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ChApter 1

1920s: Australia and  
spanish style architecture

ChApter 7

We should turn to the Mediterranean, which 
is the cradle of some of the finest architecture 
ever produced, with the exception of the great 
Gothic work of Northern France and Europe. 
We should turn to Italy and to Spain, particu-
larly to Spain, and also across the Pacific to 
California and Mexico.
—Leslie Wilkinson, ‘Domestic architecture’, 

Building, 1921.1

~
It is hard to typify houses as belonging to a 
certain style, although it has become a habit 
to refer to any cream house as being ‘Spanish’ 
and the red brick type to ‘bungalow’ … Too 
much stress cannot be given to the importance 
of laying out the garden in conjunction with 
the house, and also the preservation of trees. 
Nature can do far more towards beautifying 
the house and environments than man.
—John R. Brogan, 101 Australian homes designed 

by John R. Brogan, 1935.2

~

As the present century advanced into the 
‘twenties and ‘thirties, new devices for the 
dissemination of popular culture continued 
to draw Australia steadily into the American 
sphere of influence, reinforcing the effects of 
the printed word and picture … Hollywood 
became the glamorous world capital of the 
movies while Sydneysiders settled into their 
pseudo-Pasadena bungalows. California! … 
it seemed to be everything that southeast-
ern Australia might one day become, given 
more people, more money and more dynamic 
enterprise.
—Richard Apperly, ‘Sydney Houses 1914—1939’, 

1972.3

Across the Pacific, in the eucalypt’s 
native environment, the adaptation of 
Mediterranean styles of architecture and 

Mediterranean-inspired landscape design—the 
styles that in California incorporated so many 
Australian trees and other flora—followed a 
different aesthetic trajectory. Ironically, the 
gum tree and other native plants played a 
much smaller part in the ‘Mediterraneanising’ 
process. While Australians did not have the 
direct example of the California missions or 
proximity to Mexico and Spanish America 
to justify as clearly a symbolic adherence to 
Hispanic American/Mediterranean styles, 
Australians in the 1920s still looked directly 
to Southern California, at least on a popular 
level, for many of their markers of modernity. 
Through magazines, posters and films, they 
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were aware of the popular manifestations 
of the Hispanic and Mediterranean-inspired 
modes showing up everywhere on the other 
side of the Pacific. In the hands of many 
Australian architects and builders, these fash-
ionable adaptations had as much to do with 
California—and, in its final manifestations, 
with Hollywood—as it did with any direct 
appropriation of the building forms of the 
Mediterranean region. 

In such ‘lifestyle’ publications as The 
Home and The Australian Home Beautiful, 
reproduced images presented to the middle-
class public a popularised kind of modernity 
and stylishness in art, architecture and 
garden design which by the end of the decade 
focused most frequently on a Mediterranean 
look. These ideas, manifested in the images 
these magazines and books reproduced of 
Southern Californian haciendas and their 
landscaped grounds, also led Australians to 
begin to modify their feelings about the native 
Australian landscape and its flora as a source 
of aesthetic pleasure in gardens. Even more so 
than with the California bungalow, Australian 
architects and designers found in Spanish Style 
houses and Mediterranean gardens an aesthetic 
attitude that could impart a sense of these 
Pacific regions’ shared climate, geographical 
similarities and an informal outlook to life and 
culture.

Despite ongoing communication and 
cultural exchange between the two Pacific 
coasts, Australia in the 1920s was a very 
different place than exuberant, rapidly 
growing, California. The country’s losses 
in World War I were devastating to the 
Australian economy and to their confidence 
as a nation. The experience of the ANZACS 
at Gallipoli and elsewhere may have ‘forged 
a national identity’,4 but it also shattered 
much of Australia’s sense of independence. 
Many communities retreated into a greater 
dependence on their ties to the British Empire. 

As the writer David Malouf put it, ‘Through 
most of the 1920s and 1930s we seem to have 
been too stunned to take any sort of initiative … 
We drew in behind our ocean wall and sulked. 
We turned our back on everything foreign or 
new or contemporary.’5 In this kind of national 
atmosphere, the ‘Americanisation’ of popular 
culture was considered by many a danger to 
morality and to true Australianness.6

Despite such a gloomy economic and 
psychic outlook, the rise of a jazzy popular 
culture emanating out of America and trans-
mitted through new forms of communication 
could not be stopped.7 The appearance in 
Australia of American magazines, illustrated 
books, films, radio programs and gadgets led to 
enormous changes in the country’s social and 
cultural life. From the beginning of the century, 
and especially after World War I, modern mass 
media and technology were adopted enthusi-
astically throughout the country. Artistically, 
creative subcultures in the cities did produce 
a semblance of ‘Roaring Twenties’ bohemian-
ism and artistic society, most clearly linked to 
literary and aesthetic developments in Europe, 
but aware as well of the literary figures of 
San Francisco’s Bohemian Club and artists at 
colonies such as Carmel.8 Publisher Sydney 
Ure Smith (1887–1949) in Sydney promoted 
modern art and sophisticated taste in all forms 
in his publications Art in Australia and espe-
cially in The Home (1920–1942). Described 
as a ‘taste-maker for a modern lifestyle in 
Australia’,9 this latter journal was geared 
toward an upmarket clientele, emulating such 
American publications as Vogue and Vanity 
Fair, with great emphasis on modern design, 
fashion photography and ‘tasteful’ cover art. 
Ure Smith’s friend and associate Charles Lloyd 
Jones (1878–1958), proprietor of Sydney’s 
leading department store David Jones, was 
also an active patron of the arts, providing an 
art gallery in his elegant Elizabeth Street store, 
where some of the first exhibits of modern 
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art in Australia were held.10 Jones was par-
ticularly aware of the latest American trends 
in advertising techniques and applied his 
creativity to commercial designs for the store 
and in publications. Interestingly, then, these 
important purveyors of ‘high culture’ in this 
period came from the worlds of publishing, 
retail and advertising rather than the academy 
or artistic life.

As a ‘new’ young society in a sunny 
clime that embraced modern technology, 
Australians were ready in this decade to be 
up-to-date with all the modern conveniences. 
By 1920, they had taken to the automobile 
with as much fervour as Californians. The 
Royal Automobile Club of Australia was 
founded in 1903. Its magazine, The Open 
Road, while not as graphically ambitious as 
The Automobile Club of Southern California’s 
Touring Topics, nonetheless promoted motor 
tourism and compared Australia’s highways 
and roadside conveniences with those in the 
United States. Commercial radio began broad-
casts in Sydney in 1924, and in 1927, radio 
stations were already transmitting programs 
from Britain. By 1929, the Australian 
Broadcasting Company (ABC) was formed, 
reaching national audiences by 1932 when it 
was nationalised. Particularly prized by those 
who lived in the vast expanses of the country’s 
outback, these services brought access to a 
world of music, information and sophistica-
tion that lifted them out of cultural isolation 
and connected them to urban Australia in a 
way that had never happened before.11 

Most importantly in terms of an absorp-
tion of popular aesthetic images, Australians 
became the most enthusiastic moviegoers in the 
world. A thriving homegrown film industry in 
the early years of the century was by the 1920s 
nearly entirely eclipsed by Hollywood films 
through the American studios’ control of dis-
tribution and movie houses.12 Consequently, 
features about Hollywood film stars and their 

glamorous lives and surroundings in California 
became a major part of the lifestyle magazines 
that also highlighted in their pages overseas 
architecture and home decor.

While these popular Australian magazines 
would by the middle of the 1920s take up 
Spanish modes as an appropriate style for 
small suburban houses and gardens, the 
first significant impetus for ‘Mediterranean’ 
architecture appeared in the country in more 
suitably sophisticated applications.13 In 1918, 
only a few months before the end of World 
War I, a 35-year-old Englishman arrived to 
take up a chair at The University of Sydney 
as the country’s first Professor of Architecture. 
Leslie Wilkinson (1882–1973) was already a 
well-established architect who had studied at 
the Royal Academy and travelled extensively 
throughout Europe, especially in France, Italy 
and Spain. He was a brilliant draughtsman 
who had in the early years of the new century 
spent his time on a travelling scholarship 
measuring and drawing Renaissance buildings. 
He produced beautiful watercolours and 
drawings of his favourite monuments in 
southern Europe. The church of Santa Maria 
della Salute in Venice, which he rendered in 
pencil and wash in 1906, remained one of his 
favourite buildings throughout his life. 

Wilkinson, then, was well-steeped in the 
aesthetics of Mediterranean architecture and 
attracted to its classical simplicity by the time 
he came to Australia. Most importantly, his 
experience in the warm climate of southern 
Europe taught Wilkinson the importance of 
an architecture appropriate to the country’s 
landscape and levels of light. This conviction 
led him from the beginning of his time in the 
antipodes to champion Mediterranean style as 
the most sensible choice for home building, as 
well as for public structures, in the salubrious 
sunshine of the Australian continent. 

Wilkinson’s implementation of a classi-
cally inspired, traditional architecture was not 
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rigidly dogmatic nor purist in its final appear-
ance. While adhering firmly to a romantic’s 
resistance to modernist developments—he 
maligned the ‘Bolshevistics’ of most contempo-
rary architectural developments14—Wilkinson 
was not averse to other architects’ work, 
nor was he inflexibly English or European 
in his approach to building. He admired, for 
example, the classical simplicity and landscape 
design of such Americans as the Bostonian 
Charles A. Platt (1861–1933). He had even 
gone to Boston to visit Platt when he travelled 
through America en route to Australia. Once 
in Australia, according to his grandson David, 
Wilkinson prized his copy of Monograph of 
the work of Charles A Platt:15 ‘it was referred 
to from time to time when he was designing 
major residential projects’.16 

Wilkinson’s first building in his new 
city was his own residence on the Sydney 
Harbour in Vaucluse, named ‘Greenway’, in 
honour of Australia’s early Georgian architect 
Francis Greenway (1777–1837). Here he 
incorporated many Mediterranean features 
that would characterise his most successful 
houses: groin-vaulted arcades, loggias, French 
windows, wooden-beamed ceilings, facades 
and surfaces painted in light colours, and 
classic proportions. 

Most importantly, Wilkinson considered 
every aspect of the house’s physical location 
to take advantage of the natural contours of 
the land. As David Wilkinson has written, ‘it 
is a house in harmony with its setting, with 
the rocks and trees of the original site left 
undisturbed’.17 He even chose the colour for 
the house’s exterior walls to match the pink 
of the native angophora trees on the property. 
In his consideration of views from his 
buildings and its proper setting amidst natural 
surroundings, Wilkinson was indebted to the 
landscape design of Platt. Platt’s formulations 
about Italian gardens had appeared in Harper’s 
New Monthly Magazine in 1893 and in a 

compilation of the articles in 1894; they were 
also discussed in the monograph on Platt that 
Wilkinson owned.18 

But Wilkinson’s most obvious inspira-
tion was the Australian landscape itself. His 
colleague George Molnar later provided a 
revealing anecdote about his choice of colours 
for his houses:

The Prof picked up some gumtree bark. ‘What a 

pleasant colour. Pink-brown. A building among 

Fig. 7.01 Leslie Wilkinson 
(arch.), Greenway, 
Vaucluse, Sydney, New 
South Wales, 1923. 
Photograph: courtesy 
of Anne Higham, RAIA 
(NSW).
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trees should either be contrasting, standing out, 

or it should be part of the colour scheme of the 

trees. Some people paint their houses green, 

but that is wrong. Brown-pink. I will have my 

next house painted that colour.’ And so he did. 

The following year a great number of the har-

bourside villas, formerly white, pink or cream, 

turned slowly gumbark colour.19

Wilkinson’s elegant solutions to building on 
Sydney’s harbourside lots and in the newly 
established exclusive suburbs such as Bellevue 
Hill endeared him especially to the city’s upper 
classes. These clients were seeking appropri-
ately grand houses that would demonstrate 
their affluent yet casual lifestyle. He built 
several of these houses in and around Sydney 
from the 1920s into the 1960s, each displaying 
his adaptation of Mediterranean proportion 

and a concern for the surrounding gardens 
and natural vegetation. 

The Dowling family home on Rose Bay 
Avenue in Bellevue Hill (1924) is exemplary 
of his approach as it appeared in his first 
years in Australia. Interestingly, this house 
was completed in collaboration with a young 
John D. Moore. Moore was the architect 
who had worked with Bertram Goodhue in 
New York and had travelled in Mexico in 
the 1910s.20 In the same year he worked with 
Wilkinson on the Dowling House, he wrote 
a memorial appreciation for Goodhue in 
Sydney’s Architecture magazine21—evidence 
that at least through conversations with 
Moore, Wilkinson would have been aware 
of Goodhue’s architectural ideas. With its 
pergola covered in bougainvillea and its views 
to Rose Bay, the residence reveals Wilkinson’s 

Fig. 7.02 Leslie 
Wilkinson and John D. 
Moore (archs), Dowling 
House, Rose Bay Avenue, 
Bellevue Hill, Sydney, 
New South Wales, 1924. 
Photograph: courtesy 
of David Wilkinson, 
Melbourne.
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characteristic Mediterranean stylings, as well 
as his penchant, in the manner of Charles 
Platt, for integrating the structure with the 
garden (see Fig. 7.02 on page 297). 

Wilkinson applied these same principles to 
apartment buildings such as Carinya (1934), 
with its lightly coloured walls sitting amidst all 
the dark brick of neighbouring buildings.22 He 
also created several bucolic country estates, 
including Shadowood (1927, now San Michele) 
in Bowral in the Southern Highlands of New 
South Wales that he so loved. The house with 
courtyard appears, in early photographs by the 
great Sydney photographer Harold Cazneaux, 
to sit in its bush environment, surrounded by 
trees, as if it were 200 years old. Its sprawling 
single-storey plan and arched entrance to the 
courtyard, as well as the use of red roof tiles, 
makes Shadowood appear strongly reminiscent 
of the houses being built at the same time at 

Rancho Santa Fe in San Diego (see Fig. 6.20 
on page 275).

Wilkinson was also at times able to 
persuade the notoriously conservative bureau-
crats of The University of Sydney to allow 
him to apply these Mediterranean principles 
to some of the buildings he designed for the 
campus. He had conceived integrated plans 
for the campus in its entirety—plans that 
never materialised. Wilkinson would have an 
often rocky relationship with the university 
administration over aesthetic and professional 
differences; nonetheless, as much because of 
his many pronouncements on the subject as 
for actual building projects, he was soon con-
sidered an authority on campus design.23 His 
buildings along Science Road for the campus, 
never completed as Wilkinson had initially 
proposed, and his finished Physics Building 
on Physics Road presented most dramatically 

Fig. 7.03 Leslie Wilkinson 
(arch.), Shadowood, 
Bowral, NSW, 1928. 
Photograph: Harold 
Cazneaux, 1933. Courtesy 
of National Library of 
Australia, Canberra.
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Just as Californian architects were inspired 
by the past in their search for modern styles 
suitable for their unique landscape and sunny 
climate, so did ambitious Australians welcome 
the efforts of Wilkinson and others who looked 
to ‘foreign’ models to create an appropriate 
mode of building for their own country.

Wilkinson’s position of authority as the 
nation’s first Professor of Architecture began 
to have an impact nationally, thus spreading 
the Mediterranean ideal across the continent. 
When the University of Western Australia in 
Perth sought to implement a comprehensive 
design plan for its fledgling campus in 1926, 
Wilkinson served as advisor. An international 
competition for design of the campus in 1914—
inspired by a similar and well-publicised com-
petition in 1899 for the Berkeley campus 
in California30—had selected Melbourne 
architect Harold Desbrowe-Annear as the 
designer of the campus. Annear was one of the 
leading voices for a ‘modern’ approach to an 
Australian architectural style. He, too, wrote an 
essay for the 1919 special architecture issue of 
Art and Australia where Wilkinson and Hardy 

Wilson expressed their views on future archi-
tectural directions. His ideas for Perth strongly 
incorporated ‘a landscape sensibility’31, but the 
war and death of the university’s Chancellor 
and main supporter of the campaign, John 
Winthrop Hackett (1848–1916), caused the 
plan to languish. By the mid-1920s, a new 
initiative led the university to call for another 
competition. At this point Wilkinson’s advice 
was sought to create an overall campus plan. 
Here he strongly advised integrating landscape 
aspects into the design from which the winners 
of the competition would work. His greatest 
contribution in this plan was that he simply 
elaborated on Annear’s original scheme to 
enhance the natural setting along the Swan 
River. 

The winners of the second competition 
were the Melbourne architects Rodney Alsop 
(1881–1932) and Conrad Sayce (1888–
1935).32 Informed by Wilkinson and Annear’s 
opinions about the site and by the opportunity 
to implement their own ideas concerning the 
appropriateness of Mediterranean elements for 
Australia’s climate, Alsop and Sayce created by 
the early 1930s an eclectic set of buildings that 
have been variously described as Moorish/
Renaissance,33 ‘Inter-War Romanesque’34 and 
‘essentially Mediterranean’.35 Of greatest 
importance is that these buildings set the 
standard for future development of the Western 
Australian campus, ‘arguably the nation’s 
most beautiful’,36 in which the landscaping 
became an integral factor. Wilkinson’s role 
in emphasising the importance of landscape 
elements, along with Alsop’s own adherence 
to Mediterranean ideals, influenced this 
important and coherent architectural 
statement—one in which the references to 
California are particularly cogent. 

It cannot be entirely coincidental that the 
university’s ‘signature building’, Winthrop 
Hall (see Fig. 7.08 on page 303),  completed in 
1931, bears a decided resemblance to Royce 

Fig. 7.06 peddle, thorp, 
& Walker (archs), house 
for L. Waterhouse, 
Sydney, New South 
Wales. Photograph: 
Harold Cazneaux in 
The Australian Home 
Beautiful, 7 June 1926, 
p. 15. Courtesy of 
Caroline Simpson Library 
and Research Collection, 
Historic Houses Trust of 
New South Wales, Sydney. 
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Hall, the first building at the new campus of 
the University of California at Los Angeles 
(UCLA). Built at precisely the same time 
(1928–1929) by the Los Angeles firm of Allison 
& Allison,37 its style was described as ‘the 
Lombardian type of the Italian Romanesque 
style’ (see Fig. 7.09 on page 304).38

Architects and administrators at both 
campuses took seriously the design of the 
landscape as important to the symbolic 
intentions that the university was to express. 
As Charles Moore wrote about UCLA, the 
designs for the grounds by Ralph Cornell and 
others ‘transcend the limits of a botanical 
garden; the whole campus comes off as a 
genuinely bountiful California landscape’.39 
Further, the development of Westwood Village 
around the UCLA campus was considered as an 
integral part of the university’s design, and its 
buildings and the accompanying landscaping 
were meant to evoke a ‘Spanish style and 
especially of the type known as Monterey’.40 

Landscape architect Christopher Vernon 
emphasises the same landscaping effect in 
Perth, based on Wilkinson’s initial 1927 
conception, when he writes that ‘[u]nlike 
campuses elsewhere in the nation, the 
University of Western Australia’s “signature” 
is inscribed not by individual buildings, but by 
a sense of the collective campus landscape’.41 

(See Fig. 7.10 on page 305.) The frequently 
repeated comparisons between the ‘feeling’ of 
Perth and Californian cities originate in these 
symbolically resonant Mediterranean styles 
created in both places in the 1920s.42 

Part of UCLA’s ‘bountiful California 
landscape’ included famous stands of 
eucalypts—ones that still occupy a significant 
place on the edges of the campus and in the 
hearts of many Angelenos (see Fig. 7.11 on 
page 306). In Perth, while some native plants 
are incorporated into the overall vegetation, its 
Mediterranean references are more appropri-
ately tied to the planting of cypress trees and 

other imported species (although architectural 
historian Robin Boyd maintains that Perth 
was the most likely place for native Australian 
plants to be used ornamentally).43 In the 
1920s and 1930s, most Australians were not 
yet entirely ready to embrace their native flora 
as picturesque or appropriate for grand land-
scaping designs, and Mediterranean gardens 
did not usually incorporate Australian plants. 
Despite Wilkinson’s admiration for the colours 
of the tree, the eucalypt, then, was not tied to a 
Spanish Style aesthetic as had serendipitously 
happened in California at this time. Whereas 
the gum tree in California initially appeared 

Fig. 7.07 William hardy 
Wilson (arch.), corner 
of a garden at Eryldene, 
Gordon, New South 
Wales, 1930. Photograph: 
E. o. Hoppé. © E. o. 
Hoppé Estate, Curatorial 
Assistance, Inc., Los 
Angeles, California.
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‘exotic’ in the landscape and thus appropri-
ate for a Mediterranean design, in Australia, 
the tree’s ubiquity contributed for a long time 
to its relegation to a role as an aesthetically 
monotonous plant.

In his famous book Australia’s home, 
Robin Boyd (1919–1971) wrote ‘[n]o deco-
rative fashion of the twentieth century owed 
as much to one man as did the Spanish 
Mission to Professor Leslie Wilkinson of the 
University of Sydney’.44 This single sentence 
reveals several aspects of the debate about 
architectural ‘eclecticism’ in the 1920s that 
has hampered a true appraisal of the decade’s 
influences and accomplishments. Writing at 
a time when modernism reigned in architec-
ture—International Style-brand modernism 

arrived in Australia in the late 1940s and early 
1950s—Boyd downplayed Wilkinson’s and 
others’ earlier attempts to create an appro-
priately Australian style as mere ‘decorative 
fashion’. (Freeland, too, in his book dismisses 
most of this work as superficial and eventu-
ally debased.)45 Further, Boyd applied the 
misleading and inaccurate term of ‘Spanish 
Mission’ to the Professor’s work. Wilkinson 
never created anything that could rightfully be 
labelled as ’Mission Style’, nor did his archi-
tectural followers. More than anything, his 
brand of Mediterranean-style house has been 
accurately defined as ‘a regionalisation of 
Georgian domestic architecture’,46 in keeping 
with the ideas that he and people like Hardy 
Wilson had expressed in their 1919 essays.47

Fig. 7.08 alsop & Sayce 
(archs), view of Winthrop 
Hall from the south, 
c. 1933. University 
of Western Australia 
Archives. Courtesy of West 
Australian Newspapers 
Ltd.
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Despite the inaccuracy of the ‘Spanish 
Mission’ term, its frequent use by Australian 
writers, both at the time and subsequently, 
indicates that the assumed source for the entire 
gamut of these stylistic elements was California, 
or at least Spanish America, rather than the 
Mediterranean region itself. Indeed, very 
little true Mission Style ever appeared in the 
antipodes,48 although some stylistic elements 
associated with the Californian examples—a 
scalloped parapet, quatrefoil windows and 
low-pitched tile roofs—were incorporated 
into the more popularised Spanish styles in the 
cities (see Fig. 7.12 on page 307).49

Even more so than happened in California, 
the confusion and misinterpretations 
surrounding the use of architectural 
terminology to describe Mediterranean and 
Spanish American-influenced styles prevailed 
in the Australian popular press, although 

many Australian writers were aware of the 
distinctions and went to some lengths to 
delineate the differences. Boyd’s summation 
of Wilkinson’s work as ‘Spanish Mission’ does 
at least raise the important point that even 
such a serious, European-trained, architect 
as Wilkinson was seen to be inspired during 
the 1920s by the examples of Mediterranean/
Hispanic adaptations originating on the 
American West Coast. 

In the ‘Special Number’ of Art in Australia 
titled Domestic architecture in Australia 
(1919), Wilkinson wrote a chapter, along with 
fellow architects Hardy Wilson, Desbrowe-
Annear, W. S. Bagot (1880–1963) and R. S. 
Dods (1868–1920). Describing in this issue 
his opinions on how to develop an Australian 
style—apparently written only months after 
arriving in the country—Wilkinson acknowl-
edged straight away that adaptations of the 

Fig. 7.09 allison & allison 
(archs), Royce Hall, 
University of California at 
Los Angeles, Los Angeles, 
California, 1928–29. 
Thelner Barton Hoover 
(UCLA 1930) and Louise 
Brown Hoover (UCLA 
1930) Photographic 
Collection, UCLA 
University Archives, Los 
Angeles, California.
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Mediterranean styles rather than a continued 
reference to England offered the most logical 
source of inspiration, as Australia’s Pacific 
Rim neighbour had already recognised:

From a brief study of domestic architecture in 

Australia it is evident that the trend of develop-

ment has followed closely that of English work. 

All are there, the good and bad. In addition 

there has latterly been added a manner of home 

building showing influences from both sides of 

the Pacific … Although it is generally granted 

that most English domestic work reaches a high 

standard, the climatic and other conditions here 

are such that considerable modifications must be 

made in adapting it to these new circumstances. 

And is it certain that it is wise to attempt to 

follow Northern methods of building under 

conditions so dissimilar? Geography suggests 

that the shores of the Mediterranean may be 

richer in suggestion, or the Californian coast 

manner so largely derived therefrom.50

Wilkinson’s source for such knowledge would 
have been the books and journals, both 
American and Australian, that depicted these 
villas and country estates, as well as conversa-
tions with colleagues who had travelled and 
studied in the western United States. 

Another intriguing example of Medit-
erranean elements appearing in significant 
Australian buildings in the 1920s centres 
on the nation’s newborn capital, Canberra. 
Here, too, Wilkinson eventually had a hand 
in the final appearance of some of the early 
buildings; indeed, Robin Boyd considered his 
style to have served as the ‘unofficial design’ 
for the new town’s domestic architecture.51 

Fig. 7.10 alsop & Sayce 
(archs), University of 
Western Australia campus 
aerial view, Court of 
Honour, Perth, Australia, 
1935. University of 
Western Australia 
Archives. Courtesy of West 
Australian Newspapers 
Ltd.
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The American designer of the city, Walter 
Burley Griffin, caught up in endless political 
battles for artistic control of the city’s plan, left 
Canberra having constructed no buildings for 
the new city.52 The final layout of the city none-
theless derives essentially from Griffin’s plan, 
and some of the earliest residences and hotels 
demonstrate a clear connection to the Chicago 
architect’s Prairie School and Arts & Crafts 
influences. These structures were largely the 
work of J. S. Murdoch (1862–1945), the gov-
ernment architect who had been one of Griffin’s 
greatest supporters at the time of the interna-
tional competition.53 But the nascent civic 
structures were the product of the Chairman of 
the Federal Capital Advisory Committee, the 
venerable Sir John Sulman (1849–1934), along 
with his assistant J. H. Kirkpatrick.54 

Sulman had come to Australia from 
England in the 1880s already knowledge-
able of William Morris, with whom he was 
acquainted, and a strong advocate of the 
Garden City Movement.55 He had travelled 
throughout Europe and as early as the 1870s 
had absorbed elements taken from Italian 
architecture. He became an influential figure 
in Sydney architectural circles by the 1880s. 
Even before travelling to America to examine 
their architectural schools in the 1890s, 
Sulman had written articles about elements 
of verandahs and loggias as they appeared 
in American country houses, referring to 
examples published in Century Magazine, a 
publication readily available in Australia at 
that time.56 

Much earlier than Wilkinson, Sulman was 

Fig. 7.11 Ready for UCLA 
Elementary School, 4-25-
1936, photographic view 
toward Royce Hall, UCLA 
campus, Los Angeles, 
California. Thelner 
Barton Hoover (UCLA 
1930) & Louise Brown 
Hoover (UCLA 1930) 
Photographic Collection, 
UCLA University Archives, 
Los Angeles, California.
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deeply concerned with the question of an 
‘Australian Style’ of architecture, one that he 
thought must draw upon the past to produce 
a kind of ‘progressive eclecticism’, and that 
would be appropriate to its climate.57 Not sur-
prisingly, Sulman and Wilkinson became close 
colleagues, resulting by 1924 in Wilkinson’s 
appointment by Sulman to the National 
Capital Planning Committee where he assessed 
several competitions for Canberra buildings.58

By the beginning of the twentieth century, 
Sulman’s greatest interest was in the new 
field of town planning, about which he wrote 
numerous articles and in 1921 a book, An 
introduction to the study of town planning 
in Australia. He was President of the Town 
Planning Association of New South Wales 
from 1913 to 1925; and from 1921 to 
1924, once Griffin was gone, Chairman 
of Canberra’s Federal Capital Advisory 

Committee. In 1924 Sulman was appointed by 
the Commonwealth and State Governments 
to attend the International Garden Cities and 
Town Planning Association Conferences in 
Paris and Amsterdam. On this same trip he 
represented Australia at the Royal Institute of 
British Architects meeting in Oxford (along 
with Building magazine’s Florence Taylor and 
Sydney architect Alfred Spain—the latter the 
one who so enthusiastically collected photo-
graphs of Los Angeles architecture). He was 
also knighted at this time for his services to the 
Commonwealth as part of the Federal Capital 
Advisory Committee. 

This trip also included a tour to North 
American cities to study ‘Commission 
Government’, a project Sulman had requested 
to undertake for the Australian Government. 
According to the report he submitted upon 
his return to Canberra in 1925, he travelled 

Fig. 7.12 Mission Style 
residence at New Farm, 
Brisbane. State Library 
of Queensland, Brisbane, 
Queensland.
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to cities in Canada and on the American east 
coast, then ended his tour by visiting the 
Pacific coast cities of Seattle, Washington; and 
San Francisco, Los Angeles, Pasadena and 
Stockton, California.59 He was in Pasadena in 
October 1924, and later wrote about its civic 
projects enthusiastically:

[T]he satellite city of Pasadena (population, 

70,000) is as charming a place as can be found 

in the length and breadth of the land, and its 

development reflects the highest credit on its 

citizens, more especially as it possessed no 

natural beauties to start with, except that it 

has the fine background of the Sierra Madre 

Mountains just beyond its borders. The way in 

which dry creeks and other defects have been 

utilised to form beautiful recreation centres is a 

lesson to all town planners. At the time of my 

visit, buildings were being pulled down to make 

space for a civic centre, of original and most 

artistic design, comprising a new City Hall, an 

Auditorium and a Public Library, which the 

authorities say they will have ready to open 

in two years’ time; and I expect they will do 

it. With its tree-planted streets, well-designed 

dwellings, and beautiful gardens, it is the ideal 

garden city realised.60 

While visiting these California cities, Sulman 
would have seen the many Mediterranean-style 
buildings being erected everywhere. From the 
praises heaped on Pasadena, he must also have 
seen the plans for the civic centre then under 
construction. Given his later contribution to 
the architecture of Canberra, and his long-
professed interest in arcades, he would have 
looked with interest at the arcaded shopping 
areas created in such places as Los Angeles, 
Pasadena, Santa Barbara and Ojai. Once he 

Fig. 7.13 Bakewell & 
Brown (archs), Pasadena 
City Hall, 1927. Author’s 
photograph.
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returned to Canberra and had submitted his 
report to the Commonwealth Government, 
Sulman resigned as President of the Town 
Planning Association and spent a little more 
time on designs for Canberra before retiring 
from architectural practice in 1928.

One of Sulman’s last designs, and amongst 
the first buildings constructed in Canberra, 
was the arcaded commercial structures, the 
Sydney and Melbourne Buildings, for the 
town’s civic centre. These buildings remain an 
aesthetically defining aspect of Canberra to 
this day.61 Writers point to the very obvious 
references made by Sulman to Brunelleschi’s 
Ospedale degli Innocenti in Florence (1424) 
and some critics acknowledge that the colon-
naded walkways were Sulman’s response to his 
oft-cited aversion—his ‘personal hobby horse’, 
to quote one critic—to the usual verandahs of 
Australian towns’ shopping streets.62 Rarely 
does anyone dig deeper to explain the archi-
tect’s conscious choice of Mediterranean 
motifs for the civic centre of the new national 
capital.63 

Wilkinson’s presence in Sydney and on 
the National Capital Planning Committee 
provided some impetus for this direction. ‘The 
Mediterranean’ was certainly in the air and in 
the pages of the mass media and trade publi-
cations. Sulman could also have been directly 

inspired by similar civic projects in California. 
Requa’s arcaded city centere for Ojai, resto-
ration work on El Paseo in Santa Barbara, 
the arcades of Venice and many projects 
in Pasadena and Los Angeles—all would 
have furthered Sulman’s ideas in 1924. His 
Canberra buildings offered a final opportunity 
for the architect to express his aesthetic hopes 
for contemporary Australian architecture, to 
champion a style appropriate to the country’s 
climate and that moved away from the British 
architectural models that Sulman and many 
others saw as ill-suited to a new Australian 
city.64

Not surprisingly, given that the Sulman 
buildings were the first conspicuous public 
structures in the new town, this Mediterranean 
vision of Canberra served as the most inspiring 
motif for the first graphic representations of 
the city, the tourist campaign to sell the place 
to the public (see fig 0.02 on page 16). In 
1933, by which time Canberra’s Parliament 
House had also opened, and some people 
had begun to arrive in the fledgling settle-
ment and to settle into the first residential 
neighbourhoods, the newly formed Australian 
National Travel Association, looking for ways 
to promote the town, sent leading commer-
cial artist James Northfield (1887–1973) to 
Canberra. Northfield was to produce a poster 

Fig. 7.14 John Sulman 
(arch.), drawing for 
Melbourne and Sydney 
buildings, Canberra Civic, 
c. 1925. Map Section, 
National Library of 
Australia, Canberra.
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to be distributed throughout Australia and 
internationally.65 

As his central iconographic focus for selling 
the city as a tourist destination, Northfield 
chose Sulman’s Mediterranean arches. In his 
image, two fashionably dressed people stand 
next to the arch’s column; they are depicted 
as elegant and modern, identified as tourists 
by their binoculars. They aim their gaze out 
across a sunny landscape, filled with bulbed 
flowers (a garden element uncommon in 
Australia, and so emphasised as an inviting 
aspect unique to Canberra). In the middle 
ground, amidst the carefully laid out streets of 
the town, and most prominently displayed, is a 
red-roofed building, behind which one can see 
smaller red-roofed buildings and a mountain 
range bathed in light.66 The poster’s lettering 
is in the most modern font, a sans-serif red. 
The message, then, was clear: ‘Come to 
Canberra, a sunny place with Mediterranean 
architecture, elegant, modern, and with an 
attractive landscape.’ Most significantly, there 
was nothing British about this image at all. 
Its romantic mood, in fact, was reminiscent 
of other tourist posters for the French Riviera 
and for California. Finally, the pictorial trope 
of red roofs in the distance, and pier and 
archway in the foreground looking across an 
expansive sunlit landscape with a mountainous 
background, is strikingly similar in mood 
to the standard motifs from California’s 
ubiquitous fruit-box labels (see Fig. 0.03 on 
page 17). More than in any other medium, 
the illustrative modes in magazines, books 
and posters used to sell Australia to the world 
wedded the Mediterranean style to a vision of 
a Pacific modernity, emphasising a new way of 
living more closely aligned to the other side of 
the ocean than to southern Europe.

This illustrative mode along with 
photographs reproduced in the pages of 
Australia’s magazines offered the most 
convenient and accessible opportunity 

to spread this new Californianised ideal. 
Here Californian examples were most 
frequently presented as the source of Spanish/
Mediterranean style architecture and landscape 
design appropriate for modern Australia. 
The term ‘Spanish Mission’ takes on at this 
point its most pervasive (and misunderstood) 
use, applied to the design of small houses in 
Australia and its popularisation as a suburban 
style. 

Just as the forms of the California 
bungalow were championed in the 1910s 
by publications such as Building, now more 
elegant magazines such as The Home, and 
especially The Australian Home Beautiful, 
focused most exuberantly on Hispanic modes 
throughout the 1920s, and into the early years 
of the 1930s, before the Depression put an 
end to most ambitious building projects. What 
is most apparent in these articles is that the 
majority of illustrations depicting the style 
are American rather than European. In some 
cases, they include photographs of houses in 
Florida—which, of course, was constructing 
in the 1920s its own tropical Mediterranean 
image based on its own connections to a 
Spanish past.67 Some magazines even included 
occasional reproductions of buildings from 
Spanish America. The most frequently 
reproduced examples and the articles that 
accompanied them nonetheless depicted 
Southern Californian buildings.

The Taylors in Building magazine had 
already reproduced illustrations of many 
so-called ‘Mission Style’ buildings gleaned 
from their own travels and from the many 
American magazines that were their main 
illustrative source from the beginning of the 
journal’s long run. The couple never seemed 
as enthusiastic about these Spanish directions 
as they had been about the bungalow out 
of California or the work of the Chicago 
architects. Their trip through America in 1914 
resulted inevitably in the publication of many 
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Californian examples that already revealed 
Mediterranean approaches, including some 
of the buildings from the Panama–Pacific 
International Exposition in San Francisco 
and the ‘Spanish Style’ work at Stanford 
University (which they incorrectly attributed 
to Richardson rather than Richardson’s pupil 
Charles Allerton Coolidge [1858–1936]).68 

They were particularly delighted by the 
appearance of the Santa Fe Railway stations 
throughout the south-western United States, 
which they described in the May 1915 issue 
of the magazine as ‘The Most American of 
Architectural Types’.69 

As the decade progressed, and Mediterra-
nean styles became more prominent in 
Australian suburbs, the Taylors occasionally 
depicted representative examples, some 
American and some Australian. In 1927, 
they reproduced Bertram Goodhue’s 
Churrigueresque doorway for the Coppell 
House in Pasadena, finding it to be ‘of 
considerable artistic taste’, and included 
captions to other houses from Texas and 
South America.70 By the end of that year, 
they included, if still somewhat ambivalently, 
Australian adaptations of the ‘Spanish–
American’ style, such as those by Sydney 
architect H. V. Vernon. Always ready to 
offer their own critiques and explanations of 
what aspects were essential to any style, they 
included under the illustrations of Vernon’s 
Quamba in Wahroonga, New South Wales, 
the statement that ‘the tiled roof, white walls 
and green foreground are not only a necessary 
combination but are in accordance with the 
traditions of the style’.71

The January 1928 issue of Building included 
a drawing for a Spanish façade reprinted from 
Architectural Forum72 and a photograph of 
another of Vernon’s Sydney houses ‘determined 
by the Latin American architecture’.73 This 
issue was the last one produced under George 
Taylor’s editorship, for he drowned in his 

bathtub at the end of that month.74 Despite 
this distressing loss, his wife Florence Taylor, 
herself an architect, kept the magazine going 
under her own hand without missing a single 
issue. The publication’s graphic style never 
modernised and although always rich in 
illustration, continued to the end to appear as 
if it were a trade journal. 

Despite Florence Taylor’s hesitations about 
this ‘alien’ direction, the popular fashion for 
Spanish-inspired building by this time had 
reached such a height in Australia that Building 
was compelled to examine the style’s effects 
on the domestic architectural scene more 
deeply. In October 1928, the lead article in the 
magazine was entitled ‘The Spanish–American 
influence in Australia: Will the colourful style 
be transitory?’75 The illustrations included not 
only American monuments such as Reginald 
Johnson’s Biltmore Hotel in Santa Barbara, 
but also a variety of Australian buildings. 

Taylor’s descriptions vacillate between 
resigned acceptance of the appearance of this 
‘foreign’ style and an outright rejection of its 
faddishness as inappropriate for Australia. 
She acknowledged that ‘Australia, being a 
comparatively new country with a constant 
demand for new buildings, has seized upon 
this new decorative expression for domestic 
architecture’, pointing out that it was only 
logical that such a new country would look 
to America, ‘which undoubtedly at the 
present date leads the world in architectural 
development’.76 Just as categorically, she then 
shifted allegiances to dismiss these directions, 
saying that the ‘style lends itself to cheap 
modern construction’; she believed ‘one may 
as well go straight to Spain for the right 
inspiration as turn to America to be misled.’77 
Such inconsistencies in tone marked much of 
Building’s outlook in the 1920s and in the 
last years of its publication. As late as 1931, 
Florence was still able to praise ‘the delightful 
little town of Santa Barbara’, calling it ‘a unique 
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architectural city’,78 but this enthusiasm for 
a Californian town adopting Spanish Style 
architecture as its organising mode did not 
transfer to examples of this style adapted to 
Australia. The Taylors’ moment, when they 
championed the California bungalow, Walter 
Burley Griffin and other American architects 
as offering the best inspiration for Australians 
to follow in their development of a national 
style, had passed. 

When it first appeared in 1925, the 
graphic appearance and philosophical 
outlook of The Australian Home Beautiful 
could not have differed more dramatically 
from Building’s stodginess.79 Growing out of 
the realtors’ and builders’ publication Real 
Property Annual (1912–1922; known as 
Australian Home Builder 1922–1925), The 
Australian Home Beautiful (hereafter called 
Home Beautiful) modelled itself visually 
on American publications such as Ladies’ 
Home Journal (1883–present) and the Hearst 
publication House Beautiful (1896–present). 
It was unapologetically geared to the newly 
emerging suburban dwellers looking for handy 
tips on home improvements, and examples of 
fashionable house style and gardening plans 
that could help them construct their own home 
and create their personal quarter acre of green 
space. It was clearly a ‘lifestyle’ magazine, 
extolling an up-to-date stylishness that was 
attractive to a younger Australian audience. 
While at times it did highlight public buildings 
and grander estates by leading architects, 
increasingly its articles focused on suburban 
houses, both architect- and builder-built, and 
the design needs of the middle class. 

As early as 1923, when the magazine 
was still called Australian Home Builder, the 
Melbourne architect Percy Everett included 
in its pages references to the new Californian 
styles that could be used to inspire an 
‘“Auspano” treatment’;80 and Leslie Perrott, 
an expert in concrete construction, also used 

the Home Builder in 1925 to spread the word 
of his ‘Mission Style’ findings on his trip 
through California.81 Construction in concrete 
is an important aspect of the Australian 
consideration of Mediterranean styles in home 
building. It seemed the perfect material with 
which to reproduce the look of adobe brick 
buildings, so the style provided a convenient 
form on which to give the sales pitch about 
concrete’s functional advantages.

From its first years, then, Home Beautiful 
knew of Californian trends and took up the 
cause of Spanish/Mediterranean modes with 

Fig. 7.15 ‘A Spanish 
house that is true to type’ 
(Rodney Alsop’s Toorak 
House), in The Australian 
Home Beautiful, 1 
February 1928, p. 13. 
Courtesy of Caroline 
Simpson Library and 
Research Collection, 
Historic Houses Trust of 
New South Wales, Sydney.
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the enthusiasm of the true convert. In the 
June 1926 issue, staff writer Nora Cooper 
highlighted a ‘Spanish Mission’ house 
designed for Mrs. L. V. Waterhouse by none 
other than Peddle, Thorp, & Walker (see Fig. 
7.06 on page 301).82 Fashionable Sydney 
photographer Harold Cazneaux provided 
the photographs—indicating that the maga-
zine’s Editors were interested in home-grown 
graphics in modern design as part of the 
message they wanted to convey. The author 
was particularly taken with the house’s sim-
plicity and ‘the delightful informality of the 
garden’.83 

From this date until the mid-1930s, Spanish 
Style dominated the pages of the magazine. 
‘Without doubt the architecture best suited to 
our sunny Australian climate is the Spanish 
type’, an article declared in 1927, present-

ing with approval some recent examples of 
apartment houses constructed in Melbourne 
in this fashion.84 The style was in full swing 
in these few years before the Depression, 
presented as adaptable to all Australian con-
ditions in every region. Whether Rodney 
Alsop’s own house in Toorak, Victoria,85 or 
‘A “Little Bit of Old Spain” on the shores 
of Sydney Harbour’ in Clifton Gardens86, 
the style was lauded in many magazines as 
a happy architectural solution to the special 
needs of a warm country, where the outdoor 
surroundings were as important to the 
aesthetic environment as the residence itself. 

Particularly striking about Home 
Beautiful’s championing of Spanish Style 
was that this preference affected the entire 
graphic appearance of the magazine as 
well as its articles and photographs. The 

Fig. 7.16 ‘Casa di 
Lucia: A “little bit of old 
Spain” on the shores 
of Sydney Harbour’, in 
The Australian Home 
Beautiful, 2 December 
1929, p. 13.
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central figure in the implementation of the 
magazine’s colourful style of illustration was 
F. Hedley Sanders (b. 1902), an American-
trained illustrator whose first cover for the 
magazine appeared in 1927. As Peter Cuffley 
describes him, Sanders was ‘the man who 
captured, with pencil, pen and brush, the 
Australian ideals of house and home’.87 His 
cover for August 1927 depicted, in colour, 
Bruce Manor, the Prime Minister’s newly built 
home in Frankston, Victoria (see Fig. 7.17 on 
page 223). The image epitomises the graphic 
style that would identify Home Beautiful as a 
modern magazine: stylised trees surrounding 
the Mediterranean façade of the building. 
Here was as well one of the official models 
for all those red-tiled-roof houses that came 
to identify Canberra and the suburbs of other 
Australian cities.

For many years Sanders’ graphic style 
set the tone for Home Beautiful’s version 
of Australian modernity, at least as it was 
envisioned by Australia’s middle classes. His 
rendering for the ‘Small House Number’ in 
August 1928 extended the artist’s command 
of pleasing architectural illustration, again 
with a cosy stuccoed house surrounded 
by abstracted trees whose forms mirrored 
earlier renditions of sinuous eucalypts. The 
same issue included an article by Melbourne 
architect G. A. Soilleux on ‘The small home in 
California’, complete with vignette drawing 
of El Caralo, a new Spanish building in Santa 
Barbara, drawn by Soilleux. The article 
included photographs of homes in Pasadena, 
Los Angeles and Santa Barbara.88 

Although some attempts were made in this 
and other Australian periodicals’ articles to 
delineate what constituted ‘Spanish’ design, 
the use of the term ‘Mission’—adopted from 
its earlier application to Craftsman furniture 
and the introduction into Australia of the 
California bungalow—referred now generally 
to any vaguely Spanish style inspired by 

examples from the other Pacific coast. Writer 
Easter Soilleux, in the 2 December 1929 
issue of Home Beautiful, pointed out this 
generalised use of terms: 

So many houses are labelled Spanish these 

days that the term is in danger of becoming 

discredited … The Spanish houses that are 

genuinely true to type are few and far between 

in Victoria, although those that are incorrectly 

called so are legion.89 

Soilleux went on to say that the ‘true Spanish 
house, which should have walls that are feet, 
instead of inches, thick, a complete absence of 
eaves and their attendant spoutings, and with 
its rooms built around an inner courtyard, 
is suitable for this climate’. The importance, 
then, of the Spanish Style house in Australia 
was tied directly to its relation to a sunny 
landscape and nature surrounding the house. 
In this same article, Soilleux points to an 
appropriately adapted house in East Malvern, 
Melbourne, stating that it is successful 
because of its setting, in what she describes 
as a ‘delightful old-world garden’.90 

This connection to the garden continued 
to be a focus of Home Beautiful articles. John 
R. Parry in 1929 lucidly outlined the elements 
necessary for a true Spanish garden, from the 
inclusion of tiles, fountains and benches to the 
desired effects of plants placed against coloured 
walls. The eucalypt and other Australian 
natives were still not regularly integrated into 
the concept of a Mediterranean garden, but 
the plantings around Spanish Style houses 
were usually less formal, less English and more 
colourful than earlier Australian efforts. The 
outlook about gardens presented in Home 
Beautiful in these years had much to do with 
bringing about a change in Australian planting 
practices and the public’s attitudes toward 
not only the home garden, but the native 
Australian landscape itself. Central to this 



1920s: Australia and Spanish Style architecture    315

change was Edna Walling (1896–1973), the 
most important figure in Australian landscape 
design in this crucial period, who wrote the 
gardening column for Home Beautiful from 
1927 until 1948.91 

Increasingly the magazine’s articles 
emphasised Australian builders’ adaptations 
of Spanish Style and Mediterranean elements, 
indicating the most popularised versions of 
what Australians had gleaned from reading, 
travelling to California and Europe, and, most 
significantly, from what they saw in films out of 
Hollywood. One writer, described humorously 
as ‘The Victim’, and entitling his article ‘The 
house a man built to please his wife’, recounted 
how a Melbourne couple’s train trip through 
California, ‘from San Francisco to the Mexican 
border’, inspired them to build their own 
Spanish home once they returned home.92 The 
photographs of the house that resulted from 
this California tour reveal a ‘do-it-yourself’ 
mishmash of stylistic elements far removed 
from any legitimate adaptation or imitation 

of true Mediterranean forms. Advertisements 
by builders in the same magazines show a 
similar bastardisation, adding a few curlicue 
columns, Mission parapets and red-tile roofs 
to otherwise ill-proportioned boxes. Robin 
Boyd’s declaration of Spanish Mission as 
mere ‘decorative fashion’ pertain to these 
houses, signalling the style’s acquiescence to 
the contractors’ market, in which Hollywood 
Spanish Revival as it appeared to Australians 
in magazines and in films triumphed over more 
considered architectural choice.93 

These adaptations of Spanish Style derived 
from theatrical Californian versions are 
nowhere more clearly evident in Australia 
than in two quintessentially modern forms of 
popular public building types: the movie house 
and the service station. The ‘picture palace’ era 
hit Australia in the 1920s and borrowed all of 
the extravagances of the American prototype. 
In Sydney, Melbourne and even Perth, 
‘atmospheric theatres’, some of them built 
from designs of the great exponent of these 
fantasy buildings in America, John Eberson 
(1875–1964), included ornate decorations, 
special effects such as twinkling stars in the 
ceiling and painted or stuccoed murals of 
villages, and enormous Wurlitzer organs that 
came up out of the orchestra pit. Almost all of 
these 1920s theatres, built for the most part by 
two chains, Stuart Doyle’s (1887–1945) Union 
Theatres and Frank Thring’s (1882–1936) 
Hoyts Theatres, were in some way alluding 
to Italianate, Hispanic or Mediterranean/
Moorish styles in their ornamentation and 
architectural forms. 

The Regent Theatre in Melbourne (see 
Fig. 7.19 on page 316), Thring’s grandest 
project, was (according to Thring) inspired by 
the grandiose New York projects of Thomas 
W. Lamb.94 Designed by Melbourne architect 
Cedric Ballantyne (1876–1951)—the same 
architect who built many bungalows and 
other structures throughout the Melbourne 

Fig. 7.18 The Victim, 
‘The house a man built 
to please his wife’, 
The Australian Home 
Beautiful, 2 September 
1929, p. 18. Courtesy of 
Caroline Simpson Library 
and Research Collection, 
Historic Houses Trust of 
New South Wales, Sydney.
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region—the theatre actually contained two 
venues, the 3300-seat Regent, and below 
this immense auditorium, the smaller Plaza 
Theatre. Ballantyne made a study tour to 
the United States before he designed these 
and other Regent Theatres around Australia, 
and Thring sent his ‘theatre man’ A. B. ‘Bert’ 
Cowen to America to purchase furnishings 
and mechanical equipment.95 Both theatres 
were elaborately Spanish in their interiors. 
The Plaza particularly included ‘Spanish 
period furnishings’ such as a model galleon 
and Churrigueresque plaster ornamentation. 
According to accounts of the time, including 
an article in Home Beautiful, the foyer was 
meant to simulate a Spanish courtyard.96 The 
Plaza’s ceilings, incomprehensibly labelled as 
‘Aztec’, were painted with colourful heraldic 
ornaments, reminiscent (at least in intention 

if not authenticity) of the ceilings done by 
Giovanni Smeraldi for California buildings 
such as The Atheneaum at the California 
Institute of Technology in Pasadena, and 
in Los Angeles at The Biltmore Hotel and 
The Jonathan Club.97 While the exterior of 
Ballantyne’s Regent Theatres (he produced 
others in other Australian cities) never took on 
a full-blown Spanish Revival style like so many 
of the ‘atmospheric’ California picture palaces 
did, the interiors displayed extravagantly 
‘Hollywood Mediterranean’ medievalism in 
some form or another. 

The same could be said for the equally 
ornate theatres of Thring’s main competitor, 
Stuart Doyle, under whose command the largest 
cinemas were built throughout Australia.98 The 
greatest of these was Sydney’s State Theatre, 
seating 4000 and built in a very short time to 

Fig. 7.19 Cecil Ballantyne 
(arch.), interior, Regent 
Theatre, Melbourne, 
1929. La Trobe Picture 
Collection, State Library 
of Victoria, Melbourne, 
Victoria.
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of the Moon on Mornington Peninsula, 
described as ‘a residential development along 
with entertainment facilities that would entice 
the holiday maker’.103 

In the bayside suburb of St Kilda in 
Melbourne, apartment buildings ‘in a style 
direct from Westwood, Los Angeles’ began to 
appear.104 The Belvedere on The Esplanade, 
very near the amusement park Luna Park, 
completed in 1928, with curlicue colonettes in 
the tiled bathrooms, Spanish ironwork, Juliet 
balconies and decorative rafters, is one of 
the most ambitious examples. The references 
were unashamedly inspired by Hollywood as 
absorbed from films and illustrations in popular 
magazines. Other Australian builders, from 
Brisbane to Perth, cashed in on the fashion for 
all things Californian and seen at the movies, 
building houses sometimes attempting to be 
true to period styles, and sometimes not.105 

At least one Australian public building of 

the period exhibited architectural aspirations 
more in keeping with the aims of serious 
American architects using Mediterrranean 
elements. The Roxy Theatre in Parramatta 
near Sydney, one of the Hoyts chain, was 
built by L. F. Herbert and E. D. Wilson, and 
opened in 1930 (see Fig. 7.21 on page 224).106 
As Hamann points out, Herbert and Wilson’s 
references to a ‘Spanish colonial church’ 
seems more inspired by John D. Moore’s 
American mentor Bertram Goodhue’s work 
for the 1915 San Diego Exposition than 
by Hollywood picture palaces. Hamann 
acknowledges Goodhue’s popularity among 
Australian architects: ‘ … his fusion of blank 
masses with intense bursts of ornament in 
stylised gothic or Spanish colonial was seen 
then as a genuinely modern architecture’.107 
In its layout, with a central towered entrance 
flanked by side arcades, The Roxy is also 
reminiscent of other Southern California 

Fig. 7.22 elmer Grey 
(arch.), Pasadena 
Playhouse, Pasadena, 
California, 1925. Courtesy 
of The Huntington Library, 
San Marino, California.
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theatres of the time in a Spanish Style, such 
as Elmer Grey’s Pasadena Playhouse. While 
these Australian urban theatres were never 
as richly landscaped as most Californian 
examples, reference to the ‘exotic’ sometimes 
appeared in the landscaping around the 
picture palaces in the form of an occasional 
palm tree or planting of ferns. 

That Hollywood rather than more tradi-
tional architectural sources, Mediterranean 
or otherwise, provided inspiration for some 
of the flashiest Australian constructions in 
the 1920s is most exuberantly exhibited in 
Boomerang, completed in Sydney in 1926 for 
music publisher and entertainment entrepre-
neur Frank Albert (1874–1962).108 By far the 
most extravagant residence ever built in the city, 
combining high theatricality with a modicum 
of architectural integrity, this enormous har-
bourside villa was the work of English-born 
Neville Hampson (1873–c. 1928), a relatively 
unknown architect working in Sydney who 
had previously produced Arts & Crafts-style 

homes, primarily on the city’s North Shore.109 
The owner of the estate, Albert was the pro-
prietor of Australia’s largest music business, 
selling both sheet music and musical instru-
ments (especially harmonicas). Since the 
1890s, the company’s products carried the 
name and logo ‘Boomerang’; so it was no 
surprise when Albert chose the name for his 
luxury home, especially considering that an 
earlier residence on his harbour site had also 
been designated Boomerang.110 

In 1919 Albert travelled to the United 
States and sent Hampson to California as 
well, to see how American moguls were 
living.111 When they returned from America, 
Albert pulled out all the stops in his orders to 
his architect, telling him to make the house 
like ‘the best of Hollywood’.112 Boomerang 
was always meant to be a flagrant symbol of 
wealth and prestige, in keeping with Albert’s 
position in the entertainment industry (he 
went on to be a director of the ABC and ran 
a chain of suburban movie theatres and radio 

Fig. 7.23 Neville 
hampson (arch.), 
Boomerang, Sydney New 
South Wales, 1926–29. 
Building, 12 october 
1928, p. 60.
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stations). It cost an estimated 60,000 pounds 
to build, an enormous sum for the time—and 
this was a figure that Albert gladly fed to the 
newspapers and magazines.113 

As its current Heritage Office listing 
describes it, Boomerang exemplifies ‘the 
Hollywood derived taste for the Spanish 
mission style in a pastiche of palms, splashing 
fountains and “Spanish” architectural details: 
perforated screens, rough stucco, collonades, 
grilles, loggias and barley twist columns’.114 
Three storeys high, the residence included a 40-
seat cinema, more than 30 rooms, numerous 
marbled bathrooms, pools, Wunderlich tiled 
roofs and one of the most spectacular garden 
settings on several acres leading down to 
Elizabeth Bay’s harbour waters. The house 
was the talk of all the lifestyle magazines and 
newspapers and came to epitomise Sydney’s 
obsession—even in the 1920s—with glamorous 
real estate. As for the correct label for this type 
of domestic architecture, everyone knew that 
it looked vaguely Mediterranean and ‘exotic’, 
although no-one was quite sure what to call 
it. Nora Cooper, one of the columnists then 
currently enthusing about Spanish Style homes 
in Home Beautiful, summarised it best: ‘Just 
what is the style of this house? It is hard to 
say. Spanish Mission, perhaps, but Spanish 
Mission come into a fortune.’115 

Aside from its continuing prominence in 
Sydney’s favourite parlour game of ‘most 
expensive real estate’, one of Boomerang’s 
most intriguing aspects in terms of its impact 
on future architecture and design in Australia 
concerns the gardens. At the time of the con-
struction of the house, Albert hired as his land-
scapist Max Shelley (1895–1954), a young 
man already writing about garden design for 
magazines such as Home.116 Shelley must have 
been thrilled to receive such an ambitious 
commission, especially given the symbolic 
implications of Albert’s lot on the harbour. 
His property incorporated a large segment 

of the 54-acre original estate of Alexander 
Macleay (1767–1848), the most famous 
scientist in nineteenth-century Australia, a 
member of the Linnean Society and renowned 
for his introduction of rare plants into the 
colony.117 Albert’s site had been the home of 
Macleay’s Linnean Hall, a museum of plants 
and insects, as well as his famous gardens. 
Many of Macleay’s plants were still on the 
property when Shelley began his designs for 
the grounds of Boomerang, including one of 
the first avocados in the colony and several 
stands of rare palms. 

Shelley feasted on this lush legacy, creating 
appropriately Mediterranean gardens that 
incorporated these plants, with special focus 
given to the palms. He added Mediterranean 
cypress as well as Australian natives (although 
no eucalypts in ornamental placings) amidst 
‘crazy paving’ walkways, fountains, tiled pools 
and ‘square Moorish concrete and multicol-
oured ceramic tile planter tubs’.118 The house 
and its extravagances were well out of the 
range of nearly every Australian, except as a 
source of voyeuristic spectacle to be consumed 
in the pages of the lifestyle magazines. But the 
appearance of Shelley’s densely designed land-
scaping, clearly visible from the harbour, must 
have inspired many do-it-yourself gardeners to 
consider alternatives to the cottage and formal 
English gardens that had so long dominated 
Australian landscaping. While Australian 
native plants were not yet as enthusiastically 
adopted into this landscape aesthetic as they 
were in California, most builders adopting the 
Mediterranean style in domestic and public 
architecture now recognised that they needed 
to consider a Mediterranean approach to the 
garden as well. Inevitably, this approach led 
to more tropical plantings and native plants 
entered more naturally into the landscaping 
decisions of both professionals and amateurs. 

Frank Albert’s Boomerang offers the most 
grandiose example of Hollywood Style applied 
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in Australia, but other public structures of 
a much more mundane function also give 
evidence of a theatrical flair emanating origi-
nally from the other side of the Pacific. Inspired 
by examples viewed in American magazines, 
and on an even more modest scale, the humble 
service station—the quintessential exemplar 
of architectural modernity on the most ver-
nacular of levels—became the perfect place to 
evoke a particularly accessible aesthetic form, 
in which fantasy could be given full reign.

America had by the 1920s already been 
applying all sorts of Revival styles to its petrol 
stations, largely dependent on ideas of region-
alist forms.119 Even well-known architects of 
wealthy houses such as Los Angeles’s Roland 
Coate (1890–1958) applied their hand to 
‘filling station design’,120 including his 1927 
Orientalist fantasy for a Calpet station on 
fashionable Wilshire Boulevard.121 But in 
California, and the south-west United States 
in general, Mission Style and hacienda–like 
forms became the most logical motifs to be 
used for the service station, just as this style 
had been adapted for earlier railroad stations. 
Texaco Oil, for example, applied the red-
tiled roofs and whitewashed walls to most 
of their stations across the south-west. These 
were the structures illustrated artistically in 
the company’s advertisements in Touring 
Topics and Sunset, fitting in seamlessly with 
the magazines’ overall regional aesthetic 
of missions, palm trees, sunshine and open 
spaces. Just as Lillian Rice had created an 
‘Hispanic’ filling station for Rancho Santa Fe, 
other architects in other California communi-
ties created an illusionistic atmosphere of Old 
Spain even in this most commercially func-
tional of roadside structures. 

As part of the highway landscape that 
tourists and travellers would have seen in 
California, and as part of the iconography of 
the Pacific Rim presented so relentlessly in the 
California magazines readily accessible even 
to Australians who never went overseas, the 
appearance of Spanish Style service stations 
was just as inevitable to seaside Australia as was 
the Hollywood Style ‘atmospheric’ theatre. In 
a September 1927 issue of Building magazine, 
the Taylors considered the significance of the 
architecture for such a prominent aspect of 
the modernised world. ‘This state of things 
is responsible for a demand for a number of 
filling stations’, they wrote, ‘and as these must 
necessarily stand in prominent positions near 

Fig. 7.24 Shell service 
station, advertisement, 
Touring Topics, September 
1928. Courtesy of The 
Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California.
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the road, their design should be well consid-
ered and made as attractive as possible’.122 

The service station illustrated above this 
caption, in Chatswood, Sydney, was a func-
tional brick structure of little perceptible 
aesthetic quality. A few months later, the 
same magazine illustrated a service station in 
Coogee, near the beach, which was thoroughly 
Mediterraneanised. The Taylors found its form 
entirely appropriate:

The design would appear to be of American 

inspiration, but loses nothing on that score. The 

light color of the building is very suitable for 

its purpose and it is distinguished by a desirable 

lack of gaudy advertisement which usually is the 

chief disparagement of such places. It is pleasing 

to note that a building, which must necessarily 

be a prominent feature of the street frontage can 

be sufficiently attractive in appearance and still 

advertise its commercial use in an efficient and 

artistic manner.123

Soon other stations of like design began 
appearing in every city in Australia. Nelson’s 
Garage in Wollongong (1930), for example, 
evokes the same red-tiled iconography as 
a California Shell station or the others so 

stylised in advertisements in Sunset and 
Touring Topics. While most service stations 
continued to be built by builders rather than 
architects, some notable architects in Australia 
began to gain commissions to build substan-
tial service stations, just as had happened in 
California. Intriguingly, and unlike anything 
that occurred in California, a number of these 
structures in Sydney combined petrol stations 
with a block of flats, apparently envisioned 
as the epitome of modern living and conven-
ience.124 The most ambitious example of this 
type was ‘The Broadway’, which appeared on 
a fashionable corner of Bellevue Hill, created 
by Emil Sodersten (1899–1961), later to be the 
architect of Canberra’s War Memorial and, 
along with his partner Bruce Delitt (1898–
1942), one of Australia’s leading exponents of 
the Art Deco style.125 A three-storey building 
rounding the intersection’s corner, with 12 
flats above, and six shops, full garage and 
service station below, the façade demonstrates 
one of the most accomplished examples of the 
Mission Style in Australia.126 

 While this combined form of residen-
tial and commercial building seems to have 
been confined to Sydney, other service 
stations throughout Australia in this period 

Fig. 7.25 The former 
Auckland Garage, 
cnr. Gilbert and West 
Promenade, Manly. 
Photograph: Ian Kirk. 
Courtesy of Caroline 
Simpson Library and 
Research Collection, 
Historic Houses Trust of 
New South Wales, Sydney.
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often included ornamental references to the 
Mediterranean fashion, with red-tiled roofs, 
Mission parapets and/or baroque curlicue 
columns. A Victorian example in this vein 
was the Kellow Falkner Car Showroom (also 
called Badenach House, 1929) in South Yarra, 
once again stylish commercial architecture 
associated with the automobile and built by 
leading Melbourne architect Harry Norris 
(1888–1966). Covered in Goodhue-like ter-
racotta ornamental friezes and Wunderlich 
roof tiles, this still extant building was one of 
the earliest custom-built motor showrooms in 
Victoria. According to its National Trust entry, 
it ‘housed large bronze-framed show windows 
displaying American motor cars’.127 

For a brief moment in Australia, then, 
the evocation of Hollywood and all things 
Californian appeared on the most popular level 
in buildings, landscape designs and graphic 

illustration with references to ornamentation, 
forms and stylistic elements originally associ-
ated with the Iberian Peninsula and Spanish 
America. These fashionable applications, con-
sciously alluding to a media-generated concept 
of Pacific modernity and stylishness, were 
bound to be short-lived, as fashions changed 
on both sides of the ocean. More significantly, 
the economic effects of the Great Depression 
and then the hardships of World War II cut 
short any further Australian development 
of these decorative directions. Once the war 
ended, the hegemony of International Style 
modernism put an end to any frivolous exper-
imentation with period revivalism as expres-
sive of national identity or modernity. 

Still, the considered efforts of Leslie 
Wilkinson and other prominent architects to 
introduce Mediterranean architectural forms 
to Australia were successful in presenting 

Fig. 7.26 emil Sodersten 
(arch.), The Broadway, 
apartment and service 
station, Bellevue Hill, 
Sydney, New South Wales, 
1928–30. Photograph: 
courtesy Caroline Simpson 
Library and Research 
Collection, Historic 
Houses Trust of New 
South Wales, Sydney.
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an alternative to the climatically inappropri-
ate English styles that had previously been 
the most prominent source of inspiration for 
Australian builders. That these new styles 
were taken up with such alacrity at all levels 
of society and in all aesthetic forms owes as 
much to Australia’s neighbour on the Pacific 
as it does to any high-minded architectural 
pronouncements. California, seeking its own 
form of modern architecture and an aesthet-
ics that would represent a unique sense of 
its place on the Pacific, presented Australia, 
through reproduced illustrations and experi-
enced examples, with the most alluring icono-
graphic possibilities. 
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