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BOYD ON EXHIBITION  

Most people think of Robin Boyd as a writer on architecture. He was. Many people know of him as an 
architect of houses. He was that too. But a little discussed aspect of his life and his career as a writer and as 
an architect was his life-long commitment to the idea and challenge of exhibiting design in all its aspects. 
Above all, this commitment was one that saw design as a public action with public consequences whether 
at the level of the everyday house, an expression of national identity, or even as way of selling fish and 
chips. Boyd’s involvement with the idea of exhibition could be local, national and international and he wrote 
and designed – brilliantly it has to be said - across all three fields. In Australia, this makes him and his 
contribution rare, especially as involvement with exhibitions was peculiar within his profession locally. But for 
Boyd, it formed a distinctive and intrinsic part of his everyday practice – because it was about the projection 
of ideas.  

House
If the house was a private prize for most Australians, for Robin Boyd it was a public preoccupation. While 
he designed more than a hundred individual houses for individual clients, he also designed a series of 
demonstration houses and project houses that were intended for public display and ultimately public 
education. Authorship was not important for him in these projects. In the tradition of modernist housing 
exhibitions such as the Weissenhof Siedlung, Stuttgart (1927), it was the series of generic ideas in these 
houses that could be presented publicly that was paramount – but for Boyd achieved in an Australian way. 
The House of Tomorrow (1949), Sunshine House (1951), Peninsula House (1955) and Appletree Hill Estate 
(1965) were ultimately polemical exercises. Even the Stegbar Windowall (1953-), while clearly intended 
for mass-consumption and commercial success, had as its aim the goal of shifting perceptions about what 
constituted normality in terms of house design, daylighting and everyday construction practices. 
 
Exhibition
In 1970, Boyd was to write in Living in Australia that “Exhibitions are usually the most uncommunicative of 
all mediums of communication”. It was a typical Boyd negative that underplayed his own expertise in the 
field. He became fascinated with international expositions after trips to Interbau, the International Building 
Exhibition held in Berlin in 1957 and the Brussels World Expo in 1958. He was also involved regularly in 
writing about and presenting Australia in international forums and professional journals. Expositions had, 
since the Great Exhibition in London in 1851, been seed beds for new ideas in architecture and technology, 
as well as contentious venues for national representation. For Boyd, another personal preoccupation of his 
was Australian identity and its place internationally, and especially the role of design in that discourse. As 
exhibits designer for Australian pavilions at Expo 67 in Montreal and Expo 70 in Osaka, Boyd was at the very 
epicentre of a global ‘what’s on’ in contemporary culture. As such, his designs like the ‘Space Tube’ need 
to be judged alongside not just the well-known expo architects of the day like Frei Otto, Buckminster Fuller, 
Kenzo Tange and Kisho Kurokawa, but also with those designers intimately involved with curatorial strategies 
for culture such as Charles and Ray Eames and Bernard Rudofsky. For Boyd, it was the expo experience 
that would inform his exhibition designs on Australia, witness his plywood cylinders at Australia Square for 
‘Australia: The First 200 Years’ (1968) and his acrylic cylinders for the Australian Chancery in Washington 
DC (1968).       

Philip Goad

Australia: The First 200 
Years’ (photograph:  
Max Dupain, courtesy  
Eric Sierins)
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Display
Robin Boyd also designed buildings that were for and about display. One of the first was his Haddon 
Scholarship winning entry for an art gallery in Mildura (1948); in plan, it’s like a rehearsal for the House of 
Tomorrow. But the later work, the Tower Hill Natural History Centre (1962-70), Neptune’s Fishbowl (1968-
9), the Morris Wines Tasting Room (1970-2) and Churchill House (1968-70, 1972) all take on the quality 
of elegantly designed vitrines: buildings to show off objects within but without are themselves objects that 
convey his mantra of a ‘single controlling idea’. There’s also the recurring theme of the circle as a curatorial 
device across his exhibition designs and his buildings for display. And also to the locus of this exhibition. The 
door plates to Walsh Street are brass circles – impressed upon the peephole are the words ‘Robin Boyd’.    

This exhibition is the outcome of student-based research within the MSD graduate elective ABPL90367 
Critical and Curatorial Practices in Design held in semester 2 2017 and led by Alan Pert and Philip Goad. 
The exhibition evolved through what students were able to find in archival collections such as the Grounds 
Romberg and Boyd collection at the State Library of Victoria and the National Archives of Australia, through 
library, journal and newspaper holdings, interviews with architects like Peter McIntyre, Norman Day and Paul 
Couch, contact with local historical societies and community groups, and reconstructing Boyd projects in 
drawn and model form. They looked at drawings, specifications, contracts, interviews, marketing material, 
photographs and a variety of other evidence. The students proposed graphic strategies for the catalogue 
and the exhibition, and they designed installation pieces for the exhibition in an astonishing variety of drawn, 
book, model and digital forms.

The class brought to light new thinking about Robin Boyd and his ideas about exhibition and architecture. 
Visual and intellectual connections across projects meant revelation and sometimes serendipitous discovery. 
But that is always the delight of the archive – the ability to surprise. As a pedagogical exercise, the curating of 
an exhibition is itself like the design, construction and delivery of a building. It is a work of architecture that 
continues to unfold always until the very end. 

Finally, this exhibition also coincides with the fifty-year anniversary of Robin Boyd’s delivery of the ABC 
Boyer Lectures in 1967. To mark that occasion, we have republished Chapter 2 of ‘Artificial Australia’ in this 
catalogue: its title is ‘The Architecture of Ideas’. As a form of double echo therefore, we think it is a fitting 
tribute that this exhibition, installed in Robin Boyd’s own house, should be titled as he himself had publicly 
labelled the Sunshine House in 1951, the ‘House of Ideas’.   

Professor Philip Goad is Chair of Architecture and Co-Director of ACAHUCH (Australian Centre for Architectural History, 
Urban and Cultural Heritage within the Melbourne School of Design.
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Front door, Boyd House II (photograph: Philip Goad)
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THE CULTIVATION OF IDEAS - 
A REVERSE CHRONOLOGY

The ‘House of Ideas’ presents a poignant window into a collection 
of works that often sits outside the more familiar writings or 
buildings by Robin Boyd. The significance of this collection is 
the lack of scrutiny it has had up until now and the relationship 
to Boyd’s wider portfolio of projects. In many ways, ‘House of 
Ideas’ is an invitation for the viewer to travel through and across 
multiple ‘Boyd’ ideas – buildings, display homes, exhibitions, 
curatorial strategies, installations, products, prototypes, grand 
visions and two World Expos in Montreal (1967) and Japan 
(1970). 

 Alan Pert

Similar to Critical and Curatorial Practices in Design in 2016, referred to as ‘Fooks: the House Talks Back’, 
the ‘House of Ideas’ in 2017 uncovers untold narratives and expands the scope and knowledge of Boyd 
through, juxtaposing projects and places that were previously unconnected. For the first time, disparate 
archives have been drawn together, catalogued and assembled at Robin Boyd’s Walsh Street home, while 
simultaneously an unusual body of work has been displayed so that architectural ideas can be examined 
alongside ideas about display. At the same time glimpses into an experimental portfolio of projects and 
associated writings are superimposed upon his built work and new associations can now be revealed. The 
house, as exhibition, with its details, its furniture, its archives, its artefacts, its objects and its collection of 
books suggest a rich and diverse collection of thoughts and ideas: a kind of autobiographical debris brought 
together as the ‘House of Ideas’. 

For the first time, we are also overlaying three chronological narratives to allow a comprehensive reading of 
Boyd’s work. A literary and biographical chronology is superimposed on a chronology of built work with the 
addition of his exhibition work, competitions and Expo projects filling in some previous gaps in our reading 
of Boyd’s life and work. While the chronology is suggestive of a beginning and an end we are instead 
encouraging viewers to consider a kind of reverse chronology. In other words, it’s about the journey not the 
destination. 

Travelling back into time from the point of departure of ‘Boyd’s Last Building’ (Churchill House) to the 
very beginning (Arthur Boyd Studio, 1938) you are invited to weave together relationships via Neptune’s 
Fishbowl, The World Exposition Project from 1965, Expo 67 and Expo 70, The House of Tomorrow, Peninsula 
Homes, Appletree Hill, Stegbar Windows, Tower Hill Natural History Centre and the Boyer Lectures of 1967, 
as well as even lesser known projects like the opening exhibition of the Australian Chancery in Washington 
DC in 1968. You will start on an exhibition route that is reversed, an anti-clockwise journey that physically 
joins the entrance of the house with the exit from the exhibition. 

Australian Pavilion, Expo 67 
(source: National Archives 
of Australia)



11

Fuller’s sphere sitting like a clean 
scoop of ice-cream on a …flavoured 
fruit-salad of shapes

Robin Boyd, Architectural Review Vol.148, 1970.

By superimposing these disparate chronologies, you are being continuously pushed and inspired to consider 
the formation of Boyd’s ideas. By absorbing the visual material and wandering around the house, sometimes 
venturing back to compare one work with another or sitting down to absorb a piece of writing we are not 
suggesting a simple linearity to Boyd’s ideas but instead encouraging a superimposed reading of his ideas 
through writing, drawing, prototyping and the making of architecture. Visitors to the ‘House of Ideas’ are as 
such encouraged to draw their own conclusions about Boyd’s ideas. Did it start with his writing and evolve 
into his architecture or vice versa? What is the significance of the circular geometry so evident in many of 
his exhibition installations and display devices? Is Lecture 2 ‘The Architecture of Ideas’ as part of the Boyer 
Lectures a clue to the circular geometry in Tower Hill Natural History Centre? Is Neptune’s Fish Bowl a nod to 
Expo 67 and Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome or even earlier to the Brussels Expo of 1958? 

On entering the house, we begin with two of Boyd’s last works: photographs of Churchill House and 
Neptune’s Fishbowl. Just to consider one of these comes to the curatorial intention of this exhibition. Often 
described as ‘Boyd’s Last Building’, Churchill House was published the year after his death in 1972. At the 
heart of the entire complex is a public podium with a faceted glazed showcase for displaying the work of 
Churchill Fellows. This is a building that could have been consumed by ideas of monumentality similar to its 
neighbours but instead entering via a sunken garden or alternatively rising to the podium display case offers 
a sense of occasion when navigating your arrival. There is a synthesis of earlier ideas coming together in 
the building, some previously tested at the scale of a house or in a winery before successfully finding their 
place in a larger more public arena. This is the nub of Boyd’s restless genius – he is forever returning to and 
continuing to build his own ‘house of ideas’. 

Professor Alan Pert is Director of the Melbourne School of Design at the University of Melbourne.
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16 Photograph: Mike Oh
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HOUSES OF IDEAS

Robin Boyd was pivotal in rethinking and designing suburban 
life for post-war Melbournians. After the great hardship and 
lack of stability of World War II, and the subsequent shortages 
of labour and materials, there followed a time full of optimism 
in architecture and the designed environment. Most importantly, 
and due in part to Boyd’s influence, the suburbs underwent a 
major revival. Young architects like Boyd and colleagues such 
as Neil Clerehan, John and Phyllis Murphy, Kevin Borland, 
and Peter and Dione McIntyre brought a renewed sense of 
architectural identity to suburban housing. Architecture was no 
longer reserved for the elite or for the financially able. Instead, 
the rise of the RVIA Small Homes Service and architect-design 
project houses made good design accessible to everyone.

Ali Galbraith  
+  
Mikaela Prentice

The monumental shift in thinking of how families would live in the postwar period was translated into reality 
through architecture. Young architects were able to experiment and prescribe new ways of how families 
might live within the suburbs. This was aided new subdivisions, particularly in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs, 
like Blackburn, Beaumaris and Box Hill. Boyd wrote extensively on good design as well as what he perceived 
to be failures of Australian design in suburban housing. The Appletree Hill Estate project in Glen Waverley 
gave Boyd the opportunity to propose the ‘right’ from the ‘wrong’ he so widely wrote about. This project was 
one of the most progressive attempts to harmoniously integrate good design into suburban life, combining 
urban planning, landscape design and architectural design to achieve idealised suburban outcome. Whilst 
the project never came to fruition, Boyd’s concerns of familial occupation, neighbourhood interface and 
environmental siting were carried through and further investigated in his subsequent work and also work by 
other project house initiatives such as Merchant Builders.

Prior to Appletree Hill Estate, Boyd was responsible for the design of arguably Australia’s first project home 
in 1955, the Peninsula House. The Peninsula House, designed for Contemporary Homes Pty Ltd, provided 
architecturally designed housing stock to the general public. The houses were advertised in public newspapers 
and were able to be built for around 3000 pounds. These plans were widely purchased and built throughout 
suburban Melbourne. The huge number of Peninsula Houses, with many still existing in some form today, 
make for a lasting legacy of Boyd’s success in redefining suburban family living. His engagement with project 
homes extended to include a number of designs for various other companies, including the Fler and Banksia 
Houses. 

Fler House (Fler house 
files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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In addition to advertising projects in the newspaper, Boyd also contributed to the public’s 
architectural education via exhibition. The Sunshine House was exhibited at the Jubilee 
Homes and Better Housekeeping Exhibition in Melbourne’s Royal Exhibition Building in 
1951. Its very public display was a statement from Boyd in which he sought to “arouse 
and stimulate” public perceptions of domestic architecture. The design choices made 
in the architecture, furniture selection and paint colours were all a response to the 
criticisms Boyd had about the state of design in 1950s Melbourne. Like Boyd’s House of 
Tomorrow (1949), the Sunshine House, only viewable from outside through forerunners 
of what would become Stegbar Windowalls, allowed spectators the opportunity to view 
the proposal from afar, speculating about what might exist further inside the house. 
Boyd was undoubtedly a showman, and this curatorial strategy was intended to provoke 
interest and conversation amongst the Melbourne public.

In addition to facilitating views, both into, and outward from the house, the Stegbar 
Windowall played a pivotal role in increasing light permeability of Boyd’s contemporary 
living spaces. As such, access to, and use of natural light was central to Boyd’s 
architecture, and that of many postwar architects. Boyd’s collaboration with Brian Stegley 
to commercialise the design of the Windowall is evidence of his commitment to making 
modern living accessible to the masses. The Stegbar Windowall was a structural wall 
system built of hardwood transoms and mullions, with floor to ceiling glazing, that was 
incorporated into many contemporary home designs across Australia. In addition to 
Boyd being able to showcase the genius of the Windowall in most, if not all of his 
designs, the innovation was also widely taken up by industry. The Windowall had an 
incredible presence in both industry and public press.

In Boyd’s self-designed family home in South Yarra, the Windowall acts as the intermediary between the 
central courtyard, the main house and the children’s pavilion. The house perfectly exemplifies the design 
principles Boyd proposes in his writings, including its inwardly facing layout, with the central courtyard as 
the focal point. The home was designed as Boyd’s testing ground, and as a showcase to promote his work 
to friends, colleagues and potential clients. Nowadays, its purpose is not all that different. The house is a 
benchmark from which all architects, students and purveyors of good design can learn.

In all that Boyd did, the promotion of ‘good design’ was ever-present. The mass housing market in which he 
found himself in the 1950s and 1960s was a perfect platform to present good design to the general public, 
and to ensure that people began to live ‘good design’, and not just read about it in the newspaper. For him, 
every house might be a house of ideas. Through this exhibition, one will see the lasting legacy of Boyd’s 
unique role in and contribution to improving the quality of housing and suburban living in Australia.

Loughnan House, Type 1 
(Contemporary Homes Pty Ltd 
files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Robin Boyd’s House of Tomorrow was a full-scale display home erected inside the Royal Melbourne Exhibition 
Building as part of the 1949 Red Cross Modern Home Exhibition, Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow. The project 
was part of an endeavour to bring international modernism into Australian domestic life and encourage an 
independent design scene locally. It served as a vehicle to showcase Australian designers such as Grant 
Featherston, Frances Burke, Brown Evans & Co, Arthur Merric Boyd, Alan Lowe and Robin Boyd himself. 
Australian designer Richard Haughton James was largely responsible for the realisation of the exhibition, 
hoping to promote good Australian design. James was looking to convince everyday Australians to accept 
modernism into their homes by proving both its exciting elegance and its affordability. 

By 1949, Boyd had already written and spoken extensively on the importance of good taste and its absence 
in conservative suburban Melbourne, which remained within the grips of the “corruption”1 of traditional 
architecture.  Ironically, the format of the exhibition was itself an embodiment of a somewhat elitist and 
exclusive attitude toward design. Visitors were not able to enter the house but were left to peer through its 
large windows into the interior, the modernity of which would remain inaccessible to them. While some 
visitors appreciated it as “practical and attractive”,2 others saw it as “too revolutionary a change”.3 Following 
mixed responses to the house, Boyd wrote a number of articles in The Age aiming to convince the public of 
the benefits of modernist design, particularly in regard to improving domestic life.

The House of Tomorrow was in stark contrast to the Victorian architecture, with which most Australians were 
familiar. The exhibition aimed to prove that this was a benefit. Minimalism, connection to industry, honesty 
of materials and elements such as Windowalls, an open plan and carefully selected artworks were markers 
of the International Modernism that so fascinated Boyd. However, the bright colours of the interior walls and 
vibrant fabric selections distinguished the house from those designed by architects like Mies van der Rohe 
and the local designers involved further rendered the project distinctly Australian.

Works by these designers can be observed in Wolfgang Sievers’ photographs of the house as can a copy of 
The New Yorker, indicative of Boyd’s desire that everyday Australians might be part of a global architectural 
conversation. In 1951, the Californian journal Arts & Architecture featured a story on the House of Tomorrow, 
bringing Boyd’s wish to fruition.4 

After all the hype and excitement, what did the Modern Home Exhibition of 1949 and, more specifically, The 
House of Tomorrow achieve? Its legacy was the conversation that it successfully triggered regarding what 
constitutes good modern design in Australia and where its future lies.

Anna Kilpatrick  
+  
Emma Lippmann

1 Robin Boyd, “Tombs in Toorak”, Smudges, 3 (1941).
2 “Latest home developments practical and attractive”, The Age, 26 October 1949, 40.
3 “The morning after”, The Age, 2 November 1949, 6. 
4 “Notes on A Modern Home Exhibition in Melbourne, Australia”, Arts and Architecture (June 1950), 20.

HOUSE OF TOMORROW
ROYAL EXHIBITION BUILDING, MELBOURNE, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA
1949 
ROBIN BOYD

House of Tomorrow 
(photograph:  
Wolfgang Sievers, SLV)



21



22

HOUSE OF TOMORROW

House of Tomorrow (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, SLV)
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House of Tomorrow (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, SLV)
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HOUSE OF TOMORROW

House of Tomorrow (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, SLV)
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House of Tomorrow (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, SLV)
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SUNSHINE HOUSE 
ROYAL EXHIBITION BUILDING, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA 
1951 
ROBIN BOYD 

Robin Boyd’s design of the Sunshine House was driven by an intent to achieve three key purposes that 
aligned with his promotion of good design: first, there is the desire to educate, second to experiment, and 
third, to make architecture accessible. These ambitions came through in Boyd’s writing about the project in 
the Small Homes Service column for The Age newspaper around the time the Sunshine House was being 
exhibited at the Jubilee Homes and Better Housekeeping Exhibition in Melbourne’s Royal Exhibition Building. 

This exhibit presents a series of photographs of the Sunshine House taken by young graduate architect 
Peter McIntyre, who was assisting Boyd at the time. The photographs are accompanied by an interview with 
McIntyre, in which he describes Boyd’s determination to challenge the ‘cream and green policy’ of post-war 
Melbourne. Because of his discontent with Australian architecture at the time, Boyd sought to shock and 
invigorate people with the vivid colours that are captured in these photographs.
In 1951, the Sunshine House was one of 200 standard designs offered by the RVIA Small Homes Service 
and the plans and specifications for the project were available for purchase for five pounds. Through a 
project like this, Boyd was encouraging future home-builders, giving them access to new construction details, 
making modern ideas accessible and allowing the opportunity for such a project to be realised numerous 
times. 

The Sunshine House promoted good design through experiment and provocation. Boyd embraced the 
public critique that the project received, with an acute awareness that it was such critiques that made the 
house successful in its spread of ideas. Boyd himself claimed that the intent was to “arouse and stimulate”, 
by attacking what he described as thoughtless habit - the principal vice of home-builders. The two most 
experimental features in the house were the use of colour and the copper hood chimney, each responding 
directly to a public contentment with what he deemed to be unsuccessful design in 1950s Melbourne. 
Boyd’s design intention was to deliver economic luxury: the scale, materials and flexibility of the Sunshine 
House were to cater for diverse users and the plan had to be capable of accommodating an average family. 
This challenge was tested by offering the house as a competition prize, open to anyone who visited the 
exhibition. The winner was a young woman named Veeda Garwood, who accepted the offer to have the 
house built on a donated block of land in Glen Waverly that was included in the prize. In June of 1952 the 
process of dismantling and rebuilding the house was complete and the Garwood family moved in, choosing 
only to change the bedroom colours. The Sunshine House, and by extension the RVIA Small Homes Service, 
was not only about sharing Boyd’s and other young architects’ ideas, but it was also about donating an entire 
house to promote well-designed architecture’s accessibility and proof that these ideas were adaptable and 
transferrable to a broader market.

Alice Schenk-Green 
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SUNSHINE HOUSE

Sunshine House (photograph: Peter McIntyre, McIntyre Partnership Pty Ltd)
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Sunshine House (photograph: Peter McIntyre, McIntyre Partnership Pty Ltd)
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SUNSHINE HOUSE

Sunshine House (photograph: Peter McIntyre, McIntyre Partnership Pty Ltd)
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Sunshine House (photograph: Peter McIntyre, McIntyre Partnership Pty Ltd)
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Sarah Mair

The modern theme of access to light characterises much of the work of Robin Boyd. From Arthur Boyd’s studio, the 
affordable Fler House to the house he designed for Grant and Mary Featherston, the wall of windows spans his oeuvre. 

Boyd’s collaboration with Brian Stegley1 in developing and commercialising the Stegbar Windowall is symbolic of his 
commitment to making modern standards of life, in particular living in light, accessible to all. The Stegbar Windowall was 
recognised as an accessible, affordable and quality modern element for the suburban home by architecture professional 
and homeowner alike. Boyd’s invention, marketed alongside the RVIA Small Homes Service and Contemporary Homes 
designs, was characterised by an effective design rationale. The Windowall with its characteristic continuous kiln-dried 
hardwood transoms and mullions, often of equal dimensions (5 ½” x 1 ¾” - 140mm x 45mm) and copyrighted lapped 
intersections resulted in a structural wall system that was easily incorporated into the suburban home.2 Its modular 
prefabricated design did away with the need for specialist joinery skills and associated fees. It was a cost effective, high 
quality, multifunctional product. 

With production and showroom facilities positioned in expanding suburbs like Moorabbin and Springvale and 
complemented by city advertisements,3 exposure in magazines and newspapers, the Windowall was seemingly ubiquitous. 
Conveniently located showrooms were designed to be attractive day and night, with longer opening hours to attract 
working family appointments in the evening. The Stegbar showroom, frequently located alongside its workshop, as 
was the case in Springvale, brought physicality to the plans of aspiring homeowners and builders. With many clients 
purchasing directly off the plan, the ability to experience the scale and materiality of the Stegbar Windowall range in a 
showroom made this new building element tangible and accessible. In the showroom setting, an architectural wall of 
windows became the rationalised Windowall, an understandable consumable that allowed modification for individual 
interests, whilst retaining its overall formal structure. Whilst no design was the same, the section of the Windowall 
remained constant. 

Boyd’s directorship of the Small Homes Service gave him the opportunity to extol the virtues of glazing between structural 
stud work, through weekly articles, often accompanied by drawings of exemplary houses and Stegbar Windowall 
advertisements. It had a multi-media and multi-dimensional presence in the professional and public press. Advertising 
came at the public from all sides, in the newspaper (SHS and accompanying ads), in magazines (Australian Home 
Beautiful and Architecture and Arts), in exhibitions (House of Tomorrow, 1949), in the work of architects, in post-war 
project houses (Peninsula House, Fler House), in housing competitions, and in demonstration houses (The Age Dream 
Home, 1955 by Neil Clerehan). 

The Windowall represented an affordable, environmentally sensitive and locally specific adaptation of local construction 
techniques. It was often highlighted as a key selling feature with lines like "Stegbar Windowalls give Maximum Light 
and Ventilation in the Space-Line Home."4 Promotion like this effectively cemented Stegbar and its Windowall as a 
trusted household name. Glazing entire facades of the everyday home became one of Boyd’s signature and unsung 
contributions to the development of the Australian postwar suburb.

1  Correspondence between Robin Boyd and Brian Stegley, 1962-4, Box 76, State Library of Victoria (SLV).
2  Windowall Brochure, Windows By Stegbar: More sun...more air...more healthy living comfort! 1954.
3  Robin Boyd, letter to Brian Stegley on the character of the Stegbar Windowall advertisement in the city, 1962, Box 76, SLV.
4  The Age, 4 October 1956, 13.

STEGBAR WINDOWALL
1953-5
ROBIN BOYD (GROUNDS, ROMBERG & BOYD)

Browne House 
(photograph:  
Peter Wille, SLV)
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STEGBAR WINDOW WALL

Featherson House (photograph: Mark Strizic, SLV); Arthur Boyd Studio (photograph: unknown, SLV)
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Black Dolphin Motel (photograph: Mark Strizic, SLV); Dunstan House (photograph: Peter Wille, SLV)
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STEGBAR WINDOW WALL

Stegbar brochures (SLV) Stegbar showroom, Springvale ((photograph: Mark Strizic, SLV)
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PENINSULA HOUSE
1955
ROBIN BOYD (GROUNDS, ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Ali Galbraith 
 +  
Mikaela Prentice

Through making architect-designed houses accessible to the wider population, Robin Boyd’s Peninsula 
project houses for Contemporary Homes Pty Ltd invited a new model of suburban living and encouraged 
good design for everyday building. It was also part of Boyd’s ideas on better accommodating Melbourne’s 
rapidly growing population and improving the quality of the city’s subsequent suburban sprawl. Through 
the multitude of Peninsula houses constructed, with several variations on the original rectilinear design, it 
is evident that his approach to revolutionizing suburban living was successful. This was due largely to the 
manner in which the Peninsula House was advertised and promoted through popular media, especially in 
newspapers. Advertisements in newspapers, for example, were often accompanied by articles written by 
Boyd which discussed contemporary living and good design for the suburban home. These two components 
when paired together presented a convincing argument for a new model of living and were substantiated by 
a proposal of how it could be achieved.

Boyd’s engagement with suburban living is evident through the flexible location of the project homes on their 
sites. The rectilinear plan, with proportions aligning to that of the subdivision of a typical suburban block, 
meant that houses could be located for correct solar orientation, either facing north across the width or 
length of the block. A concentration of Peninsula Houses in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, typically within 
10 to 20 kilometres of the city, with some outliers in the Mornington Peninsula, exemplified the widespread 
popularity of this new attitude to suburban living. 

The modular design of the home was a result of a number of factors, namely the rise of prefabrication. By 
modulating the plans, Boyd ensured that the houses accommodated current living needs, whilst allowing 
for future expansion as required. This led to a typically rectangular plan with a low pitched gable roof. 
Dimensions were repetitions of modules based on the size of standard building sheets. The design employed 
Boyd’s structural Stegbar Windowall, which supported the roof directly, without columns or lintels. This glazed 
perimeter housed the living rooms and bedrooms, with service rooms flanking these. Cabinetry was used 
to define zones in the plan, both in the laundry and in the wardrobes, which pushed out into the hallway. 
Similarly, the fireplace divided the living room from the uniquely shaped triangular kitchen. The price of the 
houses was around 3000 pounds, and was advertised as being capable of being built in just six weeks.

Peninsula House brochure 
(courtesy Tony Lee)



39



40

Peninsula House (Contemporary Homes Pty Ltd files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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PENINSULA HOUSE

Peninsula House (Contemporary Homes Pty Ltd files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Peninsula House (photographs: Peter Wille, SLV)
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BOYD HOUSE II DETAILS
SOUTH YARRA, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA
1957-9
ROBIN BOYD (GROUNDS, ROMBERG & BOYD)

Mike (Dong Suk) Oh

Robin Boyd’s contribution to the notion of home within Australia was to raise the quality of living by improv-
ing the quality of the house.1 He had an intrinsic understanding of the phenomenological aspects of living 
in a home and the manifestation of it was often expressed through structural and material details. It is in 
the details, not often celebrated, where experience moves beyond what is physically present to something 
greater than the sum of its parts. Not all architects are able to do this.

This exhibit presents a set of detail drawings of the Boyd House II at Walsh Street in South Yarra. The material 
is presented in two forms: the working process of on-site measuring and hand sketches, and a printed doc-
umentation set of the details drawn on computer. The intention is to provide a resource that does not exist at 
present. It is also an attempt to connect a fundamental part of architectural practice – the detail - to Boyd’s 
ideas on good design within the house.

Boyd describes architecture in Australia as being closely connected to the notion of home2 and it is easy 
to see in his diverse residential portfolio that this was one of his most commonly explored design ideas. 
Throughout his career, he remained connected to the prominent architects of his time, engaging critically in 
discussions of good design internationally. Yet he maintained a realistic and humanistic language, ensuring 
good design through ideas of a complete shelter for its occupants and users.3

At Walsh Street, there is a clarity in the way in which Boyd has used materials and envisioned their construc-
tion that connects the user to his ideas of what a house should be.

The way corners are turned with vertical cladding is obvious. There is a clear modularity to the spacing of 
timber posts. There is nothing hidden away underneath a layer of plaster board. Visibility of these aspects 
of the house speak of honesty, of the need for this space as a home to be one where you are made to feel 
relaxed. There is no need to pretend here. It is a space for people to be used and felt. It is not a display suite 
of luxurious finishes too precious to be lived in. 

1. Robin Boyd and Mark Strizic, Living in Australia. (Fishermans Bend, Victoria: Thames and Hudson Australia, 2013), 5.
2. Boyd and Strizic, Living in Australia, 4.
3. Boyd and Strizic, Living in Australia, 10.

Boyd House details 
(sketch, photograph: 
Mike (Dong Suk) Oh)
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BOYD HOUSE II DETAILS

Boyd House details (photograph: Mike (Dong Suk) Oh)
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Boyd House details (photograph: Mike (Dong Suk) Oh)
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Boyd House details (photograph: Mike (Dong Suk) Oh)
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APPLETREE HILL ESTATE 
GLEN WAVERLEY, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA 
1965-6 
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD) & LEND LEASE HOMES

Fady Ghabbour

Robin Boyd’s vision for project housing and community design through Appletree Hill was one of the most 
progressive attempts in Australia to come from a project builder. Boyd’s objective was, first, the creation of a 
sizeable community – a ‘microverse’ in a way – a self-contained miniature suburb where houses, landscape 
and hardscape were all harmoniously integrated. The second objective was the creation of an environment 
of beauty and dignity that would set the project apart from the ordinary Australian suburbs. His third was 
to encourage a level of quality in residential design that he believed was missing from Australian suburbia. 

By November 1966, the project was voted to be the most exciting development of the year by the popular 
magazine Australian Home Beautiful. It was also around that time that Lend Lease and Robin Boyd decided 
to abandon this endeavour, making it the most disappointing dropout of the year. 
This exhibit displays a collection of original photographs of Appletree Hill Estate captured by Wolfgang 
Sievers. Accompanying the photographs is a scrapbook of items of correspondence between Boyd and Lend 
Lease as well as colleagues. For years the failure of this project was a puzzling incidence for many who were 
familiar with Boyd’s work and who had watched the project grow from its beginnings in early 1965. The 
scrapbook offers an insight, a story, into some of the issues that were faced and some of the technical and 
financial difficulties that arise when a visionary attempts to realise a concept that is foreign to his world, one 
that probed the very foundations of living in suburban Melbourne and wider Australian suburbs at the time.

Sievers’ staged images, captured to market the project and promote it, are placed against the backdrop of 
difficulties and issues faced in the project’s realisation, which ultimately led to its downfall. 
Boyd’s concern with how we occupy the home, its interface with the street and neighbours emerge from his 
writings in The Australian Ugliness (1960). At Appletree Hill he wanted to implement a scheme that is based 
on Australian suburban conventions. But rather than impose new conventions, Boyd wanted to elevate and 
improve existing conventions.

The paradox of Appletree Hill was the preoccupation of a singular authorship of a suburb and a consistent 
handwriting through the architectural approach and its counterparts in contrast with, ultimately, indefinite 
customization to each individual lots according to each individual family. A major selling point of the scheme 
was the ability of each owner being allowed to choose from a variation of house plans, lots and architectural 
elements. Boyd had curated a scheme wanting to impart harmony on the whole but without denying the 
individuality of its parts.

Appletree Hill (photograph: 
Wolfgang Sievers, National 
Library of Australia)
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APPLETREE HILL ESTATE

 Letter (Appletree Hill files, GRB Archive, SLV); Appletree Hill (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, National Library of Australia)
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Appletree Hill (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, National Library of Australia)
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APPLETREE HILL ESTATE

Letter (Appletree Hill files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Appletree Hill (photograph: Wolfgang Sievers, National Library of Australia)
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Takara Beautilion, Expo 70 
(source: Architectural Forum, 
March 1970)
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James FrancisEXHIBITING IDEAS

The phenomena of Expo 67 in Montreal and Expo 70 in Osaka represent distinct moments in architectural 
history. They were forums to test the futuristic and avant-garde ideals of the 1960s. The exposition pavilions 
were often at the forefront and sometimes experimental fringe of global architecture, demonstrating new 
and speculative forms of urbanism, structure and experience. The worlds of the Expos were a glimpse of the 
future, and represented the strengthening of new ways of thinking about modern architecture. Aesthetically 
and programmatically, the pavilions were massively ambitious. They were intended to showcase culture, 
industry, and new ways of living as a means of cultural exchange, with the ultimate aim of improving future 
society or, as the slogan for Expo 70 read ‘progress and harmony for mankind’. 

The mega-structures produced by these Expos were often enormous in scale, highly experimental and 
designed to attract the attention of the world’s press and the millions of visitors that would pass through 
these vast sites over the life of an exposition.  The cities that hosted these events were for a moment in time, 
the centre of the world’s attention, and the focus of the world’s architectural press.

Robin Boyd was an active contributor as an architect, designer and commentator to Expo 67 Montreal and 
Expo 70 Osaka, with his enthusiasm extending to a proposal for a Melbourne Expo in 1976. 

In his capacity as a designer Boyd was selected to be Australia’s ‘exhibits architect’ for the national pavilion 
at Expo 67 in Montreal. He designed the exhibits and the interiors to impart the feeling of being in a 
comfortable living room. As part of his role, Boyd commissioned eminent Australian furniture designer Grant 
Featherston to design the pavilion’s famous ‘Talking Chairs’; chairs that would play recordings in English and 
French of prominent Australians on aspects of Australian science, industry and culture.

Expo 67, Montreal (source: 
http://www.celebrate88.com/
australiaatworldexpositions/
montreal67/)
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For Expo 70, Boyd was again selected as exhibits architect. This time he embraced the avant-garde, Metabolist 
influenced spirit of the Expo. He created his own experiment in Expo Architecture: the ‘Space-Tube’, a 
multimedia, multi-sensory experience as part of the main Australian pavilion. Inside the long Archigram-
esque structure, visitors would stand on moving walk-ways and pass animatronic, light and sound displays. 
The displays created sometimes abstract and bizarre glimpses of life in an urban, industrious, creative 
Australia – vastly different to the sparse agricultural landscapes visitors might have associated with Australia.

For both Expo 67 and 70, Boyd was also a prominent critic, writing extended pieces for international journals 
such as The Architectural Review, Architectural Forum, Arts and Architecture, Hemisphere, in addition to 
his presence on Australian television, radio and newspapers. The Expos and Japan more broadly, were 
gateways for Boyd to international architectural dialogue. In his articles, Boyd commented on the architectural 
promise of the expo pavilions, using them to speculate on the future of architecture, sometimes in praise of 
a pavilion’s ingenuity, and sometimes sharply critical.

The diverse body of work produced by Boyd as part of Expo 67 and 70 reveal a distinct and lesser known side 
of his career, one removed from his more classically associated work in the Australian residential context. 
Through the Expos, Boyd engaged with global architectural design culture and dialogue, he experimented 
with entirely speculative, avant-garde architecture, whilst remaining characteristically Boyd.

Australian Pavilion (source: 
http://www.celebrate88.com/
australiaatworldexpositions/
montreal67/)
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BOYD ON EXPO 67 AND 70
WRITING ON WORLD EXPOSITIONS
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

During his career, Robin Boyd contributed regularly to a number of significant, internationally published 
architecture journals. For Expo 67 in Montreal and again for Expo 70 in Osaka, Boyd was invited to critique 
the pavilions for the British and American journals, The Architectural Review and Architectural Forum. Already 
a prominent critic in Australia, Boyd’s articles positioned him as a distinct and sometimes prophetic voice 
in global architectural discourse. Boyd, in this collection of articles, speculated on the future of architecture 
and critiqued the often extravagant, avant-garde experiments in urbanism, structure, form and materiality. 

For Expo 67, Boyd wrote on Moshe Safdie’s cluster housing experiment ‘Habitat’, Frei Otto’s “magnificent 
tent”1, the German Pavilion. For Expo 70, he critiqued Kisho Kurokawa and Kenzo Tange’s Metabolist mega-
structures, the ‘Takara Beautillion’ and Festival Plaza.

World expositions had the overall intent of creating a better future society through an open exchange of 
culture, as well as wining potential tourism and trade. The national pavilions were often showcases for each 
country’s industry, innovation and way of life. The Montreal and Osaka World Expos provided a forum for 
new and experimental architecture to be tested in the public realm. It was an architecture free from the 
constraints of economics, durability and sometimes rationality, as Boyd noted “almost before their mortar 
has set, three months before they were seen by the public, tenders were already being called for their 
demolition.”

Boyd’s prophetic critiques reveal his position on a broad range of architectural movements at the time, 
as well as giving insight into a lesser known side of his career and influence as an international critic. He 
praised Moshe Safdie’s 1967 experiment in density, prefabrication and urbanism with his cluster-housing 
experiment, ‘Habitat’. For Boyd it represented the realisation of an idea that “has hovered in the background 
of the architectural conscience all this century.” It was a building that “in terms of sociology, technology and 
architecture demonstrates a third way of life, and a possible way of building it”.2

Although Boyd expressed enthusiasm for the Metabolist movement in his 1968 book New Directions in 
Japanese Architecture, he was somewhat disappointed by the ad-hoc fixings, tacked-on staircase and service 
ducts, and underwhelming interiors of the Metabolist super-structures on display at Expo 70. For Boyd, 
the Takara Beautillion demonstrated the possibility of architecture’s death due to “suffocation by its own 
servants”, a compromised building, concerned with superficial elements, that had to assert itself with “empty 
exhibitionist pretentions.”3

The articles were a direct critique of expo architecture, but more generally they conveyed Boyd’s architectural 
sensibilities in the context of global architectural movements; his concern for a holistically considered 
building, his rejection of featurism, and his careful sense of materiality and detail. Boyd’s reflections on 
the future of architecture presented at Expo 67 and 70 were in many prophetic, forecasting contemporary 
architectural discourse, and laying bare the failings of emerging 1960s architecture.

1  Robin Boyd, “Germany”, The Architectural Review, 142: 846 (August 1967), 129-35.
2  Robin Boyd, “Habitat’s Cluster”, Architectural Forum, 126: 4 (May 1967), 36-41.
3  Robin Boyd, “A Glimpse of the Future”, Architectural Forum, 132: 2 (March 1970), 32-5.

James Francis

US Pavilion, Expo 67 
(image still: ABC TV)



61



62

BOYD ON EXPO 67 AND 70

Takara Beautilion, Expo 70 (reconstructed image: James Francis)
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BOYD ON EXPO 67 AND 70
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AUSTRALIAN EXHIBIT, EXPO 67
MONTREAL, QUEBEC, CANADA
1966-7
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Yanyi Leong

The exhibit design for the Australian Pavilion at Expo 67 in Montreal is an example of Robin Boyd’s approach 
to exhibiting architecture. His aim for this exhibition was to display Australian modernity against the backdrop 
of the world. However, back then, his idea of the international world was confined largely to North America 
(i.e. the USA and Canada) as these were countries from where most of the Expo visitors would have come. 
This was also due to the political situation of the time, where the Cold War was in full swing and the major 
two powers of the world were the USA and Russia, and Australia was inclined to indicate its alignment. 
Though Boyd did not design anything in the exhibition, he was in charge of every detail that was placed in 
the exhibition, as seen in the voluminous amount of correspondence that he had with all the different groups 
of people associated with the exhibition’s content and implementation. 

Through his correspondence, Boyd was very clear on his idea that the world at the time meant largely North 
America, but only included mention of it when physically displaying how Canberra was planned and how 
it was eventually projected to look like in fifty years. He was also in direct control of every other exhibit, 
including the thirty kangaroos and wallabies and their temperature control in order for them to survive the 
harsh Canadian winters, the fishes and turtles in the Barrier Reef Exhibit, the type of Australian wool and 
timber used in the carpet, the curtains and furniture used in the pavilion, and the different tableware to be 
used in the dining area for the twenty VIPs.  His attention to the smallest of details to the larger scale of the 
pavilion is testament to his ability to display architecture and ideas. 

This exhibit at Walsh Street provides some insight into the level of detail that Boyd was looking into while 
designing Expo 67 exhibition. It also mimics Boyd’s main idea of making use of audio material and allowing 
visitors to the exhibit to sit down and rest while still absorbing Australian culture. The audio presented at 
Walsh Street is divided into two parts: the first showing Boyd’s management and decisions in designing the 
exhibit and the second describing the final outcome as presented at Expo 67.
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Australian Pavilion, Expo 67 (photographs: National Archives of Australia)
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AUSTRALIAN EXHIBIT, EXPO 67

Letter (Expo 67 files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Letter (Expo 67 files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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AUSTRALIAN EXHIBIT, EXPO 67
MONTREAL, QUEBEC, CANADA
1966-1967
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Tong Ke

EXPO 67 had significant meaning for Australia. Participation in the exposition was an announcement that 
Australia was no longer an isolated wilderness but a sophisticated self-reliant nation equal to any in the 
world.

The theme of the Australian exhibit was the spirit of adventure: a spirit that enabled Australians convert one 
of the oldest land masses in the world into a modern society. Robin Boyd decided on the Australian theme. 
He was also in charge of displays in the Australian Pavilion, which had been designed by his ex-employee, 
James Mccormick, then a senior architect within the Commonwealth Department of Works. 

Boyd’s intention was that through his exhibition design any visitor might be able to imagine what constituted 
real Australian life. Three design principles were established. First, the aim was to provide a simple enclosure 
for the exhibition hall. It was to be a place of relaxation and comfort. Second, the number of exhibits was 
to be reduced to what was practical in telling the story of the Australian adventure. Third, the theme of this 
spirit of adventure was to be expressed beneath the tree forms that supported four independent roof sections 
together covering 152 feet by 152 feet (46.3 metres by 46.3 metres).

The main exhibition space had a 23 feet (7 metre) high ceiling and the visitor was conscious first of the 
vaulting of the four tree forms that formed the roof construction. Each one of the four-exhibition realms had 
60 ‘Talking Chairs’. Visitors sat down on one of these chairs, and at once they started to introduce you to 
Australia and Australians. The tapes played through the Talking Chairs featured the voices of famous Aus-
tralians including:

Sir Robert Menzies on natural resources
Sir Hudson Fysh on aviation
Sir Robert Helpmann on ballet and the theatre
Sir Mark Oliphant on science.

EXPO 67 had a significant social effect in Australia: it was discussed almost every day during the expo 
period. This exhibit collects the newspaper articles from the time and reassembles them to recreate a new 
newspaper format and thus make a cross-spatial-temporal feeling. It acts as as a reference document to 
acknowledge the immediate effects of Expo 67 back in 1967. It also collects current events, news, and other 
information. This old version of media was an intrinsic part of Melbourne’s daily life in 1967.

The newspaper is changed every two days during the exhibition period. The old newspaper will be stored 
at the side to increase the feeling of life in the house. Circulation and readership increase the connection 
between visitor and exhibition project.

Australian Pavilion, Expo 67 
(photographs: National Archives 
of Australia)
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AUSTRALIAN EXHIBIT, EXPO 67

Press release, Australlian Pavilion (source: http://www.celebrate88.com/australiaatworldexpositions/montreal67/)
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Australian Pavilion (photograph: National Archives of Australia)
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AUSTRALIAN EXHIBIT, EXPO 67

Australian Pavilion (photograph: National Archives of Australia)
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Talking Chair, Expo 67 (source: Powerhouse Museum)
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OPENING EXHIBITION FOR THE AUSTRALIAN CHANCERY
WASHINGTON DC, USA
20 JUNE 1969
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG & BOYD)

The exhibition for the opening of the Australian Chancery in Washington D.C. on 20 June 1969 
encapsulates Robin Boyd’s ingenuity and capability in exhibition design. It also demonstrates his 
ideas on how to represent through modern design an impression of Australia to a global public. 
Following Expo 67 in Montreal and with the upcoming Expo 70 in Osaka, the exhibition was part 
of the Australian Government’s broader political intention of putting forward the nation’s industrial 
competitiveness for global reception. It also marked the opening ceremony of Australia’s largest 
chancery overseas, exhibiting national themes relating to history and other associations with the 
United States of America. The exhibition was located in the ‘Approach and Display Area’ on the 
ground floor of the new building, which had been designed by Bates, Smart and McCutcheon. Here 
visitors were entertained and welcomed in grand public scale. 

Boyd’s exhibition design demonstrates his distinctive approach, where characteristic elements are 
shared across his other exhibition projects. Central is the promotion of modern design which served 
as the basis from which Australia’s history and culture might be perceived. Additionally, engagement 
with technology through machinery and auditory sound effects became part of elevating perception, 
similar to tactics employed for the Expo 67 and Expo 70 exhibition designs. Other techniques such 
as using rounded elements to allow continuity of pedestrian flow, the grouping and arrangement 
of objects based around progressing topics, and an enclosing screen which directed visitors’ focus 
toward the display content were well articulated well in this exhibition, as was also apparent in 
Boyd’s design for ‘The First 200 Years’ exhibition at Australia Square in Sydney. 

The exhibition itself comprised six cylindrical display cases made out of clear acrylic that were 
individually designed to showcase different topics. The right combination of machinery rotating 
effects, object artefacts, pictures and tape playback recordings were tailored to communicate the 
message. For example, the enacted conversation on politics was played on Exhibit No. 4 entitled 
‘The Democratic Spirit’, where the Australian flag was printed on a perspex screen that could open 
and close to show the screen projector inside. 

Of special note was Exhibit No. 1 which displayed an unprecedented technique of using anamorphic 
optical illusion that had never appeared in any of Boyd’s previous exhibition designs. Coloured 
photographs were “deliberately distorted by an anamorphic lens during and will be optically 
corrected again in the display case by the use of the perspex half-cylinders.”1 Inside the case, a 
cylindrical pole was filled with the compressed images, back-lit and rotated using a motor. In front 
of this pole, eight acrylic half-cylindrical elements, which acted as lenses, were fixed alternately to 
the top and bottom of the inside of the display case. When the moving photographs were seen 
through the fixed lenses, the images could be seen with normal proportions. It was a masterful use 
of modern technology in exhibition design.

1 Washington Chancery Exhibition Correspondence, Grounds Romberg and Boyd Collection, Box 105, M11780, 
Manuscripts Collection, State Library of Victoria.

Filia Christy

Opening Exhibition, Australian Chancery 
(source: National Archives of Australia)
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OPENING EXHIBITION FOR THE AUSTRALIAN CHANCERY

Drawings, Opening Exhibition, Australian Chancery (Australian Chancery Exhibition files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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OPENING EXHIBITION FOR THE AUSTRALIAN CHANCERY

Images, Opening Exhibition, Australian Chancery (Australian Chancery Exhibition files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Image, Opening Exhibition, Australian Chancery (source: GC Ingleton, True Patriots All, 1952)
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AUSTRALIA, THE FIRST 200 YEARS
AUSTRALIA SQUARE, SYDNEY, NEW SOUTH WALES, AUSTRALIA
1968
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Anthony Richardson

‘Australia, The First 200 Years’ was an exhibition designed by Robin Boyd and held on the sixth floor of the 
recently completed Australia Square in Sydney. It was commissioned by the Industrial Design Council of 
Australia and opened by the HRH Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, on 14 May 1968. Boyd worked with 
Sydney-based graphic designer Harry Williamson to achieve the dramatic graphic effects. Located in twenty 
hanging cylinders, the exhibition focussed on a variety of categories including place, minerals, land, people, 
children, industry, construction, science, plastic arts, music, architecture, literature, entertainment, design, 
design for environment, design for work, design for transport, design for recreation, design for knowledge 
and design for living. The idea of the exhibition was suggested by the Duke himself, who had requested that 
it could look at much more than just design. 

The hanging cylinders were constructed out of plywood and hung at a level where visitors would need to 
stoop down to enter inside each one. There were differing sizes, both in diameter and height, along with the 
hanging height. To give an example: cylinder 5, ‘The Children’, was 914mm in diameter and 3,505mm in 
height. It was also hung the lowest, intended only to be seen by children who could easily access inside as 
opposed to an adult. Cylinder 11, ‘Architecture’, was larger in diameter (1,828mm) and 2,895mm in height. 

Each of the cylinders was minimal on its exterior side, with just the cylinder number and the name of the 
display placed inside the number. Internally, each cylinder was painted a different colour. However, with 
access to only a few coloured slides taken by the architect Harry Seidler, it is difficult to determine the exact 
colours of each cylinder. Though, cylinder six, which was ‘Industry’, was painted an orange colour on the 
inside.

The manner of which each category was displayed differed widely. Cylinder 3, ‘The Land’, had photographs 
hanging from string. Cylinder 20, ‘Design for Living’, had a painting fixed to the inside of the cylinder. 
However, if you were to look up you would have seen a complete dining table arrangement staring down 
at you. Chairs, a table, plates and food were fixed to the ceiling section of the cylinder, giving the viewer a 
unique perspective. 

The day after the exhibition’s opening it was reported in the Sydney Morning Herald that Prince Philip entered 
14 of the 20 cylinders and grabbed his back humorously after bending to come out of the last. When asked 
by a newspaper reporter later about how he felt having to bend so low to enter each exhibit, the Duke said, 
“Very strenuous. I’m exhausted.” 

Advertisement, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 14 May 1968
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AUSTRALIA, THE FIRST 200 YEARS



85

Australia: The First 
200 Years’ (colour 
images: photographs: 
Harry Seidler, copyright 
Penelope Seidler;  
black and white images:  
Max Dupain, courtesy  
Eric Sierins)
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AUSTRALIA, THE FIRST 200 YEARS

catalogue, ‘Australia: The First 200 Years’ (source: National Library of Australia)
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SPACE TUBE, AUSTRALIAN PAVILION
EXPO 70, OSAKA, JAPAN
JUNE1968 - 1970
ROBIN BOYD (GROUNDS, ROMBERG AND BOYD)
 

Robin Boyd’s exhibit design for the Australian Pavilion at Expo 70 was one of his later display works. It shows his ongoing preoccupation with 
incorporating new technologies of multimedia into architectural form. The exhibition area, which was called the ‘Space Tube’ is a mature 
example of Boyd’s contemporary experiments into networked systems in exhibition design. 

The exhibition design was implemented through a collaboration between James Maccormick, who designed the main pavilion, and Robin Boyd, 
who was responsible for exhibition content and design. Instigated by different government arms, the two architects reached an agreement to 
“strike a chord of sympathy” in the Japanese audience “by showing that certain values of the Japanese, held to be good, are also respected 
and striven for in Australia”.1  As a solution to the tensions that arose between the two architects, the designs of both were compromised. Even 
though the two sections of the design were committed to be awkwardly attached, as described by Carolyn Barnes and Simon Jackson, as an 
integration, the exhibition was accredited as a masterpiece of modern architecture at the time.2

In the exhibition, instead of letting viewers move at their own pace, they were transported from the main pavilion to the ‘Space Tube’, a 
subterranean display area by moving walkways. There they viewed displays fitted into the cells along a long tunnel. In this way, the focus of 
the exhibition was not the only information, but also a multimedia experience received in a dynamic form. The audience were given a visually 
dynamic environment which featured with sound and animation.

Based on the main theme of Expo 70 - ‘Progress and Harmony for Mankind’ - the topics of Boyd’s exhibit was divided into four sections: 
‘Man’, ‘Man and Nature’, ‘Man and the Man-made’ and ‘Man and Man’. Boyd organised the display with an attempt to correct the world’s 
understanding of the national development of Australia in technology, industrialisation and international modernisation, while also consolidating 
and promoting the relationship between Australian and Japan. In order to resonate with the Japanese audience, who were unfamiliar with 
Australia, the design of the Space Tube was linked with the new technologies and experimental architectural forms of Kenzo Tange and the 
Japanese Metabolists.

Boyd put great effort into bringing an immersive, multimedia environment to the visitors. In his own words, the purpose of the displays was to 
“capture the eye and the ear with light and colour and movement with music and sounds with 28 movie projectors and 46 synchronised slide 
projectors with hundreds of fluorescent tubes and 200 incandescent lamps.”3 

The elements to realise this atmospheric experience that Boyd proposed were display boxes that were installed radially around the tube. They 
were elaborately arranged to create various opportunities for exhibition effects. The display boxes on the top of the tube communicated literally 
and figuratively. By contrast, the boxes at 45° to the horizontal were enriched with more perspectival images and objects. The horizontally viewed 
display boxes which were easiest to view were able to be animated as the moving of viewers meant that these could be enriched significantly 
with projecting, lighting and sound effects.

Innovative at the time was the lighting, the animated screen projects, the hidden speakers and also the moving walkways as were the controlled 
computers and lasers to videophones and closed-circuit television surveillance networked systems. Boyd’s exhibit was therefore a great promotion 
at the time for the applications of these technologies not just to contemporary exhibit design but also to everyday life.4

Yanyu Su

1 C. Barnes and S. Jackson, “Staging Identity: Australian Design Innovation at Expo ‘70, Osaka”, Journal of Design History, 25:4 (2012), 400-13.
2 C. Barnes and S. Jackson, “Creature of Circumstance: Australia’s Pavilion at Expo ‘70 and Changing International Relations”, Panorama to Paradise, Proceedings of the 24th Annual 

Conference of the Society of Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand (2007), 1-16.
3 Robin Boyd, ‘Expo ’70 Osaka: The Australian Pavilion Proposals for the Exhibits’: 4–5, AJM.
4 P. Raisbeck, (2017), Was Robin Boyd on Acid? The multimedia Space Tube at Expo 70.. [online] Peter Raisbeck: surviving the design studio. Available at: https://peterraisbeck.

com/2016/04/26/was-robin-boyd-on-acid-the-multi-media-space-tube-at-expo-70/ [Accessed 14 Sep. 2017].
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Australian Pavilion, Expo 70 (photograph: Cross-Section Archive, University of Melbourne)
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SPACE TUBE, AUSTRALIAN PAVILION

Australian Pavilion, Expo 70 
(Expo 70 files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Space Tube, Australian Pavilion, 
Expo 70 (photograph of 
drawing: Cross-Section Archive, 
University of Melbourne)
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SPACE TUBE, AUSTRALIAN PAVILION

Space Tube and exhibit boxes, Australian Pavilion, Expo 70 (photographs: National Archives of Australia)
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Space Tube and exhibit boxes, Australian Pavilion, Expo 70 (photographs: National Archives of Australia)
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AUSTRALIAN WORLD EXPOSITION PROJECT (1976) 
ALBERT PARK, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA 
1965 
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD) 
 

Katerina Ford 
+  
Rebecca Toh

In 1965, Robin Boyd produced a schematic plan sketch for the 1976 World Exposition in Melbourne. Whilst the 
project was never built, research undertaken has revealed Boyd’s interests in promoting quality design in an ideal 
suburb and encouraging themes of ‘living together’ and ‘unity’. Archival material, including correspondence, 
feasibility studies and drawings have been collected and presented into a project legacy book. The art piece 
produced for the exhibition at Walsh Street is an abstract interpretation of Boyd’s schematic plan sketch.  
 
A World Exposition located in Australia would have focussed international attention on Australia’s 
achievements at a time when the nation was growing in international significance. It would have marked the 
beginning of a new period of cultural self-reliance. Boyd’s drawing of a 250-acre (101 hectares) urban plan 
under a giant dome embodied one of the Expo sub-themes, ‘Living Together’. He argued that Melbourne 
needed something bold and unprecedented to set it apart from all previous expositions, and envisioned an 
enormous translucent space dome that enclosed the entire precinct. This macrostructure may have been 
influenced by Buckminster Fuller’s Geodesic Dome which had just been exhibited at the 1967 Montreal 
World Exposition. Boyd’s dome introduced ideas around providing optimal environmental conditions 
and uniting society in an urban context. This idea of unity was also a recurrent theme in his built work.  
 
Boyd’s utopian ideal suburb consisted of concentric circles around a central, municipal building. It appears 
to have been influenced partly by the Griffins’ 1912 Canberra masterplan. Throughout his career, Boyd 
made reference to Canberra and greatly admired it. However, he observed that its image as a practical, 
well-planned city had been disrupted by the forbidding and pretentious houses in its suburbs. In response, 
his proposal for an ideal suburb for the Melbourne World Exposition sought to promote a greater diversity 
of housing styles, which would seek to break down the barriers that existed amongst social classes.  
 
A well-known critic of Australia’s built environment (as demonstrated in his criticisms of Australian suburbia in 
The Australian Ugliness (1960)), Boyd was an advocate for better design. Upon completion of the exposition, 
Boyd’s designs, including the pavilions and his model suburb of 50 ideal houses were proposed to be made 
permanent. His hopes were that this ideal suburb would have been the beginning of a new movement to 
provide better quality design accessible to all Australians. 

Canberra plan (source: 
National Library of 
Australia)

Australian World 
Exposition (Australian 
World Exposition files, 
GRB Archive, SLV)
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AUSTRALIAN WORLD EXPOSITION PROJECT (1976)

Letter, Australian World Exposition (Australian World Exposition files, GRB Archive, SLV)



97

Sir Maurice Nathan pulls a beer (source: National Archives of Australia)
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CARNICH FLATS 
EAST MELBOURNE, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA 
1969-71 
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG & BOYD)

The Carnich Flats is an unbuilt project designed by Robin Boyd and is representative of his late career ideas 
and thinking. Overlooking the Fitzroy Gardens on Clarendon Street, East Melbourne, a comparison can be 
drawn between it and Boyd’s earlier Domain Park Flats (1960-2) overlooking the Royal Botanic Gardens in 
South Yarra. These two projects highlight Boyd’s contribution in bringing international ideas in high-rise res-
idential living to the Australian context through his interest and writings on exhibitions, and then translating 
them into practice.

Of his visit to the Interbau - the West Berlin housing expo of 1957 - featuring works by Alvar Aalto, Oscar 
Niemeyer and Max Taut among others, Boyd writes in detail on three projects among the 36 apartment 
blocks presented, namely those of Pierre Vago of Paris, Fritz Jaenecke and Sten Samuelson of Malmö, and 
Walter Gropius.1

Two years later Boyd produced Domain Park, where strong parallels can be drawn between the planning and 
massing of this project and those of the Interbau which Boyd considered as noteworthy. Namely, all share 
a long, thin plan with every two apartments sharing a service core, and a distinct front and back, the front 
being characterised by balconies which overlook the adjacent landscape. Similar to Gropius and Jaenecke 
& Samuelson, the service cores are expressed externally and separated from the main building mass. 

If Domain Park is of distinct European pedigree, the project for Carnich is something else entirely – a result of 
Boyd’s growing interest in Japanese architecture and the work of the Metabolists. In 1961 Boyd visited Tokyo 
as part of research for his monograph on Kenzo Tange that was published in 1962. This book was followed 
by New Directions in Japanese Architecture (1968), which profiled a number of notable Japanese architects. 
Among these are featured works by Tange and Yoshinobu Ashihara, whose Japanese Pavilion at Expo 67 
Boyd had encountered on his visit to Montreal. 

The design of the Carnich flats drew upon the strategies employed in Tange and Ashihara’s projects through 
two main aspects: first, what Boyd called the “trabeation theme”, an expression of horizontal and vertical 
elements at a colossal scale; and second, the elevation of program above the ground plane, leaving a 
continuous open space below.2 A clear reading of program in the form is similarly of Metabolist influence. 

In writing of ‘The Space Psychosis’ in Japan, Boyd wrote of the rise of the Metabolist movement being borne 
out of the problem of running out of space for living, megastructures as a response to the need for greater 
densification within or rather above the existing urban fabric.3 In an Australian context, there was no such 
pressure at the time for densification, although Boyd did experiment with this in speculative drawings for 
Melbourne in the year 2000 for Expo Electric 69.

Rather, these two high rise projects can be viewed together as representing Boyd’s evolving ideas on an ideal 
housing typology. The typical single detached suburban house is aggregated into multi-residential blocks 
and the typical backyard is translated into a shared outlook extending into public open space – a translation 
of the Australian dream through the ideas of European and Japanese modernism.

1 Robin Boyd, “Interbau: A Quick Look at the International Building Exhibit in Berlin”, Architectural Record, 122:4 (October 1957), 
205-210.

2 Robin Boyd, New Directions in Japanese Architecture, New York: Braziller, 1968, 110
3 Boyd, New Directions in Japanese Architecture, 12-25

Rita Liao

Carnich flats, unbuilt scheme 
(source: Romberg and Boyd 
Collection, RMIT Design Archives)
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CARNICH FLATS

Carnich flats, unbuilt scheme (source: source: GRB Archive, SLV)
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CARNICH FLATS

Domain Park flats (photograph: Mark Strizic, courtesy Philip Goad)
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Carnich flats, unbuilt scheme (source: Romberg and Boyd Collection, RMIT Design Archives)
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Natural History Centre, 
Tower Hill (photographs: 
Mark Strizic, SLV)
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DISPLAY
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IDEAS ON DISPLAY

In Robin Boyd, one finds an architect who believed that “every building [should be] a vital expression of life 
and society”.1 In his works designed as vessels for display, one finds this ethos imbued; the works in this 
catalogue double as built-expressions of the hopes for modern civic life in Australia. 

The architecture here represents an Australia deciding to begin the remediation of its landscape damaged 
since colonial invasion (Tower Hill Natural History Centre), an Australia finding its own urban character in 
the national capital (Churchill House), an Australia discovering the excitement induced by dreaming-up bold 
franchises (Neptune’s Fishbowl), an Australia of broadening cultural tastes (Morris Wine Tasting Room) and, 
an Australia of outward-looking artistic celebration (Haddon Scholarship entry for an art gallery in Mildura).

For Boyd, in his design of structures built to exhibit objects, ideas and even food and wine, the notion of 
‘display’ extends into the building’s very fabric. In varying ways, these projects are complete “[one-pieces]”;2 
they are displayed objects as much as objects designed to display. Often they are vitrines, allowing both 
for looking out from the interior space and looking from the exterior, towards the architectural-object itself 
in space. Boyd plays with this duality, inviting the onlooker to become the inhabitant by displaying and 
providing glimpses of that which is inside the building. Some of the highlights of modernist Australian culture 
are encased within these glass facades. In Australia, we drink wine, we view art, we eat fish and chips and 
we live in well-designed homes. And once we have been drawn inside, Boyd’s work serves the visitor so that 
they may now focus on that which is being displayed. 

Boyd believed that good design did not arrive through chasing complexity but arose instead through the 
pursuit for “more [comfort], less [cost and] more satisfying shelter”.3 Architecture to Boyd was an art form and 
the “mother of all design”.4 It departed from art when the designer’s emphasis leaned towards functionality. 
In the Boyer Lectures delivered in 1967, Boyd describes architecture as having a different starting point to art: 
the motivation must be functionality.5 Good buildings should still be inherently beautiful and strong however, 
architecture exists to serve people. Arguably though, for both art and architecture, the end goal remains the 
same: inciting sensation.

Boyd saw architecture as having this capacity - able to “help by heightening the experience through the 
medium of space enclosure, subjecting the visitor to some unfamiliar sensation of space”.6 The Fishbowl, 
developed and documented largely by Norman Day, is an unfulfilled yet arguable exemplar of Boyd’s vision 
of architecture to evoke feeling. Although never realised, the Fishbowl was intended to be an icon along 
Australia’s East Coast, its geodesic dome an easily recognisable symbol, attracting Australians to its produce. 

Victoria King  
+ 
Olivia Potter
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The planned kiosks would not conform to the “dull orderliness”7 of Australia’s early 1970s suburbia. In a 
letter to Martin Elks found in the Boyd manuscripts, it states “I hope you agree that [the Fishbowl] has only 
one idea, simply carried through”. A single idea—an ocean-blue dome—was enough for Boyd to imagine 
something recognisable and able trigger nostalgia for a summery take-away food.    
Robin Boyd had an incredible ability to seemingly effortlessly find “effete elegance” in “brutal honesty”.8 The 
Tower Hill Natural History Centre in Warrnambool conceals nothing, displaying even its junctions. It appears, 
like a mushroom in its surroundings. It is astutely aware that in its context, it is an “artificial interloper”9 yet, 
it is as far from folly as possible. What other form would as perfectly fit its brief? Its simplicity means it is 
easily read and digested and therefore shifts focus quickly to the landscape which enfolds it. The material 
palette links and ties the building to its landscape, the centre’s lyrebird shaped beams rolling to form 
another horizon. It exhibits precisely Boyd’s own description of the requirement of architecture: “the object 
of a design, in architecture as in anything else, is to say or do the essential thing as simply and directly and 
purely as possible.”10 In fact, it is not only the Natural History Centre at Tower Hill that does this. All his works 
surrounding display support and encourage that which is exhibited to speak and rise to the foreground after 
the inhabitant has been greeted and introduced to the works by the architecture. 

It is telling that Boyd concludes his book The Walls Around Us, with his admiration for the public’s decision 
to construct the Sydney Opera House and the National Gallery of Victoria. He stood and rallied for an 
Australian culture that would be identifiable largely through its iconic, simple and thoughtful architecture. If 
one perceives Boyd’s architecture as display, then one must also ask what it is being displayed. Could it be 
that Boyd’s architecture is a display of modernist Australian culture? What do the walls around Boyd’s ideas 
speak of? Whatever it is, they articulate Boyd’s ability and readiness to demonstrate good Australian design.

1  Robin Boyd, The New Architecture, Croydon, Vic. : Longmans, 1963, 5.
2  Robin Boyd and Mark Strizic, Living in Australia,Sydney: Pergamon, 1970.
3  Robin Boyd, The Walls Around Us: The Story of Australian Architecture, Melbourne: Cheshire, 1962, 82.
4  Robin Boyd, Artificial Australia: Boyer Lectures. Australian Broadcasting Commission, 1967, 11.
5  Boyd, Artificial Australia, 18.
6  Boyd, Living in Australia, 76.
7  Boyd. The New Architecture, 7.
8  Boyd, The New Architecture, 6.
9  Boyd, Living in Australia, 143.
10  Boyd, Living in Australia, 111.
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HADDON SCHOLARSHIP ENTRY FOR AN ART GALLERY IN MILDURA
MILDURA, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA
1948
ROBIN BOYD

Michael Thorpe

In 1948 Robin Boyd submitted a design proposal for an art gallery, located in the north-west Victorian re-
gional town of Mildura. This competition, initiated in 1934, was the result of the well-known British-born 
architect Robert Haddon and his wife Ada Haddon. Haddon, relocating from London to Melbourne in 1889, 
believed travel and drawing were keys to success in architecture. After Haddon’s death in 1929, the provi-
sions for a travelling scholarship were formalised into the Robert and Ada Haddon architectural bequest, 
the most financially substantial award of its time. Boyd was awarded a ‘joint first place’ for the competition 
in 1948 and the design was published in October of that year in the RVIA Bulletin and again in the national 
journal, Architecture, in January 1949. Boyd was able to use the travelling scholarship to go on his first 
overseas trip, laying the foundation for what was to become a distinctly international outlook for his thinking 
on Australian architecture.

Boyd’s 1948 design for the art gallery in Mildura was and has been mostly forgotten. Despite some trans-
lation of architectural features and spatial gestures that he went on to incorporate into his subsequent built 
work, the proposal’s lifespan seemed to have reached a close. This exhibition is a perfect forum to begin to 
understand and interrogate the little information that was made available as part of the competition. To start 
to piece the puzzle together, Boyd’s two rendered sketches were located within his plan, and with support of 
the scholarship jury commentary, one could start to appreciate Boyd’s aesthetic ambition. This information 
was then translated into a three-dimensional digital model where interpretations were made to see how 
Boyd’s design approach and theory were embedded in the architecture. 

Boyd’s design was based around a slender external promenade that led to a single sculpture beyond the 
end of a long, linear gallery wing. The functional program of this main linear block comprised an entry 
foyer framing a main hall, library and administration facilities. This block was offset by another perpen-
dicular-placed block, which contained a dining area immediately to the left of the entry. A separate gallery 
director’s house was included in the scheme.

Through the process of realising Boyd’s proposal, the ‘freeness’ of hand rendering had to be translated to 
the hyper accuracy of computer modelling. It was a way of understanding how Boyd would have designed 
this project. The next step was represented by a full-circle return to a valuable skill that both Robert Haddon 
and Robin Boyd held dear, hand rendering. Four new hand-drawn perspective renders and a physical model 
were produced. They allow new insight into this forgotten project, which stands at the inception of Boyd’s 
engagement with the global dialogue of architecture. 

Art Gallery for Mildura (source: 
Architecture, January 1949)
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Haddon Travelling Scholarship Winning Entry.
“Buvelot” − Approach Gallery and Plan.
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HADDON SCHOLARSHIP ENTRY FOR AN ART GALLERY IN MILDURA

Art Gallery for Mildura 
(drawings: Michael 
Thorpe)
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NATURAL HISTORY CENTRE
TOWER HILL, NEAR WARRNAMBOOL, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA
1962-70
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Victoria King  
+  
Olivia Potter

1  Robert Ingpen, graphic designer for the signage of the Natural History Centre, said to the authors on the phone, that he and others 
used to call it the “Mushroom.”

Robin Boyd’s Tower Hill Natural History Centre sits mushroom-like1 in its volcanic surrounds. There it appears, 
an “artificial interloper” (Boyd, Living in Australia, 143), a guest in its colonially ruptured landscape. A 
lookout still marks the place where, in 1855, Eugene von Guerard once painted the now recovering scene. 
His now famous painting, ‘View of Tower Hill, 1855’, speaks of the landscape that once was and it was this 
former landscape that was sought to be restored by the Department of Fisheries and Wildlife when Boyd 
was engaged to design the centre. 

A small museum for Boyd could be seen as an anomaly in his large body of residential work, but reading 
Boyd’s own words, it emerges that this work speaks explicitly of his theory that “the object of a design, in 
architecture as in anything else, is to say or do the essential thing as simply and directly and purely as 
possible” (Boyd Living in Australia, 111). The centre was designed to display and exhibit the landscape 
and its recovery and Boyd’s design choices reflect this aim. It is an extremely elegant yet simple form that 
reveals and makes accessible the site’s beauty. It seeks to encourage people to appreciate the landscape at 
Tower Hill. Boyd’s centre uses the topography in order to make an icon and civic gesture to reinvigorate the 
recovering landscape. The role of the site’s architecture becomes almost a symbol.  

From an outsider’s perspective, looking towards the building, the landscape is amplified – the bitumen-
roof profile mimics the curves of the surrounding dormant landscape, while, from an insider’s perspective, 
the landscape is framed in a panoramic view. The central cylinder in the museum provides another focal 
point for displaying the landscape. Under a dome, a geometry so frequently used by Boyd in his exhibition 
displays, lies a topographic model, which, examining correspondence manuscripts, was once agonised 
over. 

Natural History Centre, 
Tower Hill (drawing: PROV; 
photograph: John Collins, SLV)
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NATURAL HISTORY CENTRE

Natural History Centre, Tower Hill (Natural History Centre, Tower Hill files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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NATURAL HISTORY CENTRE

Construction, Natural History Centre, Tower Hill (photographs, courtesy Worn Gundidj Aboriginal Co-operative Ltd)
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Natural History Centre, Tower Hill (photograph: Mark Strizic, SLV; brochure: PROV)
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NEPTUNE’S FISHBOWL
312-314 TOORAK RD, SOUTH YARRA, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA 
1970 
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Hans Liu

Neptune’s Fishbowl was a fish and chip shop located at 312-314 Toorak Rd, South Yarra, completed and 
opened with great pomp and circumstance in 1970. Taking the form of a circular kiosk or pavilion, it was 
immediately noticeable with its blue fibreglass dome. With a concrete slab and geodesic steel construction, 
the Fishbowl remains one of Robin Boyd’s most curious architectural sojourns, and a frequently forgotten 
work.

Neptune’s Fishbowl is one of Boyd’s most controversial projects both in its conception as well as its 
architectural underpinnings within the context of his practice. Accused of being ‘Featurist’ while seemingly 
against it, the Fishbowl’s influence on Australian architectural discourse perhaps falls short of the vision, the 
marvel and the struggle of its inception. It was the Fishbowl’s ambition, arguably at the hands of Norman 
Day, who was closely involved in the project’s design development and documentation, that makes this 
project significant among Robin Boyd’s works. Aside from deviating heavily from Boyd’s aesthetic lexicon, 
its unorthodox construction methodology pushed the roles of computational tools in architecture (decades 
before ‘parametric architecture’ became the zeitgeist), geodesic structures and non-standard construction 
techniques.

At the hands of clients Peter Shelmerdine and Richard Frank, a pair of restauranteur entrepreneurs, 
Neptune’s Fishbowl was also socially significant in its ambition of scale. With the rise of McDonald’s as 
a model, Neptune’s Fishbowl was intended to adopt the same franchise model that would spread these 
distinctive kiosks throughout the east coast of Australia. The project remains a great ‘what if’ in the portfolio 
of Robin Boyd’s work. Had professional differences between Shelmerdine and Frank not occurred, two-
hundred Fishbowls would have drastically changed the way Boyd’s architecture was and might still be read 
both among architects and more importantly, the greater Australian public.

Neptune’s Fishbowl 
(photograph: David Watson, 
courtesy Philip Goad)
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NEPTUNE’S FISHBOWL

 Neptune’s Fishbowl (Neptune’s Fishbowl files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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NEPTUNE’S FISHBOWL

Graphic, menu, newspaper clipping, Neptune’s Fishbowl (Neptune’s Fishbowl files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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Drawing of sphere by Faculty 
of Engineering, University 
of Melbourne, Neptune’s 
Fishbowl (Neptune’s Fishbowl 
files, GRB Archive, SLV)

Letter and colour sample, 
Neptune’s Fishbowl 
(Neptune’s Fishbowl files, 
GRB Archive, SLV)
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NEPTUNE’S FISHBOWL AND THE BIG APPLE
TOORAK ROAD, SOUTH YARRA, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA
1970
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Jingyi Mao

Neptune’s Fishbowl, built in 1970 and located in Toorak Road, South Yarra, was one of Robin Boyd’s most 
controversial works of architecture. It was originally designed for owners Peter Shelmerdine and Richard 
Frank as a one in a future chain of take-away fish and chips outlets. The building featured a very large blue 
fibreglass bowl composed of 60 triangles which was later dismantled and put into storage at the Mitchelton 
Winery in northern Victoria in 1972. 

The design was thought by many as being the type of ‘featurism’ which Boyd himself had long criticized 
in The Australian Ugliness (1960). His theoretical term, which placed a negative connotation on signs and 
symbols was later supported by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour in their book Learn-
ing from Las Vegas (1972), which discussed the commercial vernacular of the city in terms of symbolism 
and display. In response to the critics’ label of “featurism”, Boyd described the Fishbowl as exemplifying a 
single integral idea for an architecture, which in short, means there should be one single controlling idea 
per building. 

The exhibit at Walsh Street aims at emphasizing the Fishbowl’s building form as an integral concept as well 
as reproducing the building image in comparison with another contemporary project that encapsulated the 
concept of display. Printed images of the Fishbowl and the Big Apple (1984) designed by Robert Venturi for 
Times Square are exhibited. The material is presented in two forms. One is a large printed photograph of the 
Fishbowl taken by Peter Wille in 1971. This is to indicate the Fishbowl as being an iconic piece of architecture 
in South Yarra. The other is a model with pictures of the Fishbowl and the Big Apple4 printed on transparent 
paper and overlaid onto each other: it is an attempt to connect the two designs as two representative and 
valid architectures of symbolism.

Cover, Architectural 
Forum, March 1968 
(cover photography by 
Denise Scott Brown)

Exhibition installation, 
Neptune’s Fishbowl 
(image: Jingyi Mao)
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NEPTUNE’S FISHBOWL AND THE BIG APPLE

Neptune’s Fishbowl (photograph: Peter Wille, SLV)
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 The Big Apple in Times Square, New York, project by Venturi, Rauch & Scott-Brown (source: L’architecture d’aujourd’hui, February 1991)
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NEPTUNE’S FISHBOWL AND THE BIG APPLE

Newspaper clipping, Neptune’s Fishbowl (Neptune’s Fishbowl files, GRB Archive, SLV)



129

Letter from Martin Elks and Robin 
Boyd’s response (source: Architect, 
November-December 1971)
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TASTING ROOM, MORRIS WINES CELLAR DOOR
154 MIA MIA ROAD, RUTHERGLEN, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA
1970-2
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Mackenzie Keenan

Designed by Romberg and Boyd the Tasting Room of Morris Wine Cellar Door materialised as a glazed 
timber pavilion, surrounded by wine barrels and housed inside a heavily patinated timber-framed storage 
warehouse. Constructed in pale timber, with an atrium-like glass structure, it is not dissimilar to the modulated 
glazing structure seen in the Boyd House. 

The pavilion is timeless, a classic feature of many of Boyd’s works and with the use of sleekly detailed 
glazing, Boyd created the pavilion itself as an object of display and as a gesture to the long history of Morris 
Wines. One can taste the wine, smell the aroma of matured oak wine barrels and admire the settings and 
process of winemaking from inside the pavilion. 

The exhibit at Walsh Street aims to give the public a better understanding of the significance of the Tasting 
Room within Boyd’s work. In order to capture both the essence of the cellar and Boyd’s character, the display 
immerses the visitor in the world Boyd epitomized: a socialite with a love for wine and an eye for beauty. 

The concept of 'display' was used cleverly by Boyd. He created a pavilion that displayed the wine inside and 
the warehouse's barrels outside. Both were separate entities architecturally but spatially and visually they 
combine in perfect harmony, a rare feat. It was a strategy that is comparable to the Boyd House itself, which 
seamlessly folds together the kitchen, courtyard and adjoining bedrooms with a visual connection through 
similar glazing while the architectural object remains independent.

This exhibit piece aims to recreate the experience of being in the pavilion. Seated behind the bar at the Walsh 
Street house one is faced with a single chair. Once seated a set of headphones is provided, taking one back 
to the time of the wine’s production, a recount of the history of Morris Wines and setting the scene for an 
afternoon at the cellar door. The front of the display consists of a scale model of the pavilion behind which is 
an historical image of the pavilion. Immerse yourself in the display; hear the glasses clink and taste the wine 
and uncover the spectacle that is Robin Boyd. 

Tasting Room, Morris Wines 
(photograph, courtesy Morris Wines)
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TASTING ROOM, MORRIS WINES CELLAR DOOR

Bill Peach and Mick Morris, Tasting Room, Morris Wines (photograph, courtesy Morris Wines)
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Tasting Room, Morris Wines (Orlando Wines files, GRB Archive, SLV)
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CHURCHILL HOUSE 
NORTHBOURNE AVENUE, CANBERRA, AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY, AUSTRALIA 
1968-70, 1972 
ROBIN BOYD (ROMBERG AND BOYD)

Philip Goad

Churchill House was Robin Boyd’s largest commission in Canberra, and today remains as the largest extant 
commercial commission of his thirty-five-year career across Australia. It was also one of his last buildings 
before his untimely death in 1971 at the age of 52. It was also a building about display.

One of the major functions of Churchill House was to display the building design guidelines developed 
by Boyd and Professor Gordon Stephenson for the National Capital Development Commission under the 
direction of John Overall. These guidelines dictated low-rise buildings in concrete (preferably white), copper 
roofs where visible, and a strong ordering module – in short, a palette that would introduce consistency and 
coherence to Canberra’s new buildings from the late 1960s into the future. Churchill House was one of the 
first buildings completed in Canberra to demonstrate these principles.

Boyd’s design demonstrated a high degree of creative ingenuity: its L-shaped plan of lettable offices 
embraced a sunken landscaped courtyard that in turn highlighted the podium composition of the Churchill 
Trust headquarters and its giant trapezoidal glazed display case, which was designed like a giant vitrine to 
show off publications and projects completed by Churchill Fellowship recipients. At night, the glazed case 
glowed like a lantern. The only problem was that as time went by, the books literally cooked in the case and 
it was later replaced by an elegant steel and glass pavilion (1972) designed by Neil Clerehan. 

The north and west facades of the L-shaped block are distinguished by their facing in vertical L-shaped 
concrete ‘planks’. This was a design that demonstrated that commercial buildings in Canberra could be 
architecturally polite, defer to landscape, be responsive to climate and materially consistent. Technically, 
Churchill House demonstrates a high degree of technical achievement. It demonstrates Boyd’s intention 
to minimize material use through inventive and experimental construction techniques, especially as they 
related to concrete construction. These included the experimental use of disposable plastic formwork moulds, 
understood to be the first of their kind in Australia at the time. These plastic moulds, inspired by Arnotts biscuit 
packet casings, were designed to reproduce economically the more conventional timber graining pattern 
achieved by expensive sandblasted Oregon timber forms that wasted timber in reuse and didn’t achieve 
consistent outcomes in terms of quality. Boyd’s invention ensured excellent and consistent quality throughout 
in terms of the timber graining. It was also his tactic to soften the appearance of the white concrete, especially 
on the exposed interior walls, and east and south facades. Also included in the construction were the clever 
precast concrete L-shaped ‘planks’ that formed an integral wall and external sunshade system and inside 
the building, tilt-slab construction was used for some internal partitions. Boyd also adopted sophisticated 
yet daringly simply glass and neoprene gasket detailing, based on automobile windscreen details, for all 
glazing.

Churchill House (photograph:  
Mark Strizic, courtesy Philip Goad)
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CHURCHILL HOUSE

Churchill House (photographs: Mark Strizic, courtesy Philip Goad)
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