

[image: cover]





Text Classics



ROBIN BOYD is arguably Australias most influential architect. He was born in Melbourne in 1919 in to one of the nations great creative families, which included the painter Penleigh Boyd, novelist Martin Boyd and artist Arthur Boyd. Joan Lindsay, author of Picnic at Hanging Rock, was his cousin.

From the late 1940s Boyd wrote extensively about the importance of design in inexpensive housing. He was an idealist who believed that good design would improve the quality of peoples lives, a tireless public educator and an outspoken social commentator. In 1952 he published Australias Home, the first substantial survey of the countrys domestic architecture. His masterwork, The Australian Ugliness, was first published in 1960 and the title has since entered the Australian lexicon. In all, Boyd wrote twelve books.

Boyds architectural practice was prolific, and he worked with other leading architects, including Roy Grounds and Frederick Romberg. In his comparatively short career, he designed more than two hundred buildings of many kinds: houses, blocks of flats, motels and churches. He designed the now-demolished Australian pavilion for Expo 67 in Montreal.

Robin Boyd died in 1971, when he was fifty-two. In 2005 the Robin Boyd Foundation was established to celebrate his legacy and to promote debate about Australian design and society.





CHRISTOS TSIOLKAS is the author of four novels: Loaded (made into the film Head On), The Jesus Man, Dead Europe and the awardwinning bestseller The Slap, which has been made into a television series for the ABC.



JOHN DENTON is a Director of Denton Corker Marshall, a proudly Australian international architecture and urban design practice with offices in Melbourne, London and Jakarta.



PHILIP GOAD is Professor and Chair of Architecture, and Director of the Melbourne School of Design, at the University of Melbourne.



GEOFFREY LONDON is the Professor of Architecture at the University of Western Australia and the Victorian Government Architect, having previously been the Western Australian Government Architect.

ALSO BY ROBIN BOYD



Victorian Modern

Australias Home

Kenzo Tange

The Walls Around Us

The New Architecture

The Puzzle of Architecture

The Book of Melbourne and Canberra

New Directions in Japanese Architecture

Living in Australia (with Mark Strizic)

The Great Great Australian Dream

Artificial Australia (Boyer Lectures, 1967)






[image: publisher logo]




[image: floatimage1]
 
Proudly supported by Copyright Agencys Cultural Fund.



textclassics.com.au

textpublishing.com.au



The Text Publishing Company

Swann House

22 William Street

Melbourne Victoria 3000

Australia



Copyright  Robin Boyd Foundation 2010

Foreword copyright  Christos Tsiolkas 2010

Afterword copyright  John Denton, Philip Goad & Geoffrey London 2010



Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and obtain permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apologises for any errors or omissions and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of this book.



All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright above, no part of this publication shall be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.



First published in 1960 by F. W. Cheshire, Melbourne

First published by The Text Publishing Company in 2010

This edition published in 2012



Designed by W H Chong

Typeset by J&M Typesetting



Primary print ISBN: 9781921922442

Ebook ISBN: 9781921921995



It is taken for granted that Australia is ugly

ANTHONY TROLLOPE




[image: image3]







Table of Contents

Cover Page

About the Author

About the Introducer / Also by

Title Page

Copyright

Epigraph

Foreword by Christos Tsiolkas

Introduction

Part One


1 The Descent into Chaos

2 The Featurist Capital



Part Two


3 Anglophiles and Austericans

4 Pioneers and Arboraphobes

5 The Non-Featurists

6 The Innocent Era



Part Three


7 The Pursuit of Pleasingness

8 The Ethics of Anti-Featurism



Afterword by John Denton, Philip Goad & Geoffrey London

Understanding Design: The Robin Boyd Foundation

Text Classics





FOREWORD
Christos Tsiolkas



A few years ago I was sitting in a friends apartment in Barcelona. She was living on a small street off the Parc de la Ciutadella, near the Arc de Triomf, walking distance from the tourist mecca of the Barri Gtic. It seemed full of old-world character, with rows of ramshackle working-class apartments that housed the citys immigrant population. Every evening we would hear music outside on the street: the frenetic beating of drums; the call and response of English- and Spanish-language hip-hop; the chanting of the Call to Prayer. Music, motion, life lived on the streetseverything missing, I said, from our cities back home. My friend, an expat, nodded her head in agreement at my criticisms of Australian suburbia. But a Catalan colleague of hers who had joined us for a drink rolled her eyes in frustration at our whingeing. You havent seen our suburbs, she challenged me. Youve come in straight off the Metro and think that this is the heartbeat of the city. Well, ninety per cent of people in Barcelona dont live here. They live in the suburbs, as I do, and the suburbs are ugly as sin. Let me take you there.

She did take me there. And she was right; the suburbs of Barcelonawave after wave of ugly grey concrete towers that begin where the boundaries of the tourist maps endare ugly. But they are not ugly in the way our Australian cities can be ugly, in the way that our suburbs and towns are ugly. Europeans and Australians do not breathe the same air, walk the same earth, see with the same light. Robin Boyds The Australian Ugliness reminds me that not only our landscape but also our history is unique, and that both have been crucial in creating this space called Australia. It is one of the remarkable joys of reading Boyds classic study of the Australian approach to shaping our environment that we are presented with a social history that explains us to ourselves. With pithy dry wit, with an exuberant passion for his subject, Boyd dissected the progress of architecture and urban design on the Australian continent. Fifty years after the books publication Boyds observations still resonate, still make sense of Australian sensibility and culture. In the devastating third chapter, Anglophiles and Austericans, Boyd begins to essay a description of the Australian character by observing that it is Cruel but kind. Then he proceeds to distil all my ambivalence, all my hatred and love for something called Australia and a people called Australians into one deadly accurate paragraph:
 
Cruel but kinda precise description of one element in the pervasive ambivalence of the national character. Here also are vitality, energy, strength, and optimism in ones own ability, yet indolence, carelessness, the shell do, mate attitude to the job to be done. Here is insistence on the freedom of the individual, yet resigned acceptance of social restrictions and censorship narrower than in almost any other democratic country in the world. Here is love of justice and devotion to law and order, yet the persistent habit of crowds to stone the umpire and trip the policeman in the course of duty. Here is preoccupation with material thingsnote, for example, the hospitals: better for a broken leg than a mental deviationyet impatience with polish and precision in material things. The Australian is forcefully loquacious, until the moment of expressing any emotion. He is aggressively committed to equality and equal opportunity for all men, except for black Australians. He has high assurance in anything he does combined with a gnawing lack of confidence in anything he thinks.


He got us. He still gets us. Boyd understands that like all peoples we are contradictory; he also understands what many subsequent social commentators and historians have forgotten, that we are responsible for ourselves. The Australian Ugliness offers the reality of Australia once the excuses and justifications and squabbles over history are stripped away. This book is written with precision and clarity. Half a century hasnt diluted the potency of the brew. Reading it is cleansing.

Of course, many things have changed since the first publication of The Australian Ugliness. Some of Boyds beliefs about aesthetics and form were to be very quickly challenged, firstly by the rise of the Pop artists who celebrated the kinetic energy of mass culture, and then by the ascendancy of postmodern theories of architecture and art that destabilised traditional notions of the beautiful and of the functional. Boyd may have been just too good an architect, too fine an aesthete, to give himself over to the undisciplined energy and chemical rush of the new world. I dont share his suspicions of the grandiose, the gaudy, or of suburbia for that matter; and I possibly prize the vital over the sublime, desire the vigour of the ugly over the lassitude of the beautiful. (In my home town of Melbourne, for example, I am glad for the paean to both consumerism and wog aspiration that is the new Doncaster Shoppingtownand Id also give a nod to the new Epping Plazaand I admire the boldness and anti-gentility of Southbank and Federation Square.) The Australian Ugliness was written on the eve of the sixties. The wogs, the war, the drugs, notions of the beautiful and the correct and the properso much seemed about to change.

Plus a change, plus cest pareil. Boyd was not clairvoyant but he was remarkably prescient. He foresaw how, within a generation, migrants to Australia would take on the pioneer-settler ethos of the new world and recreate themselves anew, cast from an Australian consumerist mould. His criticisms of arboraphobia and of the denial of the continents dryness in the planning of our towns and cities must ring more powerfully now than when the book was first published. In the twenty-first century, which has seen the rise of a vapid empty nationalism that feeds off our insecurities and cultural cringe (What do you think of Melbourne, Mr Cruise? What do you think of our argument, Mr Hitchens?), a book like this one reminds us that no, this isnt the best of all possible worlds. We can, we must, do much better.

For there is finally no excuse for the unrelenting ugliness, the dismal depleted landscape that confronts us as we drive from the airport into the city. The endless freeways that devour the greenery are partly at fault, as is the slipshod history of urban Australian design. But as the woman in Barcelona reminded me, the failures and blind spots of suburbia are now not only confined to the new world. The suburbsa new-world legacyfoster the aspirations of people across the globe. Boyds book, his arguments, arose from a specifically Australian context but carries warnings and admonishments and questions for anyone interested in built environments, in the histories of society and place. I recognise myself and I recognise my world in this book, all the ugliness and all the beauty.





THE AUSTRALIAN UGLINESS

ROBIN BOYD

FIFTIETH-ANNIVERSARY EDITION





INTRODUCTION



The ugliness I mean is skin deep. If the visitor to Australia fails to notice it immediately, fails to respond to the surfeit of colour, the love of advertisements, the dreadful language, the ladylike euphemisms outside public lavatory doors, the technical competence but the almost uncanny misjudgement in floral arrangements, or if he thinks that things of this sort are too trivial to dwell on, then he is unlikely to enjoy modern Australia. For the things that make Australian people, society and culture in some way different from others in the modern world are only skin deep. But skin is as important as its admirers like to make it, and Australians make much of it. This is a country of many colourful, patterned, plastic veneers, of brick-veneer villas, and the White Australia Policy.

Under the veneer, practically all the impulses that lead to the culture of Australia are familiar in other prosperous parts of the world. Abstract art, prefabrication, mass-production and perverted Functionalist ethics provide the moulds that shape things in Australia, as they do wherever English-speaking people build communities. The extroverted flair of the Latin countries and the introverted refinement of Scandinavia are not to be expected. The chief characteristic is inconsistency; good and bad muddled together, sophistication and schoolboyishness, toughness and genteelness, all strongly marked and clearly isolated, but so cut up and mixed up that no one can be quite sure which in the long run predominates. Much the same can be said about the collective qualities of the Australian people. The national character is as cut up and mixed up as can be. Yet undoubtedly a distinctive quality does exist and is to some extent recognized by visitors immediately they arrive. Naturally, then, the visitor is inclined to look expectantly for more evidence or confirmation of it in the streets and homes and in all the popular arts and crafts. He is often disappointed, not because there is no Australian character in building and display and product-design but because it is so confused and so subtle that all but the historian or an intense student are likely to lose patience in the search. The climate of design is something like an uninhibited California. It is diametrically opposed to that of Sweden, where the average exhibited taste is cultivated and there are few who rise above or sink below. In Australia the artificial background of life is all highs and lows. A modernistic folly in multi-coloured brickwork may sit next door to a prim Georgian mansionette on one side and a sensitive work of architectural exploration on the other.

If, with the utmost patience, one can penetrate the superficialities and can extract the elements of a consistent Australian school of design, one finds it is not definable in conventional artistic or architectural jargon, but is bound up with the collective character of the Australian people. It is not, as might be expected, a result of uniformity of the climate or the geography. Contrary to the established impression, Australia is not all blazing sun. The populous coastal crescent is mostly mild, and often freezing. The centre is a furnace, but few visitors to the cities complain of the heat. Most have occasion to complain of unheated rooms. Neither is the terrain monotonous nor the larder of building materials limited. An Australian town may be on a lake, a mountainside, a river, or may spread along behind a white ocean beach. After the first clumsy convict settlements, the whole worlds building products have been available most of the time and have been used at least as freely as in any country.

The elusive quality in Australian design which can be called typical, and can be recognized if transported abroad, is not a fundamental original quality. It would be better to call it a thin but well-established Australian veneer on international Western culture. This veneer and its concomitant tastes are the substance of everything peculiar in Australian living practices and artistic habits. Which came first, the veneer or the habits, has never been firmly established. One may ask, for instance, are the sex-segregated public drinking habits maintained because the hotels have no pleasant facilities for women, or do the hotels have hideous facilities for women deliberately: part of the old cult of masculinity? Both veneer and habits have strong effects on the aesthetic pattern which runs from sky-scraper to plastic doyley; certainly they have a stronger effect than the direct geographic or climatic influences. But this book will make no attempt to separate chronologically the chicken of human character and the egg of habit. It is simply intended as, firstly, a portrait of Australia with the background in the foreground and, secondly, a glance at the artistic philosophy which permitted this background to be so shallow and unsatisfying.

The recorded history of the visual Australian background has terrible gaps, but a few standard works of reference provide the essential information for anyone wishing to investigate the historical aspects which are cursorily referred to in these pages. On the old colonial work of the first fifty years, the book is The Early Australian Architects and Their Work, by Morton Herman (Angus and Robertson, 1954). The nineteenth century in New South Wales is covered by the same author in The Architecture of Victorian Sydney (Angus and Robertson, 1956). The cast iron age, with natural emphasis on Victoria, is described with beautiful illustrations in E. Graeme Robertsons Victorian Heritage (Georgian House, 1960). Much of the charm of Tasmanias past is recorded by Michael Sharland in Stones of a Century (Oldham, Beddome and Meredith, Hobart, 1952). South Australia still waits for a local inhabitant sufficiently enthusiastic about his native State to undertake the work. Western Australia and Queensland have nothing within stiff covers but the institutes of architects in each State have published illustrated collections of notable buildings.

I am indebted to the above books for references in the text, and to Professor C. M. H. Clarks Select Documents in Australian History (Angus and Robertson, 1950) for the quotations from early visitors to Australia. Parts of Chapter Three, starting with the passage on Austerica, were first published in the Literary Supplement of The Age, Melbourne, in 1957, and parts of Chapter Four first appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald. The quotations from Ruskin are taken from The Stones of Venice and Seven Lamps of Architecture, those from Sir Geoffrey Scott are in The Architecture of Humanism, Rudolf Wittkowers is from Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism, Le Corbusiers is from Chapter Two of The Modulor, and Piet Mondrians is from Plastic Art. The mathematical melody in Chartres Cathedral is described by Ernest Levy in an MIT Humanities booklet, and A. S. G. Butlers comments are taken from The Substance of Architecture. Finally, the quotations from William Hogarth and Horatio Greenough are from two classic statements from opposite sides of the interminable debate. Hogarths The Analysis of Beauty, edited by Professor Joseph Burke (Oxford, 1955), first published in 1753, details the rococo-aesthetic approach, and Greenoughs Form and Functions, edited by Harold A. Small (University of California, 1947), first published a century later in 18523, states the rational-functionalist argument.

*

I warn you now: this whole thing is old hat. It was old hat when it was first published seven years ago and it is old hat now, but for different reasons. Its initial staleness was due to the fact that various English architects had discovered the ugliness of the technological age years earlier and had been writing about it and drawing it in the Architectural Review and elsewhere. It is old-fashioned now because the war against ugliness has become a cause which has wide support, especially among artistic conservatives, and when any cause gets as respectable as that it draws reaction out of the shadows to gibe at it. At this moment (but the situation may well change again in no time) urban, technological and mass squalor is in: ugliness au go go. It is, some say, a sort of Pop Art. For example, when a few architects in New South Wales published the latest broadside against non-design in 1966, called Australian Outrage, the critic Max Harris called them old fogies and found the photographs ravishing. Vulgarism, he wrote in The Australian, is the very life force and dynamic of an affluent urban free-enterprise societyWe have to incorporate outrage into our aesthetic. We cant stem the irresistible cultural tide, but we can change our aesthetic.

This can be an acceptable proposition, in a certain half-light. Some of the early Functionalists around the turn of the century were truly anti-aesthetic and argued that honesty to the function was all that mattered. There was really no ugliness anywhere; just eyes which refused to break old habits. If we could all just switch over our aesthetic awareness in tune with the twentieth century, we would realize that the modern world of wires and poles, service stations and soft drink signs, cut-outs, whirlers, flags, fairy lights and mutilated trees, is a beautifully vital place, while real uglinessfirst sensed in an unpruned treereaches a screaming crescendo in an open, virgin landscape. If Functionalism is a sound principle, then what could make more powerful visual sustenance than the service wires on their crooked poles and the jig-saw puzzles of advertising signs serving so truly the function of making suburban dollars?

If that argument appeals to you, please read no further. The argument which follows is that the ugliness in the streets of almost every city in the modern world is not art of any sort and is really not very pop either. It is as functional but as artistically heedless as an anthill and as accidental as a rubbish dump. No matter how one photographs it, draws it, looks at it, or describes it, it remains physically an awful mess. In any case negative, careless ugliness is not the worst thing. What really must concern us more is the positive, atrocious prettiness of bad design. The disease of Featurism, which sweeps Australia in epidemic proportions, is hardly less virulent and threatening anywhere that modern technology and commerce are in coalition. In describing the horrible Australian symptoms of this distressing international complaint, the one thing I have intended to prove is this: that every object made by man has its own integrity; that it should be an honest thing, made with an understanding of all its functions and with a sense of order. To learn how to make things like that is the main problem and duty of professional designers of all sorts; but this is a social problem too. To learn to appreciate sound design when it does appear is part of the essential artistic education of everybody; so it seems to me.

When most objects are truly and sensitively functional, this technological age will be civilized and as beautiful in its own way as the nicer streets of classical Greece.

The problem is universal, but the justification I claim for having written this book, after English writers had tackled the subject fairly thoroughly, is that I concentrate on the Australian aspect of it. For this reason, when it was first published some Australian critics said it was unpatriotic. Quite a number said it was also unfair because the ugliness of which I complained was not Australian but international. On the other hand, it was curious to note that among those who accepted the book were some who were not really interested in aesthetic or even visual considerations. They welcomed it simply because it was critical, and not very much criticism of Australia by Australians was being published then. Yet the smugness with which the majority of Australians appeared to regard their own country was building up a fierce reactionary distaste in a minority. Australians who did not see eye to eye with the conservatives in matters of cream-brick veneer and plastic flowers and censorship were inclined to blame the social establishment for everything else they found imperfect about this country, including any bush fires or droughts, and the flies, and the slowness of growth that must accompany under-population. This diffuse distaste has since found some healthy relief in a growing volume of criticism and satire. The pressure is reduced and it seems to be allowed now that one can criticize specific aspects of the land without condemning the whole. In fact, the more criticism that appears, the more acceptable and lovable Australia becomes to more people. Even an ineffectual vocal antagonism to complacency restores a semblance of civilized balance. In this spirit I feel obliged to reaffirm that the Australian ugliness is not only unique in several ways, but is also worse than most other countries kinds.

That is not to deny that other countries have hideous aspects. The USA has become painfully conscious of the mess that is man-made America  since John F. Kennedys occupation of the White House. He was the first President of the USA since Thomas Jefferson to be actively interested in planning and architecture, and Lyndon B. Johnson has carried on the campaign he began. An essential element of Johnsons Great Society is the cleaning up of the visual squalor that surrounds all American cities and permeates some. The American Institute of Architects lately has become almost obsessed with the desire to tidy up the urban background against which its members usually have to work. Among fairly recent books on the subject is a devastating photographic attack on the ugliest aspects of the urban scene, and on the devastation of the beautiful American landscape. It is the work of Peter Blake and is called Gods Own Junkyard. Its pictures tell something of the same old story that can be found in the following pages, but with an American accent. Whereas Australia throws old mattresses over the back fence, America piles old cars or even airplanes yards high between the highway and the view.

The British ugliness possibly has more in common with the Australian. For one thing, a great deal of its mess is second-hand American, as Australias is, which makes it intellectually as well as visually offensive. The mind boggles at the stupidity of copying the trash which America itself is trying to eliminate. However, the opposition is strong in England. In fact the fight against the outrage of modern development began there and carries on aggressively in the face of continuing tree destruction, pole erection and the primary screams of billboards. As for national scores in the degree of bad conscious design, I think that Britain and Australia have in common more of it than most other countries. There is bad design in the USA of course, but probably not as much, proportionately, as in Britain and Australia. The bad American architect tends to be a little more adventurous, which gives a certain liveliness to his vulgarity. His British and Australian colleagues are inclined to be ineffably dreary at heart, and are conscious of this, so that they dress up the drabness with party trappings more desperately gay than the American ever uses. Yet in England, unlike America and Australia, there is always something of genuine beauty around the corner, a medieval church or a glimpse of field, hedge and honest stonework, even if it is hemmed in by rival service stations and haunted by the wiry ghosts of electricity and telephones.

So I think it is only fair and honest to admit that among the English-speaking nations with which Australia likes to compare herself she is very high on the list of conspicuous ugliness. And then, as everyone recognizes, English-speaking nations top the world list. A consistent vandalistic disregard for the communitys appearance runs through them all.

Most Australians are proud of their cities; proud of the very fact that they exist when the rest of the world clearly thinks of it all as a sheep run, and proud also of their appearance. For each city has some good things and these make the images that linger in the mind of a lover. Thus the Sydneysider pictures his city from the Harbour or the Bridge, its new white offices piling up against the sky they are trying to scrape. He does not see nor recognize the shabby acres of rust and dust and cracked plaster and lurid signs in the older inner suburbs. The Melburnian thinks of his city as Alexandra Avenue where it skirts the river and the shady top end of Collins Street, which are indeed two of the most civilized pieces of urbanity in the world. He dismisses as irrelevant to this vision the nervy miscellany of the main commercial artery, Swanston Street, not to mention the interminable depression of the flat, by-passed inner suburbs. Most Australian children grow up on lots of steak, sugar, and depressing deformities of nature and architecture. Unlike the British child they are seldom exposed to the repose of pre-Featurist centuries. Unlike the American they seldom if ever experience the thrill of the twentieth-century idiom when it is in sole charge of an area large enough to constitute an environment. So the Australian child grows up ignorant, innocent, of the meaning of architectural integrity.

The Australian ugliness is never stagnant. Even in the seven years since first publication there have been new developments. For instance, a new kind of amenity has come to harass the holiday areas: the chair-lift. One of these now seems to run to the top of practically every beauty-spot, following a wide swath sliced through whatever forest is in the way. Wrecked trees lie where they fell in a mass of mud and twisted branches below, but one is invited to ignore these and admire the view beyond. This follows an old rule: as nature gets visually lovelier, mans habits grow visually viler. I regret that through ignorance I neglected to mention in earlier editions the tourist slums of pastel-tinted fibrous-cement and fairy lights which have been made, with the approval of the Queensland Government, on some of the once-idyllic coral islands of the Great Barrier Reef.

And then the most brutish form of vandalism, the slaughter of wildlife, is increasing, and getting uglier in its execution. Plastic flowers, which seemed only a passing joke in 1959, are now a universal menace. Something of the tragic artistic vacuum which is at the core of the Australian ugliness is symbolized in the cheap, vivid, unearthly colours of the imitation annuals blooming in plastic imitation cutglass vases on Australian mantelpieces. The difference between these thin flowers and the abundant plastic monsteras and philodendrons of a Hilton hotel foyer indicates the difference between the Australian and the American uglinesses.

Another difference is symbolized in the product that is advertised as Australias Own Car, General Motors locally produced Holden. In this new printing of the book I owe that car a conciliatory word, since the 1967 model is so immeasurably improved from the awkward thing that was the current model in 1960, shown on the part one title page. Yet that thing was such an unspeakably crude example of cynical (or perhaps ignorant) commercial design that I think there is historical justification for not revising the rather harsh opinions of it written at the time. Even now it is not necessary to alter the observation that General Motors, in conformity with the best practices of Austericanism, always cunningly continues to keep their colonial model two years behind Detroits fashion lead. No blame attaches to General Motors for this. They are not in the business to elevate Australian taste or her cultural independence. No one in his right mind could expect a popular Australian car at the point of sale to be anything but a pale copy of Detroit style, unadventurous and unoriginal even when of better design. On the other hand, there is every reason to expect that soon after it reaches the street it will be adorned with a remarkable collection of entirely original Australian accessories, including plastic draft deflectors, bobbles or a fringe round the rear window, football-striped cushions on the back shelf, red reflecting sticky-tape on the bumper bar, and a variety of comical yellow transfers on the windows, including one showing a curvacious Aboriginal lass above the caption Genuine Australian Body.

Revised 1968





PART ONE


[image: image4]







1
THE DESCENT INTO CHAOS



Outside the little oval window the grey void is gradually smudged across the middle with deep tan like a nicotine stain. The smudge grows lighter, becomes an appalling orange, then lemon. Streaks of pink break free from it and float into the grey above. Having thus set for itself a suitably pompous background, the sun now rises. Its golden light strikes the underside of the plane, which for a few minutes longer remains the only other solid object in the colour-streaked void. The interior of the plane rustles and stumbles into life, and pink eyes stare out for the first glimpse of Australia. The sun has used only the top half of the universe for its performance. The bowl below the horizon is still filled with an even, empty greyness. Then a broken line appears near the rim of the bowl, as if drawn hesitantly in pencil, and below this line the grey is lighter. The travellers from the north perceive that the pencil line is sketching the junction between a quiet ocean and a silent continentthat above the line up to the horizon is land and that this land is for all practical purposes as flat as the water. Soon the plane begins to descend and some details grow clear. Darwin appears as a little peninsula with a spatter of white roofs, and the predominant colouring of the land emerges from the grey. It is a dusty combination of ochres and puces.

Any visitor arriving by air from the north looks down on thousands of square miles of this colouring before he reaches the eastern coast and a touch of green. From Darwin to the region of Bourke in central New South Wales he crosses over country which is burnt brown and patchy, like a tender sunburnt skin, with sections of darker brown and blood red and blisters of lighter ochre. The palest suggestion of an olive tint is as near to green as this northern landscape goes. It is not treeless; the shadows of trees can be seen, but they are dry eucalypts, spare, blue-grey, with their thin, gentle leaves hanging limply, vertically, with no real intention of providing shade or a good display to aerial travellers.

Unlike most countries, this red backland of Australia looks from the air satisfyingly like its own maps. Most of the trees cling to the wildly vermiculated creek beds and mark them as firm dark crayon lines. Near the rare settlements a white road darts zigzagging in long straight draftsmanly lines. Every element stands out clearly: a tiny black square of water, a spidery track, twenty or so buildings at a station headquarters, their iron roofs dazzling white.

This is the Australian Never-Never, the back of beyond; hard, raw, barren and blazing. Yet it is not malevolent in appearance. There is something deceptively soft about its water-colour tints of pinks and umbers. And it is a subtle desert, insinuating itself into the background of Australian life, even to the life of the factory worker in a southern city or the sports-car enthusiast who never leaves the bitumen. Its presence cannot be forgotten for long by the inhabitants of its fertile fringe. It colours all folk-lore and the borrowed Aboriginal mythology, and in a more direct and entirely unmystical way, two or three times every summer, it starts a wind of oven intensity which stirs the net curtains of the most elegant drawing-rooms in the most secluded Georgian retreats of Vaucluse or Toorak.

On the northern edge of this great red heart, on the far side of this back country of Australia, the white man has scrabbled on the surface and made a foothold at Darwin, an outpost of southern Australian culture. This the visitor who arrives by air sees first in a reception lounge inserted into a hangar at the airport. He sees numerous primary colours in paintwork and brilliant plastic chair coverings, richly polished wood trimmings, spun light fittings of bright copper preserved in lacquer, black wrought iron vases shaped like birds screwed to the wall at eye-level and holding bright little bunches of pink and orange flower-heads.

The springs are deep beneath the washable plastic upholstery. The air is cool, conditioned. After his quick but sticky leap across the equator the visitor finds crisp white tablecloths again, and marmalade in sturdy plated dishes, and showers, hot water, piles of snowy towels surrounded by square yards of glazed ceramic tiles. Here is a good introduction to Australian ways, and it is a cheerful and compact example of the visual style which rules everywhere that man has made his mark on this continent: the style of Featurism.

Featurism is not simply a decorative technique; it starts in concepts and extends upwards through the parts to the numerous trimmings. It may be defined as the subordination of the essential whole and the accentuation of selected separate features. Featurism is by no means confined to Australia or to the twentieth century, but it flourishes more than ever at this place and time. Perhaps the explanation is that man, sensing that the vastness of the landscape will mock any object that his handful of fellows can make here, avoids anything that might be considered a challenge to nature. The greater and fiercer the natural background, the prettier and pettier the artificial foreground: this way there are no unflattering comparisons, no loss of face.

Or perhaps it is simply that man makes his immediate surroundings petty in an attempt to counteract the overwhelming scale of the continent, as man always in building has sought maximum counteraction to natural extremesof cold or heat, of all the other discomforts of open air. It is unusual, however, for counteraction to apply in the artistic approach. Throughout the history of architecture there have been buildings which gently lay down with nature and buildings which proudly stood up in contrast. Two distinct trends, as Sigfried Giedion wrote in Space, Time and Architecture: Since the beginning of civilization there have been cities planned according to regular schemes and cities which have grown up organically like trees. The ancient Greeks put their mathematically proportioned temples on the top of rocky acropolises, outlined against their southern skies. On the other hand Frank Lloyd Wright sometimes nestled his houses so closely into the folds of the earth that they seem to grow into nature and out of it. Neither of these two constantly recurrent ways of approaching nature is necessarily superior. The artist has the right of choice. But Featurism is a third and the most common approach to nature which Giedion didnt mention, because it is seldom adopted by respectable architects. It is neither sympathetic nor challenging, but evasive, a nervous architectural chattering avoiding any mention of the landscape.

Featurism is not directly related to taste, style or fashion. The features selected for prominence may be elegant, in good taste according to the current arbiters, or they may be coarse and vulgar. Featurism may be practised in Classical or Contemporary style, in the most up-to-date or the dowdiest of old-fashioned manners. It may be found in architecture or in the planning of cities or the design of magazines, espresso bars, neon signs, motorcars, gardens, crockery, kitchenware, and everywhere between. It is the evasion of the bold, realistic, self-evident, straight-forward, honest answer to all questions of design and appearance in mans artificial environment.

To hide the truth of man-made objects the Featurist can adopt one or both of two techniques: cloak and camouflage. Each has its special uses. Cloaking changes the appearance of materials, and camouflage changes their apparent shapes. Cloaking of common materials with more exotic finishes has always been a favoured practice in Australia. After technology arrived in 1867, in the form of the first wood veneer saw, the practice of sticking a film of imported wood over the plain native boards gradually grew to be routine in furniture manufacture. Now wood veneering is accepted in the most ethical circles of armchairs, and modern technology is continuously offering new, richer veneer temptations. It can provide superbly coloured and grained images of marble and timber photographically printed on to any cheap base, gold more brilliant than any alchemist dreamed in rolls of plastic. These things are well received in Australia. A faint stigma that once attached to the idea of veneering is gone. Brickveneer constructiona single thickness of brickwork instead of weather-boards on a timber houseis the standard technique for middle-income housing, at least in Victoria. Veneering has become entirely respectable.

Nevertheless, simple veneering has its limitations; it allows the real shape of the object to show through. To disguise reality more completely it is necessary for the Featurist to resort to camouflage, utilising almost the same technique as the services use in wartime. Introducing several different arbitrary colours and shapes, he breaks up the whole thing into a number of smaller things. A Featurist city has little or no consistency of atmospheric quality and plenty of numbers on the guide map directing the visitor to features of interest: the Classical town halls, the Gothic cathedrals, the English gardens. Non-Featurist towns are rare. The description must be confined to unspoilt peasant villages, of which Australia has none, or to towns built specially, and completed in one drive, for a specific purpose. Of these Australia has very, very few, and in most of them Featurism has overtaken the original concept, and advertising, overt or oblique, rules the environment. Some streets in any city manage to grow naturally, cohesively and non-Featuristically: streets of warehouses and wholesale commercial enterprises, streets of economically matched houses, and streets where no one cares. But the Featurist street is the fighting retail street where each new building is determined to be arresting, or the street in the competitive suburb where every house feels obliged to suggest a high degree of successor if not success then certainly superior taste. If there are mean motives suggested here Featurism can also develop in a city on the crest of high idealswhen public buildings, churches, museums, and others naturally inclined to be outstanding, can sometimes shatter the inherent unity of their surroundings by their conscientiousness and self-consciousness.

All this is the involuntary Featurism of competitive societies. The more interesting sort, the psychopathological sort, is the voluntary, deliberate Featurism practised without economic or political stimulus. The building which is featured in the commercial street is itself broken into features: a spiral stairway featured behind a huge feature window, the firms name featured on a feature panel, the initial of the name featured in an exotic letter-face. The house which is featured in the suburban cul-de-sac is itself a gift box of features: the livingroom thrust forward as a feature of the facade, a wide picture window as a feature of the projecting wall, a pretty statuette as a feature in the picture window, a feature wall of vertical boards inside the featured living-room, a wrought iron bracket holding a pink ceramic wall vase as a feature on the feature wall, a nice red flower as a feature in the vase.

The problem of design which occupies a few serious-minded planners, architects, industrial designers, and graphic artists in other practical fields is to find order in a confusion of functional requirements and conflicting economic demands, to blend separate parts into a whole, single, unified concept. The Featurist, on the contrary, deliberately and proudly destroys any unified entity which comes into his hands by isolating parts, breaking up simple planes, interrupting straight lines, and applying gratuitous extra items wherever he fears the eye may be tempted to rest.

Voluntarily or involuntarily, Featurism dogs Australia even when she sets out with good intentions of avoiding it. Consider firstly the case history of the national capital. If ever there was a city planned to be above Featurism, to be grandly whole and united, it was Canberra, the national capital, founded in 1910 as a compromise to solve interstate jealousies. A beautiful valley rolling between the hills of southern New South Wales was selected, and in 1911 an international competition was called for a town-plan. The contest was organized on such parsimonious lines that the British and Australian institutes of architects black-listed it. Nevertheless a hundred and thirty-seven entries were submitted and two distinguished foreigners won prizes: Eliel Saarinen, second, and the less famous but already well-known Walter Burley Griffin, first, with a prize of 1,750. The results met with a familiar mixture of sceptical and panegyrical comment, rising indeed as high as: The City BeautifulThe Pride of Time.

Griffin had been with Frank Lloyd Wright some four years when he entered the competition with his future wife, another Taliesin member, Marion Mahony. Their drawings showed a town of interlocking circles and hexagons set on a triangle of three main grand avenuesthe whole spread wide on the ground and filled in the centre like a lemon tart with a system of three ornamental water basins fed from the wandering little Molonglo River. The Government acted cautiously. It appointed a board to report on the results of the competition, and the board duly decided that Griffins plan was impractical. It prepared one of its own, and began forthwith to put this into effect. The new design was so terrible that professional opinion, which hitherto had been hesitant about Griffin, now swung solidly behind him. Patrick Abercrombie wrote in the English Town Planning Review that the boards planners were evidently utterly untrained in the elements of architectural compositionIndeed the whole layout is entirely outside the pale of serious criticismIt is the work of an amateur who has yet to learn the elementary principles. The Sydney magazine Building began a campaign to Save Canberra. It organized a petition which nearly three hundred architects throughout the country signed within a matter of days. Eventually, after a change of Government in June 1913, Griffin was invited to Australia, the departmental board was abolished and Griffin was appointed Federal Capital Director of design and construction. For seven years then he laboured to put his plan on the ground, opposed continuously by the bureaucratic heads whose plan had been turned down. He suffered maddening frustrations. Plans he required would mysteriously go astray. His own drawings would disappear from files; some were discovered more than thirty years later. He kept himself sane by opening an architectural office in Melbourne, but finally bureaucracy beat him. At the end of 1920, when all he had been able to accomplish was the construction of some of the main avenues and roads, the position of Capital Director was abolished and Griffins services were dispensed with finally.

Nevertheless the official intention was still to preserve the broad lines of his plan. Several inroads were made, and there were many attempts to scrap it before an official revisiona compromise intended to make the Griffin spirit practicalwas gazetted and thus sanctified by Parliament. It was, however, no more than a map, a system of roads. It lacked the lakes and it lacked any sign of the co-ordinated, horizontally stressed, monumental architectural scheme which Griffin had outlined in his prize-winning plans and had later developed in sketches and in his mind. The Canberra in which the mid-century Australian motorist lost himself, in which a pedestrian was confounded as in a Victorian maze, had all the practical disadvantages of Griffins idea without one of the artistic advantages which motivated him.

Canberras fathers, including Griffin, had conceived the thing as a governmental and administrative monument. They never contemplated commercial, much less industrial, activities. Griffin saw it as a Capital Splendid, imposing and impressive from the start with grand perspectives and great flights of steps reflected in placid lakes, all set on axial lines between the natural features of the site. Perhaps his concept was too swaggering and ambitious from the start, as many asserted. In any case it never had the opportunity to prove itself. The suburban areas were not strong elements of Griffins plan, but these, characteristically of Australia, grew most rapidly. By the time of the Second World War they were Spanishy, shaded and cosy. Then wooden wartime cottages occupied acres of treeless ground on the less favoured side of town, and afterwards new suburbs grew almost as undisciplined as in any other Australian city. Canberra reached its nadir about 1954. A rule which required roads to be made before houses were constructed was about all that now remained of the early idealism. The centre was still dry and empty, Parliament House was still the provisional 1927 building next door to the permanent site, and as ill-assorted a group of offices, banks and commercial buildings as ever were builtblue tiles, bacon-striped stone, yellow porcelain, concrete grilles, aluminiumbegan to disgrace the once-sleepy, arcaded Civic Centre. There were no effective building regulations. The airport reception building was a wooden shed.

The renaissance of Canberra began in 1955 when Parliament set up a Senate Committee of Enquiry under Senator J. A. McCallum. The committee recommended that a new central authority should control all planning, construction, and development. In 1957 the English planner Sir William Holford was invited to visit to recommend modifications to Griffins plan, and in 1958 John Overall, chief architect of the Federal Works Department, was appointed as National Capital Development Commissioner. It was evident that Parliament, which for thirty years had been divided and doubtful whether the whole experiment of a bush capital should not be abandoned, had finally decided it was there to stay and was concerned at the state it was in. The new Commission reintroduced a measure of control on private buildings and planned an ambitious series of public buildings. A population of 75,000 was expected by 1968 and the total building programme ran into many millions of pounds. Work began on the water basins. At this stagelate, but perhaps not too lateCanberra returned to the principle of planning.

It was already much too late, however, to return to the principle of wholeness. If the Griffin road system struck difficulties, the Griffin architectural system was never even considered seriously. To most eyes unaccustomed to the Chicago School and the Frank Lloyd Wright idiom Griffins stratified sweeps of shadowy terraces, sudden blank walls and romantic towers, were merely hideous. To anyone who liked the appearance they were plainly idealistic. Griffin was not asked to build a single building (he was busy in Melbourne anyway by the time construction began in Canberra) and the idea of architectural unity floundered. It was not, however, submerged immediately. At first there were tentative efforts to shape the buildings with some sort of consistency in the architectural approach. Provisional Parliament House still stands as a clean white stucco building of surprising clarity and strength, designed by Government architects at the height of Griffins influence in the mid-twenties. It has a simple monumental concept of steps and portico, but undoubtedly because it was considered only temporary it was not pompous in scale and it was not over-ornamented. Nor was it ever popular. Its only decoration was designed with a draughtsmans set-square and compasses. Between the blue sky and the pink blossoms of its gardens in springtime it is a picture postcard, inspired, without doubt, by someones recollection of the Lincoln Memorial. The Hotel Canberra is also successfully watered-down Griffin. It is a series of roughcast pavilion blocks, now painted pink, strung on a figure-eight plan around two courtyard gardens. A little later, in the shopping blocks at Civic Centre and housing estates nearby, the Griffin mould was dropped, but another was picked up: a sort of Colonial Mediterranean of stucco and arcades, a reserved Spanish Mission. Soon after this all idea of unity was forsaken. Every new structure featured a new style. The last big building before the Commission took charge, the Government Administrative office block of 1957, was made in the tradition of permanent governmental buildings anywhere in the world: a stolid, austere monumentality which has found favour with Fascist, Communist, and Australian bureaucracy. About the same time Featurism laid its sticky fingers on the remains of the early attempt at unity. The long arcaded facades of the shopping blocks at Civic Centre began to break up into stripes of different colours as shopkeepers decided to feature their own arches.

But the best Featurism and the main tourist attraction of Canberra is the number of official buildings designed and erected by foreign or other Commonwealth countries. Most of the diplomatic visitors have felt obliged to feature themselves for reasons of public relations or propaganda, to display as much as possible of their own national architectural character. The American Embassy set the example about 1940 with the magnificent propagandist splendour of its group designed, unfortunately, shortly before a change of policy in the State Department transformed American official export design. It was conceived as a little Williamsburg, and is in the pure Norman Rockwell style, splendid but cosy, imposing but friendly. Three separate scrubbed red and white Retired Colonels homesteads stand in a billowing expanse of lawn set with three or four kindly old eucalypts manfully doing their best to look deciduous. Other nations had no intention of letting the USA get away with this coup and they embarked on projects apparently calculated to make Canberra the architectural equivalent of a full-dress diplomatic levee. Unfortunately the falsity of the costumes becomes so apparent in the bright light that the effect is more like a fancy-dress party. The British High Commissioners island office block near Parliament House is Whitehall Export Modern and is clearly made of stern stuff, capable of keeping a stiff upper lip in the southern hemisphere. It is symmetrical, bleached and negative. The High Commissioners Residence, on the other hand, is asymmetrical and suitably informal for the colonies. Both were created in London by the Ministry of Works. Advance scouts reconnoitred from the ministry for some time before these buildings were designed, combing Australia for data and for materials worthy of the conceptions. The scouts sent back reports of conditions and samples, but it is evident from the size and orientation of the windows that the package containing Canberra climate leaked while passing through the tropics. All other nations took a similar stand against recognition of the benign nature of Canberras weather. Even the Swedish Legation, which is the best of the earlier international bunch and in 1935 won the Sulman Award for public buildings, seems to have been designed with a Scandinavian dread of some pitiless antipodean sun. It was planned in Sweden by E. H. G. Lundquist and supervised by the Sydney firm of Peddle, Thorp and Walker. Being low, long and white, it is vaguely reminiscent of an Old Colonial homestead and by this association seems happiest of all the foreign elements in the broad Australian garden. But it is a disappointing export from the home of mature modern architecture. The Embassies of West Germany and Malaya, built in 1958 and 1959, and Japan, built in 1961, belong to the conventional modern school with strong, and only semi-self-conscious suggestions of their respective national architectural characters. The French Embassy, finished in 1959 to the design of Jean Demaret, in Paris, Architect for Civil Monuments and National Palaces, was more consciously Nationalist and frankly Featurist; it is a sort of ranch-style Petit Trianon. Some other foreign embassies, notably the Dutch, are less Nationalist and more Featurist, but the prize example on both counts is the South African building, done in Old Dutch Farmhouse-Colonial, looking like an inaccurately drawn cardboard backdrop for the finale of a musical comedy about Cecil Rhodes. Thus bureaucratic architecture from all nations finally reduced Canberras architectural mood to farce.

Furthermore, within the failure of Canberra as a city there was another significant failure to achieve a distinguished environment, another attempt at a unified and comparatively non-Featurist design which started with high ideals and lost the way: the Australian National University, established in 1947 to supplement the various State universities. It is a complex consisting of four research schoolsfor non-clinical medicine, physical sciences, social studies and Pacific studiesand it sits on more than two hundred acres of lightly wooded, undulating land. A ridge down the centre coincides with one of the axial lines of Griffins original plan, and Brian Lewis, the Dean of Architecture at Melbourne University who was first entrusted with the design, planned the focus of the university on this ridge. At the top he intended to place the tall, blank block of the library, and in front of that a court. Then he planned arms, slightly spread, extending forward on either side of a series of terraces stepping down the ridge. The open axis thus formed was several hundred yards long on dry land, and at the lower end it waded into the future lake and thus extended itself indefinitely. The strict symmetry and formality of this central scheme was allowed to relax on either side and behind the dominating library tower, where small buildings strung themselves bead-wise along the contours.

Professor Lewiss proposed architectural treatment was also relaxed, and generally domestic in quality. Beyond the symmetrical central axis there was no formal unity, but a balance of comparatively small-scale units. He deliberately broke each bigger element of the university into a number of articulated sections, allowing each to be self-governing in form, but he avoided contemporary cliches with as much aversion as he did advanced engineering. He used load-bearing brick walls, tiles and other humble materials to coax vernacular building techniques into a harmonious and easy-going environment. Unfortunately, as in Griffins case with Canberra as a whole, the university never developed far enough under the original designer to allow the expected quality to take substance. The informal elements remote from the central axis were built first, and without the one thing that linked them: the dominating little-Versailles in their midst. Waiting for years without any real hope of the future lake, they looked merely undisciplined instead of easy-going.

University House, a residential block, social centre and place for formal university functions, was built first and is Professor Lewiss main contribution. It is a big building of flats and bedrooms, a refectory, meeting rooms and offices. The residential section is in a U of three-storey wings yawning to the south, and the rest of the accommodation is in a low wing curved like a hand over the yawn. The hand and the mouth are separate elements, and in this way the design develops: it is Featurism, but of a calm and cultivated kind. The glazed wall on the inner side of the curved front wing looks over a veranda and the long pool, which is a tranquil feature of the courtyard. The refectory is a very tall room, taking the full height of the three residential storeys, and even their roof space, making a big starkly ribbed volume, impressively austere, without as yet the mural intended some day to be featured on the end wall.

The physics block is utilitarian, but impressively so, as these things always are, inside the research laboratory beneath the beaded high-tension towers. About the time it was completed the university began to drift away from the policy of one architect and homogeneity. The John Curtin School of Medical Research, opened in 1958, follows the H-shaped plan set down in the original plan. Its symmetrical facade and central portico avoid, however, even the informality which loosely binds the early university buildings together. After the Curtin School the later buildings of the National University forsook all thought of creating a symbol of the national intellectual centre, forsook all idea of unity, and even of harmony. As in any other Australian university each new project had its own architect, its own brickwork, its own colour-scheme, its own theory, concept, style. Like any ordinary Australian building each new one of the National University knew no higher discipline above the one which someone had arbitrarily selected for it in an isolated moment of conception.

Isolated is the operative word. Absurdly proud, alone in a vacuum, each new Australian building sets out to create an isolated, competitive grain of beauty, like a rose carried on the wind, unconnected with the living bush, like a hank of seaweed drifting in the tide of fashion.

On the higher planes of creative architecture, the buildings are isolated from one another by their lack of a co-ordinating current of artistic philosophy. But now there follows an important secondary consequence of the Featurist approach: on the lower echelons the buildings try to isolate themselves from Australia itself by denuding the ground around them so that they may be better set apart and savoured separately for all the pleasures they offer the eye.

Many sensitive Australians are uncomfortably aware of the rootless nature of their artificial environment. Nevertheless Featurism is frequently perpetrated as much by the artistic section of the community as by the commercialisers, as much by sentimentalists as by the crass and uncaring. As the suburbs grow outwards, as the holiday resorts round the beaches and on the hills fill with campers and weekenders, the continuous process of denudation accelerates. It is the same non-pattern of unrelated snippets of blight whether the countryside which is being overtaken happens to be beautiful or barren. Natures features of beautythe waterways, glades, hills, headlandsare not so familiar in the neighbourhood of Australian cities that one would expect them to be treated with contempt, yet the process of their development is this:

Long before civilization reaches out to the beautiful region a few non-conformists find it, love it, and make sympathetic, uncomfortable homes among, and possibly of, the trees. Often these pioneers are artists, some complete with canvas and some content to talk about it. Then comes the first wave of domestication. The people are still comparatively non-conformist, artistic and sympathetic, but they have families and want a house and garden of reasonable conventional form. Like the pioneers, they were attracted to the area by its natural beauty, but unlike the pioneers they do not realizesimply because they never analyse itwhat makes the beauty. They are not wanton, but in the course of solving the practical problems of making a comfortable shelter, several trees may have to go. This minimizes the danger of roots in the drains. Then the wandering creek may have to be filled in to reduce the mosquito menace. The newcomers are not without artistic soul, and please do not think they are without taste or aesthetic education. They are as sophisticated in these ways as most readers of Herbert Read or the Ladies Home Journal. Frequently they commission one of the more imaginative architects, even if his fees mean abandoning the idea of an extra bedroom and some clever architectural device means postponing the acquisition of a dishwasher and central heating. Each newcomer builds an attractive house, an original house, a nice feature on the landscape. After several of these have been built, each tugging at nature in a different direction, the earlier settlers look about in dismay and pronounce the area spoiled. About this time the subdividers arrive, and behind them the main wave of suburbia. Then all the remaining native trees come crashing down before the bulldozers, and soon rows of cottages and raw paling fences create a new landscape. The time required for this metamorphosis varies from place to place, but once any man sets his eyes on any pretty place in Australia the inexorable process of uglification begins. It is inevitable because, even while the intentions of the early settlers towards the landscape are honourable, every one of them has different intentions. They condemn one another for spoiling the landscape, but in fact none is to blame individually while all are to blame collectively. It is not lack of imagination or sensitivity or originality which causes the spoliation, but an over-abundance of these qualities without the co-ordinating discipline of traditional craft technique and, more important of course, without a common artistic aim. Behind the tidy gardens of English annuals and feature shrubs in the vanquished beauty-spot each house is a little cluster of Featurist elements. Many of the occupants know that their neighbours have spoiled the area, and hate them and Australia for their Featurism. Yet when they themselves build again, even when they redecorate, they will be drawn back to Featurism as to a drug, hating themselves for it and knowing inside, even as they apply the Peony Blush paint to the wrought iron, how terrible it will all look tomorrow morning.

The visitor who arrives first by air, not from the north at Darwin, but from across the Pacific at Sydney, sees man-made Australia at its very best. He sees indeed an outstandingly beautiful city; none in the world looks better from the air. The interminable stretch of coastline is intricately eroded by the ocean in this place. Dark blue water within the harbour is clutched by dozens of green fingers encrusted with brown roofs, and in a central patch the grey and white teeth of a crowded commercial centre rise into the hazy air. Even the famous bridge is an insignificant incident in such homogeneous magnificence.

Sydney is all Australian. It is the oldest and biggest city, and proud of being the biggest. It has the tallest buildings, the brightest lights, the best and closest beaches with the burliest lifesavers, the fiercest colours on the fastest taxis with the toughest drivers, the brightest benches in the patchiest parks, the busiest traffic. Sydney has the only facilities for night-life worth mentioning, the highest standard in popular entertainment, the smartest and the tawdriest elements of the Australian pattern.

Her three principal contributions to the visible background of Australian life are her early colonial architecture, her harbour bridge and her contemporary hotel bars. The first of thesethe good plain vernacular and the sensitive cultivated building from the protracted end of the Georgian erashe has destroyed so industriously as to relieve us of consideration of it at this point. The second, opened in 1932, is still the worlds largest suspended-deck arch bridge and is still the most spectacular single man-made object in the land. It is the image of Australia adopted by airlines advertisers and by Hollywood to establish the Australian locale in a three-second shot. It is a typical Australian big government project in that it was designed outside Australia, as even today the bridges being built over Canberras proposed lakes were designed in England. It is also characteristic of Australia in that its design is a spectacular example of Featurist irrationality. The giant arch of trussed steel, the suspension rods, and the wide, thin deck they support make up the whole bridge. But they were not enough. The stone pylons at each end of the arch were raised as towers above the deck almost to the soffit of the arch. Most people at the time it was built appreciated that the pylons were redundant features, but the stonework was welcome as a necessary addition to make the steel presentable. The steel itself was understood to be necessarily ugly; it needed camouflage. The pylon towers reversed the natural shape of the arch by transferring the emphasis from the centre to each end, where everyone who was used to suspension bridges expected to see high pylons. The silhouette now became vaguely, cosily reminiscent also of the Tower Bridge in London. The pylon features thus successfully destroyed the visual reality of the steel bridge, while relieving Sydney of the expense of covering the whole arch with stone veneer. They were a triumph of disruptive patterning.
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Sydneys third main visual contribution, the contemporary bar lounges, are a product of only the last two or three years and their influence throughout the rest of the country has not yet taken full effect. In these constructions Sydney has given vivid architectural expression for the first time in the twentieth century to Australias phenomenal beer consumption and gregariousness. Other popular Australian mass activities have not yet produced distinctive architectural types, nor are they of a kind likely to produce new forms. Watching Australian football may have distinctive qualities as an experience: consuming two twenty-six-ounce cans of beer per hour while hemmed in to the bleachers by eighty thousand roaring raincoated fans. But the stadia required for this activity are much the same as sports stadia the world over. Again, the distinctive habit of having night-club performers entertain two or three thousand people at a time has not yet produced its own building type. Sydneys new beer palaces, on the other hand, are unique.

The ordinary Sydney male drinking bars are not very different from those of any other Australian city. Late on any long summer afternoon, with the temperature and relative humidity both in the high eighties, hundreds of cream-tiled and stainless steel trimmed bars roar behind their street doors with the combined racket of glassware, beer dispensers, electric apparatus and amiable oaths. Below the solid jam of red male faces there is a jungle of brown arms, white shirtsleeves rolled to the armpits and slathers of beer held in enormous glasses; above face level are shelves of seldom-opened spirits and never-opened exotic liqueurs and a grey mist of cigarette smoke swirled by a mammoth chromium-plated fan past an inaudibly mouthing television screen.

This is the bar pattern throughout Australia, with minor regional variations. The new arrangements in the newest hotels of Sydney make a first attempt to civilize the beast. They start with the revolutionary concepts of providing for both sexes and for fresh air. The space set aside in the hotel is usually a very big room, the size of a nineteenth-century ball-room but with no more than a few square feet of free floor area. All the rest is occupied by small, square, metallegged, plastic-topped tables and a great number of oddly proportioned metal chairs: of normal height but with plastic seats hardly wider than a hands span. The big room usually opens through a glass wall on one side to a terrace, perhaps twice as expansive as the room, which is similarly packed with little tables and midget chairs. A muffled Dixieland rhythm from a four-piece band in one corner of the big room manages to rise at times a decibel or two above the level of the conversation of the brilliantly coloured throng perched on the pinhead chairs round the tables of beer glasses. Always there is a television set in view and in some cases, as at the hotel in Sylvania, a southern suburb, the bar terrace extends to take in also a view of a swimming pool.

The total facility is not exactly describable, in international parlance, as a beer garden, and it is certainly not a night-club. But it is somewhere between the two and the unvarying decorative style heightens the ambivalent atmosphere. The usual colouring is in saturated primaries. The usual materials are split stone veneer, chromium-plated steel, anodised aluminium, sprayed vermiculite plaster, crocodile-patterned hardboard and striated plywood, not to mention the customary plastics. Every element is separated from the next by a dramatic change in tone and texture and is divided within itself by violent contrasts of colour introduced in stripes, wiggles, or random squares.

Sydney is a summer city, tensed for action round an outdoor life. Every year, when the thermometer drops, winter comes as a bitter unexpected turn of fate. Now the wind thrashes rain among the pinhead chairs on the terraces and against the window-walls, and the drinkers in the unheated ball-rooms huddle closer in their woollens around the icy beer glasses on the plastic tables. Somehow it is a part of the architectural style to put two-tone crocodiled surfacing on the wallboards before comfort in the unseen air.

Sydney is the unconstituted capital of Australian popular culture. It is larger than Melbourne, older than Hobart and prettier than Perth, and it has by nature and by acquisition most of the things that visitors remark as typically Australian. Sydney is indeed the most proudly Australian of all cities, and the frankest admirer of American ideas. Sydney is alive, impatient to be even bigger and to short-cut ways to be smarter. It is a shop window city. It has more new houses and television sets with fewer new sewerage mains. It has more illustrated advertising painted on higher walls, more moving neon signs, the oldest rows of narrow terrace houses curving over twisting hills in the most picturesque slums. And in such modern palaces of amusement as the musical bar lounges, Sydney carries the contemporary style of the country to its highest intensity.

The Australian ugliness is bigger and better here, but in substance Sydney is only a sharper example of the general Australian townscape. There is beauty to be discovered here, in two categories, natural and artistic, but the trouble is that it must be discovered. The fine things, from the glimpses of magnificent landscape to the rare good buildings, old and new, are all but suffocated by the ugliness. The ugliness also falls into two categories: accepted and unintentional. Australias accepted, recognized ugliness is no more than the normal blight which afflicts growing communities, especially rich, young, industrialized, growing communities. Part of it is the blight of age: the old buildings, the slum houses, the leaning fences, hoardings, structures of all kinds that were not very good in the first place and have long since outlived their prime, but are left behind to decay as development moves away to new fields. Another part is the blight of expediency: trees uprooted to save diverting a few yards of drain, the ill-considered and uncoordinated assortment of posts, hydrants, bins, transformers, benches, guards, traffic signs, tram standards, a hundred other necessary public appliances, and neons, placards, stickers, posters, slogansall bundled together like an incompetently rolled swag with loops and tangles of overhead wires. This kind of mess, as made by any progressive community, sometimes is done unconsciously, without thought or care. But often it is done consciously, with a little regret, but with resignation to what seem to be the inescapable facts of industrial life. The mess is accepted without pleasure or complacency, yet without sufficient distaste to kindle a reaction. It is unfortunate, but it is not tragic.

Unintentional ugliness, on the other hand, has an element of tragedy, because it comes from better visual intentions. It is the ugliness that starts in a spark of revolt against the depressing litter of the artificial environment and ends in an over-dressed, over-coloured, overbearing display of features.

The Australian ugliness has distinctive qualities, but in substance it is the same as the thing that has been called: the mess that is manmade America. These were the words of the London magazine Architectural Review when it devoted an issue in December 1950 to a devastatingly illustrated attack on American urban and suburban culture. If a means of arresting this visual blight could not be found soon, the Review said, the USA might conceivably go down in history as one of the greatest might-have-beens of all time. These comments were not warmly welcomed in the USA. One should expect a man breaking in a wild bronco to spoil some grass, wrote the New York magazine Architectural Forum in reply. Pained reaction to the English criticism reached from the architectural journals to the literary papers. Visually educated Americans had long been conscious of the mess, and they resented the Reviews implication that it took someone from the cultural side of the Atlantic to notice it. Nevertheless, the outside criticism seemed to spur more self-examination, and the better magazines sometimes now are almost as outspoken as the English visitors were. And meanwhile the Review discovered that something just as bad was happening at home in England: a world of universal lowdensity mess was creeping over the once-lovely English landscape. Outrage, written by Ian Nairn, in June 1955 issued a prophecy of doomthe doom of an England reduced to a universal mean and middle state, with none of the real advantages of town or country and the disadvantages of both. Nairn pictured: an even spread of fake rusticity, wire fences, traffic roundabouts, gratuitous notice-boards, car parks, and Things in Fields. It is a morbid condition which spreads both ways from suburbia, out into the country and back into the devitalized hearts of towns, so that the most sublime backgroundsare now to be seen only over a foreground of casual and unconsidered equipment, litter, and lettered admonitions.

The mess of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is no respecter of a countrys age, but then in countries older than Australia other centuries still contribute something to the scene. Nowhere yet is it as extensive as in Australia.

Like Sydney, all Australian towns and villages look their best in the longest viewfrom high in the skywhen the details of the mess are lost and the spaciousness and extent of the private domestic life can be appreciated best. The love of home can be seen in the great speckled carpets spread wide round every commercial centre. The carpet is coloured, somewhat patchily, a dusty olive in Perth, Adelaide and Melbourne: the mixture of terra cotta roofs and greenery in the gardens, and silvery-grey in the north and inland where most of the roofs are corrugated iron or fibrous-cement. By night the carpets are black velvet sprinkled wider with brilliant jewel lights than any other cities in the world with comparable numbers of people.

From the distance there is continuity, unity and the promise of comfort in the mushroom roofs and the bright background of tended green. But as the plane circles lower near the airport it is apparent that the green of the average suburb is a horizontal veneer no higher than the reach of a diligent gardeners snippers: lawn, compact shrubs, annuals, nothing high enough to threaten with shade the pink terrazzo of the sun porch. And as the plane drops closer and lower still one can glimpse occasionally under the eaves of the mushroom roofs and see the battle of the colours and the decorative iron skirmishes. Still the sandblasted koala bears and the yacht-race scenes on the entrance hall windows are not visible. They are not seen until one has landed and is driving through the suburban streets, by which time it is difficult to avoid noticing also the featured columns supporting the corners of the entrance porches and the plasticized silky-oak featured front doors inside the feature porches, and the black plastic silhouette cockatoos featured on the feature doors.

Featurism has low surface tension. It has the quality of penetrating ever further into the artificial make up. Ten years ago all park benches were dark green (sympathetic) or white (challenging). Then they too began to be featured in contemporary colours: a featured red bench, a blue bench. A little later the separate planks or battens of each bench were featured; red, blue, green, yellow alternating. This technique began about 1950 (as far as one is prepared to track it down) in the sudden light-hearted suggestion of a councillor of Prahran, Victoria, who convinced his fellow councillors that this would restore some much-needed gaiety to the drab green foliage of the parks and playgrounds. Within a few months almost every other council in the suburbs of Melbourne had followed Prahrans lead, and later the multi-coloured paint spread throughout the country. It happened at about the same time that garden pergolas, which had been traditionally monochromatic, began to change many colours, each beam of the pergola featured in a different hot pastel hue. Later the most popular treatment for pergolas, trellises, fences, beer-garden screens and other similar garden adornments was to make them in a squared grid and to feature the inside edges of each square in a different primary.

Colour, this most striking single element in the modern Australian scene, is a comparatively new feature. It is a product of the last half of the 1950 decade, the do-it-yourself era, chemical advances, and the keen competition of the largely British-owned paint companies. Heavy advertising has encouraged the idea of happy family painting bees using lots of different pigments on walls and ceilings, and to pick out features. Ordinary colour-cards grew from six to sixty hues in this period. Multi-colouring brightens the creative task of redecorating for the amateur, and ensures the opening of a profitable number of partly required tins of paint. Again, pigment is relished by the pressing and printing machines which produce many modern surfacing materials. But, irrespective of practical and economic influences, strident colour is a direct popular cultural expression of easy living. It is a reflection of the money in the modern pocket, just as equally intense, but heavier, richer colours in wallpaper and gilded plaster reflected the last boom of the 1880 decade. Between the booms pigment was mainly something to hide dirt marks. A drab series of duochrome fashions reflected the comparatively flat progression of the country through the first half of this century. About 1900 the two acceptable colours were brown and cheese. After the First World War they were sometimes green and grey. Cream and green predominated on all paint colour-cards from the Depression to the war, although the theme was sometimes varied late in this period by the more daring cream and cherry or cream and sky blue in kitchens and entrance porches. Even the rakish jazz-moderne of the pre-war milk bar and picture palace was never a painted style. It indulged in colour only in the neon tubes.

The cream Australia policy lasted for some twenty years, trailing off slowly after the Second World War. For the whole of that time cream was used habitually where other nations would have used white. Most kitchen equipment was not procurable in white enamel. As late as 1955 English manufacturers of stoves and other household appliances and sanitary-ware made special cream models for export to Australia. But by this time cream was losing ground to white or light grey as the neutral base colour, and green was being replaced gradually by a rainbow. Suddenly colour was triumphantly elevated as a feature in its own right alongside vertical boarding and split stone veneer. Now standard household equipment came white, but some manufacturers began making coloured refrigerators and washing machines. Then, as the once-black cars in the streets outside adopted two-tone and three-tone styling, household equipment dropped its reticence. Many manufacturers offered two-tone equipment and others provided interchangeable feature panels on the front of appliances where ones favourite fashion shade could be enshrined, easily to be changed tomorrow when it begins to pall.

Meanwhile, in the commercial streets, where Featurism thrives in the knowledge of its economic justification, the diversion of attention from wholes to parts grew steadily more agitated. Lettering and illustrations, crying for attention to the wares of each little shop, grew from fairly discreet sign writing to huge placards and cut-outs. Hardly a section of external wall in the shopping streets was left without commercial announcements as Australians grew after the middle of the twentieth century into the most vigorous and undisciplined advertisers in the world.

Australians now were more prepared even than Americans to allow anyone with something to sell to take control of the appearance of their country. Nothing like the Fifth Avenue Association, or the Hawaiian ladies organization, or the American Governments control of advertisements on its freeways, could happen in Australia. The typical Australian small, prosperous town is all but smothered with advertising and in extreme examples of holiday towns like Surfers Paradise, Queensland, or Belgrave, Victoria, the buildings disappear beneath the combined burden of a thousand ornamental alphabets, coloured drawings and cut-outs added to their own architectural features. And meanwhile again the industrial areas keep developing their own separate Featurist style: the featured administration block thrust forward towards the street in front of the plain businesslike works, the featured painting of snow-gums on the feature wall in the featured lobby of the featured administration wing.

And look more closely. Follow the successful Featurist with his neatly creased jacket-sleeves and his four-button cuffs when he leaves the office in his two-tone Holden (light pink with plum feature panel) and goes home to have tea in the feature room: the room he calls the sun-room: the one that he used to call the back parlour, the one the American now calls the family-room.

The rooms main feature is not really the feature wall in the yellow vertical v-jointed Pinus Insignus boards, nor the featured fireplace faced with autumnal stone veneer, nor the vinyl tiled floor in marbled grey with feature tiles of red and yellow let in at random, nor the lettuce-green Dunlopillo convertible day-bed set before the Queensland Maple television receiver, nor any of the housewifely features hung on the walls; nor the floor-stand ash-tray in chromium and antique ivory, nor even the glass aquarium on the wrought iron stand under the window. The real feature of the room is the tea-table, groaning with all kinds of good foods set in a plastic dream. The table top features hard laminated plastic in a pattern of pinks resembling the Aurora Australis. The tablemats are a lacework of soft plastic, the red roses in the central bowl are a softer plastic, the pepper and salt shakers are the hardest of all. And, soft or hard, all this plastic is featured in the most vivid primary pillar-box red, butter yellow, sky blue, pea green, innocent of any idea of secondary or tertiary tints, and all strikingly prominent against the pale, hot pastel tints of the flat plastic paint on the walls; all vibrating like a chromatrope beneath the economical brilliance of the fluorescent tubes on the ceiling. The main feature of the feature window is immediately apparent: the venetian blinds featured in a pastel tint. But look again and discover that this is more than one tint; every slat of the blinds is a different pastel hue.


[image: image6]



And if you look more closely still you may discover, if this is a very up-to-date house, that every aluminium blade of the blind carries a printed pattern, perhaps of tiny animals done in Aboriginal style. Everywhere, the closer you look the more features you see, as in the old novelty picture of a man holding a portrait of himself holding a portrait of himself holding a portrait of himself, until the artists and the viewers eyesight fail.

The descent from the sky to a close view of modern Australia is a visual descent from serenity and strength to the violence of artistic conflict in a rich, competitive democracy. Featurism is not of course confined to Australia; it exists to some degree in every free and vital modern society, but in no other country is it more apparent, all pervasive and devastating in its effect. Peasant villages are not Featuristic, nor is Stuyvesant Town nor Stalinallee nor Regents Park Terrace. A degree of freedom and unruliness is the first essential for its flowering.

If the devastation seems worst in Sydney, this is only because nature provided so much more to start with and the loss is so much more apparent. In fact, unruliness and ugliness within the precincts of a big, clean, progressive, self-respecting town could not be worse than in her competitive sister city, Melbourne, the capital of Victoria.
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