 1974 she was a

dmitted as a fellow of the NZIA,
probably the first woman to receive this honour.

Her views on design were tied to the socially conscious ideals of the mid-
century era, with a heightened awareness of placing simple human experiences at
the core of the design: ‘I think the movement of people is very important . .. and the

ease with which a person in a house — or a river of people in a public building —
moves is an essential part of the designing.’

Lillian and David Chrystall lived in Airedale Street for 22 years, during a time when
inner-city living was not common in New Zealand. Initially the office and home were
combined, but in early 1959 (after the birth of their second child) the office shifted to
nearby Symonds Street.

Their urban home became a meeting place for architects, artists and
writers, developing a culture where ideas about art, de

sign, urban issues and politics
were discussed and debated. As described by Lindley Naismith:

Their little house in Airedale St, just down the road from their office in
Symonds St, became a mecca for a lively clan of architects, including Bill
Wilson, Ivan Juriss and the other members of the Auckland Group, as well
as Peter Bartlett, who shared their office, John Goldwater, and the writer
Jack [Lasenby]. Bill Wilson would often stay the night. A young David
Mitchell, then a second year architecture student, answered their ad for a
baby sitter for their three kids and ended up working in their office — the
scene around their dining table was ‘a real blast’.”

As aresult of Lillian's experiences with wartime restrictions and materials shortages
working in Europe, her convictions that architects have a ‘social responsibility

for what we designed’® were strong, and aligned with those of the friends and
colleagues who were guests at the regular Friday night gatherings at Airedale
Street. One ‘urban activism’ project to emerge from this small group was to lobby to
pedestrianise Vulcan Lane, which was then a delivery service lane.™

While Chrystall Architects operated from Symonds Street and Princes

Street, there were usually between three and five people working in the office. One
of those they employed over the years was Pam Ingram, who has acknowledged
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Lillian's support of other women in the profession and the difference to her previous
office experiences: ‘With Lillian | was given more responsibility. | had my own jobs and
my own clients. | was beginning to do more of what | wanted to do: create beautiful,
optimistic, inspirational objects with qualities of honesty and hope.”?®

Unlike many others of her time and since, Lillian Chrystall found a childcare
system that enabled her to maintain the practice as well as raise a young family. She
employed a series of nannies who were also mothers and could look after the three
Chrystall children alongside their own. The proximity of home and office meant she
was nearby if and when needed. As she told Broadsheet magazine in 1973, ‘You can't
opt out for a few years to rear children — you would be left high and dry.?' In 2019,
she rephrased this arrangement in more direct terms which clearly expressed the
tension that can exist between practice and motherhood: ‘The practice needed me
more than the children needed me, so | got an alternative mother.’?

To honour the influence of Lillian Chrystall's full, influential and rich career, one of
the three Architecture+Women NZ Dulux Awards is named after her. The Chrystall
Excellence Award is part of the triennial awards programme which was established
in 2014 and recognises women who have had careers in architecture over several
decades. At the inaugural awards dinner held on 27 September 2014 in Auckland, Lillian
Chrystall presented the A+W NZ Chrystall Excellence Award to Julie Stout. Recipients
since 2014 have been Sarah Treadwell (2017) and Christina van Bohemen (2020).%
Lillian Laidlaw (Chrystall) died in February 2022. While a reluctant star, she
was recognised for her work with many community and public groups, and generated
a significant body of high-quality work. She was — and remains — a role model to so
many architects. Much more than a legacy of firsts.
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