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Modernism, what is it in architecture and where did it come from. We can focus 

on the Bauhaus and its rationalist and socialist view of the world, or we can go 

back to the influences of Adolf Loos and his stance against decoration, or back 

further to the industrial revolution when new materials, new production 

techniques and experimental engineering gave a new language to building. We 

can look too to the art movements of the early 20th century and the moves away 

from representation to abstraction. 

If course it is all of these and part of the continuum of architectural evolution. 

Today, I fear, modernism has become an aesthetic rather than a philosophy. The 

crisp white box, the simplicity of detail … but perhaps that is too limited a view. 

The aesthetic is only achievable with current technologies, and only desired 

because of the long tradition that preceded it, a tradition that has sustained and 

outlived many trends and fashions that have, in the interim, come and gone. 

In Australia early modernism was many things and had many influences. For Ken 

Woolley and Peter Webber the authors of the building we are standing in it was  

Alvar Alto1, but it was also the new technologies, the experimentation with the 

curtain wall (this building has some of the first in Australia), new materials like 

aluminium and precast concrete, free flowing spaces and the introduction of light.  

The introduction of modernism in Australia has some parallels with California 

(though it came here a later). The architectural historian Jennifer Taylor argues 

that the major impact was through the last half of the 20th Century22. The first half 

she argues had neither the problems nor the means for its more general 
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adoption. Before World War II Fredrick Romberg contributed some of modernist 

works in Melbourne, as did Sydney Ancher and Arthur Baldwinson in Sydney. 

But like California it was European immigrants who brought with them the 

modernist Bauhaus ideas. The 1920’s European functionalism was open to 

functional and technological change. 

In California it was Neutra and Shlinder (both of whom worked with Loos). In 

Australia it was Romberg (a Swiss) in Melbourne, and Harry Seidler (a Viennese 

like Neutra and Shlinder) in Sydney who both worked in a genuinely European 

modernist way.  

In California the industrialization developed during the Second World War, the 

availability of materials like steel and the focus on housing post war, all aligned 

with the work of the European modernists and were exemplified and made 

publicly accessible through the Californian case study houses of architects like 

Richard Neutra, Raphael Soriano, Craig Ellwood, Charles and Ray Eames. 

Their designs were consciously associated with a modern lifestyle.  

Another influence was from across the pacific. There was a fascination with 

Japanese architecture. It was seen to be human, accessible and sophisticated. Its 

light construction, lack of solid walls, moveable partitions and modular 

coordination seemed to fit with many of the ideas of modernist planning and 

construction3. 

The Californian climate also well suited integration with the landscape and a 

strong relationship of inside and outside space. But where Californian architects 

used trees as an external layer – another architectural element, Sydney’s 

architects were more inclined to work with nature, the trees, rocks and 

topography of the Sydney bush land setting.  

A new movement evolved - the Sydney School. It was a direct response to the 

local. The influences on the Sydney School were many and individual strands 

evolved; the Brutalist movement from England (think of Peter Halls’s Goldstein 

Hall at UNSW with its use of off form concrete and clinker bricks); Scandanavia 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Neutra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raphael_Soriano
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Craig_Ellwood
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_and_Ray_Eames
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particularly the work of Alvar Aalto seen here for example in the timber cladding 

of the columns and Woolley’s use of copper on the Fischer Library; Asia and 

particularly Japan as mentioned with its influence on California and seen here in 

the work of Snodgrass and Muller; and Frank Lloyd Wright, particularly in the 

work of Bruce Rickard and Peter Muller. 

These themes overlapped and sometimes blended to make a uniquely Sydney 

response to modern architecture. Along with the Queenslander, that remarkable 

tropical house type, I believe it to be one of the truly Australian architectural 

movements. 

Just as the post war Californian style was bred of the frugal use of cheap or 

industrial materials, so too the materials such as clinker brick (usually rejected by 

the brickyards as imperfect) were cheap, but more than this, they met the desire 

to relate to the rugged bush in which this new architecture was set. 

Sydney University has a strong tradition of modernist buildings as part of its 

campus. Trevor Howells has written that the arrival of the international style at 

the end of the 1950s speared “a stake through the faltering heart of the historicist 

styles” that had dominated the University until then4. 

He talks of this building, the Chemistry Building, as the first “on campus in the full 

blooded modernist idiom”5, and as we are at the launch of this exhibition where 

art comes face to face with architecture it is worth noting that the architects 

Webber and Woolley each contributed an art work on the tile clad service ducts in 

the undercroft courtyard. They are mosaics based on electron-microscope 

images, each signed by the authors. It is a simple example of the integration of art 

with architecture, just as Narelle Jubelin’s installations and delicate writing on the 

glass walls add a subtle layer of meaning to the space.  

Her exhibition “Vision in Motion” draws attention to the modernist work on 

campus so often overlooked and so important to an understanding to the cultural 

development of the university and of our culture. Modern buildings of the 20th 

century don’t enjoy the popular love or respect that say colonial, neo-Classical or 

neo-Gothic buildings do in Australia.  
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Only recently I was talking to Ken Woolley about the tragic loss of magnificent 

buildings like the State Office Block and Anzac House. 

The NSW Heritage Council, that now lists projects under themes is currently 

investigating Modernism as a theme and will over the next year place on its 

register (and so protect) much of our important modernist heritage. 

Exhibitions like this only help to reinforce the importance of these works and by 

celebrating them through her remarkable installations Narelle draws attention to 

the University’s significant modernist buildings. 

I would like to thank Narelle for this contribution and to congratulate her on the 

inspiration of her vision and on the exquisite art she has made.  

It is my privilege to declare her exhibition “Vision in Motion” open.  
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