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It is great to see the efforts of the Adelaide 
City Council and the Minister for Planning 
combined to bring the issue of Victoria Square, 

or Tarndanyangga, its recently assigned Kaurna 
name, back into public debate. Their recent 
Community Ideas Competition drew 115 entries 
from sources as diverse as local school children to 
architects and urban planners with the schemes 
divided into two categories, one that incorporated 
the existing features of the square and one that 
allowed competitors free rein.

 The designs were independently assessed by 
a team of professionals ranging from architects 
and urban planners to transport and major projects 
representatives. Their shortlist was then handed to 
a more media friendly panel of the Hon Alexander 
Downer, the Hon Kate Ellis MP, Rex Jory and 
Amanda Blair who used the expert opinions as 
a guide to make their own choices, and the final 
decision on the winners was made by Minister 
Conlon and Lord Mayor Michael Harbison, one 
of which was in line with the shortlist panel’s 
favourite and one that was not. Heath Jobson and 

Ian Nickolls won the Existing Square Design 
Category and GHD Pty Ltd took the honours in the 
Unrestricted Square Design Category.

The result is somewhat academic since 
guidelines of the competition clearly state there is 
no intention to put any of the plans into action. The 
whole process will form part of the ideas gathering 
process for the Adelaide City Council which is now 
working on a master plan for the precinct. The 
competition was not about finding a solution for 
Victoria Square but about gathering ideas and a 
sense of how the public felt about the space, such 
a pivotal part of Colonel William Light’s plan for 
our city and yet such a thorn in the side of modern 
administrators. Why does this particular patch 
of Adelaide cause such consternation? Almost 
everyone has an opinion about what could be done 
to make things better but the years roll by and not 
much seems to change. 

In the years immediately following the 
founding of Adelaide, Victoria Square did not 
pose a problem, apart from some early residents 
complaining about the mud after rains. Early 

photographs of the city show the space being 
utilised in most practical ways by the citizens, even 
grazing horses. The famous panoramic photograph 
by Townsend Duryea, taken in 1865, shows the 
square heavily planted with gum trees and other 
species and looking more like a garden than an 
open piazza, the shade no doubt a welcome relief 
for city dwellers traversing the dusty streets in 
summer before the arrival of the airconditioned 
offices that now hem the space. It is, however, 
more likely that Colonel Light envisaged an open 
Italian style piazza when planning the square. Early 
in his career he spent time in Sicily, Florence and 
Turin, an orderly Italian city that grew from a grid 
plan very similar to Adelaide’s established in the 
Roman era. Later he sailed the Mediterranean for 
a lengthy period with his second wife, indulging 
in his love of painting along the way and no doubt 
observing piazza life in the cities he visited. All 
this was long before he was engaged by Governor 
Hindmarsh to come to South Australia but would 
have certainly left an impression. Hindmarsh 

ended up opposing Light’s proposal for locating 
Adelaide inland rather than at the coast, but 
Light was victorious in a final vote on the subject. 
He later wrote: “The reasons that led me to fix 
Adelaide where it is I do not expect to be generally 
understood or calmly judged of at present. My 
enemies, however, by disputing their validity in 
every particular, have done me the good service of 
fixing the whole of the responsibility upon me. I am 
perfectly willing to bear it; and I leave it to posterity, 
and not to them, to decide whether I am entitled to 
praise or to blame”.

In the case of Victoria Square, it seems it is 
the advent of the motor car, an event that was 
impossible for William Light to plan for, which has 
caused most of the grief. One can only assume if he 
were to see the incursions modern transport have 
made on his eight acres of “open space” he would 
be flabbergasted. The corners of the square have 
been shaved off, creating useless triangles of earth 
surrounded on every side by traffic. Cars, buses 
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and trams have right of passage through the heart 
of the space, relegating pedestrians to patches of 
grass in each of the four corners or the relatively 
narrow paved paths that skirt the carriageways. 

Kirsty Kelly from the Planning Institute 
Australia was one of the judges on the shortlisting 
panel. She said the competition certainly 
highlighted what some people saw as important 
in a city environment but she was surprised that 
the majority of the entrants still kept the focus 
on cars rather than people. Motorised transport 
was king in the debate, despite some elaborate 
schemes to include everything from community 
gardens to playgrounds and even soccer pitches. 
“We saw a precedence given to cars over people,” 
she said. “Many designs incorporated over 
and underpasses although we know in reality 
pedestrians don’t use them.”

According to Kirsty, a couple of the plans 
looked creatively at the relationship between 
vehicles and pedestrians and shared use roads 
were a feature of a number of entries. Few, 
surprisingly, considered the businesses that 
surround the square in their plans for change. 
Looking over the entries, there is a recurring 
theme of creating something – a building, garden, 

multi-media centre, major sculpture or sporting 
venue – to draw people into the space. But perhaps 
it is not so much what is there that will make a 
difference to the way we use Victoria Square but 
how we feel about socialising in the city. Unlike the 
Italians and Spanish who flock into the streets at 
every opportunity to check each other out, we tend 
to need an invitation to gather en masse outdoors, 
unless it’s on the beach. Our use of public space in 
cities is more prescriptive – give us a reason to go 
there otherwise we’ll stay inside. 

Whatever the final decision is on Victoria 
Square, it is certain that changes to this one section 
of what is and always has been an integrated 
city plan will probably not make a big difference. 
“There are fundamental issues here relating to the 
movement of people and goods,” concluded Kirsty. 
“We can’t just address it by looking at one little bit. 
We need to see the bigger picture and we shouldn’t 
be precious (about existing infrastructure).” For 
any change to the Square to work, it would also 
“require a change in user behaviour”. Let’s hope 
that the ultimate designer is able to resist the 
inevitable lobbying to come up with something as 
visionary as the original plan for Adelaide, even 
if the recognition for such foresight is as slow to 

SA AWAItS nAtIonAL 
SuCCESS  
By Francesco Bonato

With the Australian Institute of Architects 
National Awards to be announced in Adelaide 
on 30 October 2008 this year as part of 
Architecture Week, SA awaits with interest 
on whether it is to be successful. SA has eight 
projects in nine categories this year and hopes 
of success are high.  
       The Performing Arts Centre at Sacred Heart 
College is of particular interest,  standing as 
testament to the determination by one South 
Australian architectural practice that has 
consistently maintained a strong commitment to 
their art. Tridente Architects have made it to the 
national stage many times, but like many local 
practices has been unlucky with the top gong.  
An extract from the jury comments for the 
Sacred Heart Performing Arts Centre describe 
it as “a building, exacting in its functionality, 
exquisite in its detailing, and serene in its 
confidence.” The jury continues:
     “The main building which houses 
the performance space sits with quiet 
monumentality amongst the manicured school 
grounds. Its north facade, a majestic wall of 
cardinal purple stainless steel panels glows 
reverentially, and deferentially frames the 
adjacent historic chapel. To the south, auxiliary 
buildings housing individual practice rooms, 
music studios, teaching spaces and foyer 

areas, are designed as a collection of slender 
bars which weave between existing trees, 
tracing the lie of the land. There is nothing left 
unconsidered: from the placement and type of 
screws to hold the internal black stained ply 
wall panels, to the shadow joints in the flooring 
that align with wall faces and delineate different 
surface treatments, to the stair balustrade 
made up of a single continuous piece of bent 
steel milled to perfection, to the mechanism 
which retracts the theatre seating on timber 
daises to provide a multi-functional space. 
The architecture provides the school with a 
contemporary signature which interestingly 
frames its historic identity. 

The jury highly commends the project as a 
demonstration that a principled approached 
to architecture can result in a monumentality 
which Louis Kahn defines as an ‘enigmatic 
spiritual quality inherent in a structure 
conveying a sense of its immutability.’ Through 
rigorous geometry, the buildings form a 
decorous backdrop to human exchanges and 
the development of ideas. Through symbolic 
form such as the cloisters and the purple wall, 
communal ideas are transformed into a public 
architecture.”

To boot, Susan Phillips, prominent Adelaide 
Architect is also part of the National Jury 
responsible for deciding which projects will 
be successful! Look for the winners in the 
November issue of Place.

Francesco Bonato is the Awards Director 
for the Australian Institute of Architects
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MS. Can you shed some light on your 
international work?

RB. Well, our international work has 
come about through my 10 year association with 
Comedia and Charles Landry. For example, we 
worked together on the Creative City Strategy for 
Brisbane City Council in 2003.  We also worked on 
project like the Adelaide 21 Strategy together and 
then I provided support to him when he was here 
(in Adelaide) as a Thinker in Residence. Quite 
recently we have been working on an international 
research project called the Intercultural City. In 
essence, the Intercultural City is in recognition 
of the increased cultural diversity of all our cities 
and a recognition that we need to go beyond 
multiculturalism. 

Respecting multiculturalism as a policy 
approach has been very important, but, to some 
degree, multiculturalism has led to separate lives 
of a lot of the cultural groups in our community. 
It’s our belief that cities need to better engage with 
those communities, particularly in the areas of 
creativity, because everybody brings a different 
way of seeing the world. My particular interest is 
in, ‘what does that mean to us as urban designers 
and planners in terms of creating a new way of 
thinking about buildings and public places to meet 
this increased cultural diversity? Are we reflecting 
the diversity of our populations in the way we plan 
new spaces, are we thinking about the needs of those 
communities when we design public space, parks 
and buildings?’

More recently I have been involved in Creative 
City forums and workshops in cities across 
Norway with Phil Wood from Comedia.  My focus 
in Norway has been on the relationship between 

the vitality and viability of place.
MS. How interchangeable is art and 

culture? Is there a relationship between art 
and sustainability and can art improve the 
sustainability of a place?

RB. Well, art should be seen as a visual 
expression of culture. So, artworks in public places 
express the culture of that community. Sometimes 
it is purely the personal expression of an individual 
artist, but other times it is deliberately an artist 
exploring a way of expressing the culture that 
has long ceased to exist on that spot. Often it is 
about looking back at what the culture was like 
in a place at a certain time.  Also, it can also be 
projecting where a culture is going.  What we find 
most exciting about European cities is all those 
layers of culture. And a lot of that we get through 
the art and the architecture of the cities. It’s just 
as important in our society to do that, partly as a 
‘legacy’ for the future - a word not used much in 
urban design - but it is critical. What we do today 
is going to be there for a long time and we do 
need to think about what the legacy of it will be 
and what impact it will have over a period of time.  
The cultural answer to the whole question about 
sustainability, or at least my spin on it, is that there is 
a lot of talk about the three pillars of sustainability - 
the social, economic and environmental factors. My 
argument is that culture is the foundation on which 
the other three pillars sit. 

So I would say that every decision we make 
is based on our cultural experience or “personal 
cultural filters”. So the way we go about doing 
business is cultural. If you go to Dubai, the Arabs 
do business in a very different way than we do and 
why’s that? Obviously it’s because of their culture. 

Even in Australia you can see the impact of the 
climate on the culture of cities. There is a huge 
difference between cultural life in Adelaide and 
cultural life in Brisbane. I think Brisbane is one of 
the most interesting cities to watch in Australia. It 
has a culture an environment and a society, that 
has evolved and it is evolving because of its vitality 
and the sub-tropical feel within the city. 

MS. In terms of Australia, do you think we 
are successful in integrating art with urban 
design, in terms of public spaces?

RB. I think we’ve got some very good 
examples around the country. It is about trying 
to put the right artwork in the right project and 
sometimes that is about creating a stand out 
icon work that is big and bold and brassy and 
says, “I’m art”. And sometimes it is much more 
about detailed integrated work that is perhaps 
more about telling the story of the community, 
about celebrating some aspect of the place or 
landscape. But at the moment we’re finding 
an increasing focus in a lot of our projects on 
environmental sustainability and the artwork 
being a way of telling the story.  A focus in some 
of our Queensland projects is how the artist 
can communicate ideas about sustainability and 
provide the community with an understanding of 
what the building or place is doing.

MS. What do you see as the future 
challenges facing the delivery of art projects 
within the building industry?

RB. I think that obviously money is 
important, but money isn’t the only issue. What 
I find frustrating is that, in terms of money, so 
often projects have a set budget. It’ll be either a 
percentage or a set amount, say $50,000 and that’s 

the art budget. You might get an artist coming up 
with a fantastic concept which is a little more than 
$50,000 and the client says, “no, no, the budget 
is all we have”, and yet structural engineers can 
say, “actually you need to go up a grade on all 
this structural elements and this is going to cost 
another $20,000.” Or, “let’s whack a little more 
concrete in the ground”, and everybody just goes, 
“yeah, yeah” (agrees). What they often focus on is 
getting value for money rather than thinking about 
long term, dare I use the word, ‘legacy’ again. 

I don’t know what Adelaide City Council paid 
for Bert’s Ball’s in Rundle Mall all those years ago, 
but if that was put up for sale they would get a hell 
of a lot more for it now than they did when they 
put it in -whereas the mall is depreciating at a rapid 
rate. Finally, one of the most interesting trends, in 
terms of the role of public art, urban design and 
urban planning is that cities are recognising the 
value of developing big picture master plans for the 
integration of art into projects and cities. In fact I 
did one of the first city public art plans in Australia 
for Adelaide City Council some eight years ago. 
More recently we prepared the Port Waterfront 
Public Art Strategy for Port Adelaide, which won 
the 2007 PIA [SA] Award of Planning Excellence, 
Urban Design Plans and Ideas. We have also 
recently developed a master plan for Brisbane City 
Centre, and a number of supporting plans for inner 
city precincts and transport corridors. 

You can read more about Richard’s work as a 
Cultural Strategist in his book:

More than just a Bridge: Planning and 
Designing Culturally, Comedia, 2007

Available for purchase on line at 
www.comedia.org.uk
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Adelaide’s geographic isolation and idyllic 
lifestyle leads to a false sense of security 
amongst many of its inhabitants. If this city 

is to even survive – let alone prosper – we need 
urgent solutions, and fast. 

This was the confronting premise of the 
recent Biocity Studio at the University of Adelaide 
presented by Landscape Architecture and 
Urban Design firm mcgregor+partners.  The 
studio challenged students to ask the sticky but 
honest question: How resilient IS Adelaide to the 
increasing pressures of increased consumption, 
an ageing population, and significant planned 
population growth?  Adelaide faces an uncertain 
future threatened by climate change, drought 
and skyrocketing petrol prices (peak oil), to 
name but a few. In the face of this shaky outlook, 
another half of Adelaide’s entire population has 
been predicted to flow into South Australia over 
the next 25-30 years (statistics by Planning SA). 
Given the CSIRO’s predicted $8/litre petrol price 
for 2018, it is high time we question our current 
practices and take positive action. We only need 
to look to Adelaide and the River Murray’s 
current water crisis for a telling example of how 
failure to question the design of key resource and 
infrastructure processes, examine their robustness 
and plan for their longevity, can undermine the 
ongoing existence of the city itself. The Biocity 
Studio Adelaide intended to stir this pot of 
complacency and ask the hard questions that 
politicians and policy makers dodge.   

The Studio is an in-house research unit founded 
in 2006 by Sydney firm mcgregor+partners, 
headed by Managing Director Adrian McGregor 
and coordinated by Landscape Architects 
Jeremy Gill (and myself, Adelaide born and 

educated) Joshua Zeunert. Our aim is to track 
local and global environmental issues through 
undertaking special projects – the results of which 
are disseminated and published to staff, clients, 
consultant partners and society (this in turn 
enriches mcgregor+partners’ own environmental 
design philosophy). The most recent biocity studio 
undertaking was an intensive two-week studio 
with fourth year Architecture and Landscape 
Architecture students at the University of Adelaide 
(late July - early August 2008).  Following an 
Australian Institute of Landscape Architects NSW 
(AILA NSW) award for the studio held at the 
University of New South Wales (UNSW) in 2007, 
mcgregor+partners were invited to run the studio 
in Adelaide by Landscape Architecture program 
coordinator Tanya Court. The Adelaide specific 
studio applied the same philosophy, founded on the 
following premise: 

‘What if the planning blueprints governing 
Adelaide’s future medium to long-term 
development do not adequately safeguard against 
potential climatic, social and economic instability?’ 

The studio required students to read (amongst 
others) James H. Kuntsler’s book, The Long 
Emergency.  Although Kunstler’s is a grim future, 
where population is in decline and social disorder 
ensues, the nevertheless convincing text dispels 
an urgent message. By counterbalancing Kunstler 
against the often sceptical conventional media, the 
Biocity Studio aimed to prepare students for big-
picture responses by building a strong foundation 
for reactive and preventative policy and design. 

Biocity’s view of the city is that of a living, 
metabolising, interconnected entity. As such, 
students focused on one of ten major areas 
that daily enable the city to hum and grind, 

from biodiversity to economy; from pollution to 
agriculture; and from governance and transport 
to urban/built form and all natures of waste and 
water recycling. The students then presented their 
findings to a public audience and jury, including 
the Principal of Urban Design at Planning SA 
Graeme Hopkins; State President of the Planning 
Institute of Australia [PIA] Gary Mavrinac; 
environmental and social activist Paul Grillo; 
Tanya Court; and mcgregor+partners team Adrian 
McGregor, Jeremy Gill and myself. This tested 
the students’ ability to clearly convey their work 
and ‘sell’ their concepts to an expert panel in a 
public situation. The students had some inspired 
reform propositions, grounded in their carefully 
considered research. A booklet is currently being 

prepared as a distillation of the key research, the 
crisis scenario and the solutions developed. A 
digital copy of this will be available mid September 
- if interested please email  joshua.zeunert@
mcgregorpartners.com.au.

The Biocity Studio focus has always been 
oriented at the output of solutions. We are 
bombarded daily with a plethora of problems. 
What we, the city of Adelaide, and indeed all cities 
desperately need is more emphasis on long term, 
intelligible solutions for 21st century and beyond. 
Congratulations to all students involved and many 
thanks to the University of Adelaide for enabling 
this inspiring and rewarding studio.

Joshua Zeunert was the course co-coordinator for 
the Biocity Studio Project

STIRRING THE POT 
OF COMPLACENCY

BiociTy STudio adelaide 2008.

By JoShua ZeuneRT
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MIXED USE DEVELOPMENTS 
CREATE  A VIBRANT CITY

Mixed use developments combine a range of different uses - including residential, 
retail and commercial - in a single building or on a single site.

They improve the amenity and safety of a street while increasing housing, 
business and investment choice. They can also offer significant green development 
opportunities using sustainable materials and designs.

The Adelaide City Council’s Guide to Mixed Use Development can help investors 
and developers maximise the benefits of mixed use development, as well as helping 
them understand how a range of different uses can live together at the one site.

The Guide helps designers and planners select the best locations for mixed use 
developments, determine what combinations of uses work well together, and how 
to successfully manage the interaction between different uses.

FREE copies of this informative guide are available via: 
www.adelaidecitycouncil.com or by contacting Adelaide City Council on 8203 7710.  
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LEGACY FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS. A DIRECTOR OF BRECKNOCK CON-
SULTING P/L, RICHARD IS A LEADING CULTURAL STRATEGIST IN AUSTRALIA 
AND AN ASSOCIATE OF THE UK BASED THINK-TANK COMEDIA.  

What do the secrets of the Da Vinci Code, 
Tutankhamen’s tomb, the Jazz Age, the 
Empire State Building and Adelaide’s 

Piccadilly Cinema have in common?
Put simply these are but a few of the rich and 

various elements of the colourful chapter in design 

known broadly as Art Deco. This movement was 
officially given its rites of passage in Paris in 1925; 
its name loosely derived from an exhibition called 
‘Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs 
et Industriels Modernes’ with an emphasis on 
a new decorative style adapted to the needs of 

contemporary life with a streamlined, symmetrical 
focus easily adaptable to the age of the machine 
and the new spirit of liberty, consumerism and 
hedonism sweeping across Europe and beyond. 

While the Paris exhibition marked the coming 
of age of Art Deco, the phenomenon had its roots 
in Primitivism, Cubism and the pre-WW1 Art 
Nouveau tradition with its floral motifs and flowing 
lines and the Avante Garde movement epitomised 
in the vibrancy of the Ballets Russes, a Russian 
Ballet School in Paris.

  The rich and famous danced to the latest jazz 
and drank cocktails on board massive luxury liners 
the likes of ‘Empress of Britain’  and ‘Normandie’, 
the latter being fitted out by French Art Deco 
designers at a cost of $US60 million in 1933.  
Portholes and design features of ocean liners and 
locomotives were often incorporated into art deco 
building design. 

   In November of 1922 a momentous event 
resonated around the globe, capturing the 
imaginations of a generation and indeed, beyond. 
After years of searching, Howard Carter eventually 
unearthed the 3000 year old tomb of Pharaoh 
Tutankhamen. The treasure trove uncovered 
was to excite designers of the time and many 
elements of Egyptian - classical design found their 
way into buildings of the period. One of the major 
features of the tomb - the impressive entrance – is 
featured in a many of the art deco buildings of the 
period. Good examples in Adelaide are the former 
Synagogue in Synagogue Place, off Rundle Street, 
Gilbert Place Apartments, Bank SA headquarters 
in King William St and the Commercial SA 
Building in Bentham Street. All have the classic 
heavily framed doorways exhuding both a sense 
of mysterious apprehension and yet welcoming 
embrace at the same time. The copper finished 
door in the synagogue (now ironically ‘The 
Church’ nightclub) is impressively large with 
lettering resembling an Arabic style above the 
‘tomb’ entrance.

Masonic Lodges of the period exude a Da Vinci 
Code-esque style with the ‘Eye of Providence’ 
( also featured on US dollar bills and leading to 
conjecture about various Freemasonry conspiracy 
theories), the ‘Ying Yang’ conceptual symbol 
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of ‘male’ compass and ‘female’ set square, and 
pentagram or five pointed star, also reviled 
for sinister undertones by the ill-informed. An 
excellent example of the Egyptian Revival style 
of architecture is the Port Adelaide Masonic 
temple, erected in the 1920’s and bearing many 
of the symbols derived from Abyssinian times 
along with hieroglyphic inscriptions atop the Port 
Road frontage. This bears witness to the Egyptian 
underscore to much of the art deco period. 

Other classical elements are an underlying 
influence with many deco buildings having a 
‘stepped’ structure as with the Ziggurants or 
stepped Sumarian pyramids. The Chrysler and 
Empire State art deco skyscrapers are the best 
known examples of this style. In Adelaide we 
have the former ‘Savings Bank of South Australia’ 
building, still in use as state headquarters of 
BANK SA, on King William Street. The exterior 
bore resemblance to the new ‘wireless’ radio 
sets of the day ( which in turn were emulating 
architectural design elements)and hence was 
commonly referred to as the ‘Radio Cabinet’. 
Interior features including the wrought iron spiral 
staircases, massive classical pillars and elaborate 
ceiling cornices, along with the original lifts and 
opulent foyer still remain intact. Other major 
Adelaide art deco ‘temples’ include the compelling 
CML building on the corner of Hindley and King 
William streets with its Romanesque style and lion, 
vulture and owls ornamentation of Benedict stone 
and a former bank building at 21 King William 
Street and now a 1920s Shanghai style tearoom 
known as Saldechin (an acronym for Salon de 
Chinoiserie). Proprietor Raul Barretto has taken 
full advantage of the magnificent marble walls and 
columns, huge arched windows and art deco light 
fittings.

A recent heritage walk by the Art Deco Society 
was led by Carol Cosgrove), an academic authority 
on Art Deco buildings, particularly in Adelaide. 
Apart from buildings mentioned other gems such 
as the Laubman and Pank building and The ASO 
Grainger Studio (Former West’s Cinema) were 
also explored. Fran Smith, a foundation member 
reports that membership of the Adelaide Chapter 
of this Melbourne-based association has surged 
in recent months. This is possibly due to the 
current International Art Deco Exhibition with a 
fully transported Strand Palace Hotel foyer as its 
centrepiece at the NGV, Melbourne.

For further information regarding the ART DECO 
SOCIETY, contact can be made via: Adelaide: 

David.oloughlin@prospect.sa.gov.au
www.artdeco.org.au
 




