
PRICE TAGS
Issue 52 

December 16, 2004

__________________________________________

Australian Style 
__________________________________________



The picture below isn’t particularly attention-grabbing – but it captures 
the moment when I realized with sudden clarity that there was this 

tangible thing called “Australian Style” – an appealing mix of lifestyle,  
modern architecture, urban planning and development tradition, along 

with a response to climate and a celebration of the Australian outdoors.  

I was walking through Brisbane’s Southbank (their 1988 world’s-fair 
site) with Michael Kerry, Queensland’s urban planner, when, looking 

up, I noticed two women on a balcony overlooking a linear park (you can 
see it reflected in the windows below).  But notice: the glass wall that 

separates the living room from the outdoors has been completely 
pushed to either side.  To the left, I’m guessing, is the ubiquitous 

barbecue. Below is a coffee shop, where again the barrier between 
indoor and out is ambiguous at best, as is the distinction between public 

and private space. That, in part, is Australian Style.



Townhouse, with barbecue: Port Phillip, Melbourne

In the four Australian cities on my tour last month –
Adelaide, Perth, Brisbane and Melbourne – I saw 

some of the best examples of medium-density 
development I’ve ever come across, frequently 

associated with good public transit and mixed-use 
urban renewal.  

You’ll see more examples in coming weeks.  But this 
issue will acquaint you some of the elements that go 

into the distinctive modernist look that Australians 
have so skillfully refined.  



Rowhouse: East Perth



Griffith Graduate 
Centre: 

Southlands, 
Brisbane

So what are the 
elements that go 

into the architecture 
of Australian Style?

The lines are 
clean: detailing is 
found in the 
striping of windows 
and casements. 
Canopies over-
hang a pleasing 
play of volumes. 

There is typically a 
tilted plane or an 
angle somewhere 
in a composition of 
repeated 
rectangles.  

There are touches 
of  colour: solid 
and strong but not 
garish.

Docklands, Melbourne



The balconies are 
spacious, and 
often establish  

the rhythm for the 
entire building

Residential tower: 
Port  Phillip,    
Melbourne



Office and residential development: Claisebrook, East Perth

The buildings are typically mid-rise.  They’re not afraid to 
mix uses, if not within the same building then as part of a 

comprehensively planned neighbourhood.  

Development relates to water where possible, or with 
patios and balconies overlooking a greenway of some 

kind.  Whether it’s a ‘Parade’ in Melbourne, the park ring 
of Adelaide, the Southbank of Brisbane or the 

greenswards of Perth, provision of abundant open space 
is part of the Australian tradition of town planning.



Rowhouses: East Perth

It helps to know that Australians often pay for their building lots 
separately from the houses constructed on them.  Unlike in 

Canada, where a developer is responsible for both, Australians 
will hire an architect to design a dwelling once the site is 
acquired.  The result: more serendipity and diversity as 

adjacent lots are separately developed. 



Nineteenth-century terrace housing: Paddington, Sydney 

Here’s another distinction: 
Australians have a long 

tradition of building terrace 
housing - rowhouses without 

side yards, or townhomes with 
second-storey balconies facing 
right onto the street – a style 

wholly absent from Vancouver 
until recently.



Townhomes along Claisebrook Inlet: East Perth 

A form once 
associated with the 

working class is 
now favoured for 
some of the most 

expensive inner-city 
housing in 
Australia. East Perth



East Perth

In some of the trendier redevelopment areas, the 
shop-house is the choice for many, where 
apartments are situated above storefronts.



New Farm/ Teneriffe: Brisbane

Here, as well, is where live-work lifestyles are 
breaking down traditional zoning barriers, and where 
the opportunity for more flambuoyant architecture is 
allowed, so long as it is part of the streetfront, within 

the discipline of the narrow lot.  



The result is often 
Whistler-like, where 

mixed-use 
commercial/residential 
districts anchor a new 
neighbourhood next to 
a rapid-transit station.

Subiaco town centre: Perth



Australia Style is most self-consciously expressed on the 
Queen Street Mall in Brisbane, where the tropical 

climate allows a seamlessness of indoors and outdoors.  
Architect John Mainwaring is credited with the redesign 
of the Mall in 2000 after it was looking tired from almost 
two decades of service.  By using light-weight materials, 
designing for climate and energy efficiency (using natural 
light and ventilation) and a style which reflected the local 

context, he helped create one of the most successful 
public precincts in the country – and an example to the 
world that pedestrian malls can be great public spaces.

Click here for more information.

http://www.cmit.csiro.au/innovation/2000-02/mall.htm


It is in the canopy that Australian Style breaks with 
modernist geometry and the tilted plane.  Teflon awnings 

and curving glass cover public spaces and cheerfully 
define pedestrian paths.

Kelvin Grove:          
Brisbane

Queensland University of 
Technology: Brisbane



These elements have been incorporated to help transform what was
one of the most dismal public spaces in Australia – Melbourne’s 

Spencer Street Station – into an exciting rail terminal and dynamic 
urban environment.

Truly Australian Style.



The 20 Best North American 
Districts, Downtowns, and 
Neighborhoods 

Granville Island tops our list of the best neighborhoods and 
districts in North America.

1. Granville Island, Vancouver, British Columbia 
2. East Village, New York, NY: 
3. North Beach, San Francisco, CA 
4. Camden, ME 
5. Coyoacan, Mexico City 
6. Rittenhouse Square, Philadelphia, PA 
7. The Plateau, Montreal, Quebec 
8. Kensington Market, Toronto, Ontario
9. Centre City, Ponce, Puerto Rico 
10. Fells Point, Baltimore, MD 

Granville Island Tops

You probably saw the news that “The Project of Public 
Spaces” picked Granville Island as the best district in North 

America.  Click here for the original story.

http://www.pps.org/info/newsletter/november2004/november2004_neighborhoods


The story that interested me came out the same 
week – and is just as important an affirmation of 

Granville Island’s success.

Roads Gone Wild
In Denmark, the town of Christianfield stripped the traffic signs and 
signals from its major intersection and cut the number of serious or 
fatal accidents a year from three to zero. In England, towns in Suffolk 
and Wiltshire have removed lane lines from secondary roads in an
effort to slow traffic - experts call it "psychological traffic calming…

"I think the future of transportation in our cities is slowing down the 
roads," says Ian Lockwood, the transportation manager for West Palm 
Beach during the project and now a transportation and design 
consultant. "When you try to speed things up, the system tends to fail, 
and then you're stuck with a design that moves traffic inefficiently and 
is hostile to pedestrians and human exchange….

"What we really need is a complete paradigm shift in traffic engineering 
and city planning to break away from the conventional ideas that have 
got us in this mess. There's still this notion that we should build big 
roads everywhere because the car represents personal freedom. Well, 
that's bullshit. The truth is that most people are prisoners of their cars." 

Click here for full story.

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.12/traffic.html?tw=wn_tophead_5


1. Remove signs: The architecture of the 
road - not signs and signals - dictates 
traffic flow.

2.  Install art: The height of the fountain 
indicates how congested the intersection 
is. 

3. Share the spotlight: Lights illuminate not 
only the roadbed, but also the pedestrian 
areas.

4. Do it in the road: Cafés extend to the 
edge of the street, further emphasizing the 
idea of shared space.

5. See eye to eye: Right-of-way is 
negotiated by human interaction, rather 
than commonly ignored signs.

6. Eliminate curbs: Instead of a raised curb, 
sidewalks are denoted by texture and 
color.

How to Build 
a Better 
Intersection: 
Chaos = 
Cooperation



Hey, Granville Island was doing all these 
things back in the late-1970s!

Maybe it was the spirit of the times, but the federal government
apparently had the nerve to trust the ideas of Norm Hotson and 

Joost Bakker, the young architects who got the commission. 

And where did their inspiration come from?  “We drew our ideas 
from the site,” they explained.  The streets were already cobbled 
from building to building, without curbs and sidewalks – just rails 

running down the middle. 

In retrospect, they had no idea the Island would be so 
successful, and so figured the conflict between pedestrians and 

traffic wouldn’t be much of a problem.

They also had the freedom from the city’s bylaws and the 
dictates of traffic engineers.  If Granville Island had come under 

the city’s jurisdiction, they would have had to meet city 
standards – and Granville Island would be a very different place.  
The question now is whether the lessons learned will be applied 

to Southeast False Creek.



Price Tags 49 – Lonsdale

RE:SPONSE
The foot of Lonsdale is a lost opportunity. Except for a few 
isolated spots that are difficult to access, North Vancouver 
hardly seems like a city by the sea at all. We’ve got the 
Automall, I suppose.

There needs to be a breath-taking moment to celebrate the 
termination of North Vancouver’s “Main” Street. I don’t think 
it should stop. The pleasure piers of British Seaside towns 
should give us a clue.

Build a pier and extend the vibrant life of Lonsdale and the 
Quay out into Burrard Inlet.

Kevin Hanvey
North Vancouver (City) resident and Architect



RE:SPONSE
Price Tags 50 - Lonsdale

Mark Hornell’s idea for relocating the BC Rail station to 
Lonsdale would certainly be a good one, if only BC Rail 
(now CN, of course) still ran passenger trains to Whistler 
and beyond. It will be interesting to see if any of the 
passenger service proposals for the ex-BCR line include 
a line-haul type service that would make a Lonsdale 
station sensible. More pessimistically, all that may be 
offered will be a Rocky Mountaineer-style “land cruise”
service that would not support a station in a more 
accessible location.

Ian Fisher,
Vancouver

I would really like to see a design for a 
waterfront path similar to Coal Harbour or 
False Creek. The City of North Vancouver 
is committed to bike lanes on Esplanade 
and they are very necessary since 
Esplanade is a truck route.

It would be great to have a waterfront path 
from the low-level bike lanes to the Quay 
for cyclists who prefer something safer and 
quieter. Kind of like Georgia Street and the 
optional Bayshore bike route.  The path in 
Waterfront Park is not compatible for 
cyclists and pedestrians. It is more of a 
leisurely promenade.

John Fair, North Vancouver



With reference to the proposal for a combined 
North Shore SeaBus/rail/tram terminus, this did get 
discussed when I was at Translink….

The relocation of the Whistler rail passenger 
service terminal adjacent to the SeaBus makes 
perfect sense. There is a rail tunnel that runs 
behind the terminal … the design of a passenger 
link and terminal could easily have been 
incorporated. 

Of course that assumes that there is some way to 
accommodate the need to transfer freight cars 
between the former BC Rail and the Second 
Narrows Crossing.  But given the low frequency, 
temporal separation could have been made to work 
- provided the new residents didn't object to the 
noise. However, Translink has no jurisdiction on 
passenger services that go outside the GVRD  
(except for West Coast Express). 

It is also worth considering what might have 
happened if events had turned out differently. If 
passenger rail had been upgraded, would that have 
stimulated house building for commuters in 
Squamish - any more than the upgrade of the Sea 
to Sky Highway is now doing?

Stephen Rees,
Richmond

RE:SPONSE – Lonsdale 



Price Tags is an electronic newsletter by Gordon Price

To subscribe or comment, click here / For archives, click here.

Above the Capilano Reservoir 

December 14th

http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags.asp
mailto:pricetags@shaw.ca

