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Spoilers-of ourvan'omnent*Part 1

Modern  buildings
in St. Kilda Road,
which provide a
“tragic example” of
the growth of our
cities “without a
touch of the unity,
dignity and grace
which marked all
previous periods of
construction.

“. . . The gaudy
strip of petty new
comic carnival
buildings contrasts
so sadly with the
broad vision of the
19th-century plan-
ners who created the
great road they are
destroying.”

»

Legal vandalism

S UDDENLY. everybody is
talking environment. We
have taken the lead — as
usual — from the USA.

it all began with President
Kennedy in 1961, but President
i Nixon
also have found time between
military preoccupations to com-
ment on it, unfavorably.

So now it is quite politically
safe and socially acceptable to be
critical of the environment, and
that gives
satisfaction.

Our Australian visual environ-
ment is much the same as that
of most developed Western
countries — developed, that is, in
building the most economical
structures without any regard to
urban design and, in the course of
doing this, to trample over any-
thing that happens to be in the
way, natural or historic.

Thanks to all the books and
magazine and newspaper articles
and radio and television pro-
grammes on the subject during
the past nine or 10 years since
the subject became respectable, I

the architect some

don’t think that it is necessary,

for me row to specify all the
destructiveness, - the cheap -and
nasty building, the great dull,
ignorant, monotonous ugliness of
the environment of today,

Main blights

But perhaps I should briefly
catalogue the four main kinds of
blight, as a reminder:

® At the lowest level there is
the pure Gothic vandalism of the
anti-social toughs. This results in
our high proportion of broken
public-service facilities, ripped-out
public telephones, unspeakable
public lavatories, bashed-up picnic
pavilions, &c. £

Australia has more of these
things than most other countries,
for they are part of our great
hemalge from the First Fleet and
Ned Kelly. Our fine irrepressible
Digger spirit involuntarily ex-
pressing  its  disrespect’ for
authority by such masculine acti-
vities as smashing stubby beer
bottles and discarding one's lunch
scraps on the public highway.

® At a slightly higher level
we have the equally deliberate
but more functional vandalism
practised by people who misuse
the “environment to théir own
ends and can afford to disregard
any offence they might give to
some sections of the com-
munity.

In this class are some public-
service authorities who run a
bulldozer over all trees in sight
as a preliminary ritual to any
new project, just in case some
tree might be in the way; and
the nasty little free-space adver-
tisers who stick their slogans
and posters announcing musical
or political hlppenin?s over the
trunks of any trees left and on
every available bridge, wall and
fence of the inner suburbs.

@ The third kind of ugliness—
or visual environmental poliu-
tion, to be more i _

. Architect, author, interior designer
tor Australia’s pavilion at Expo ‘70,
ROBIN BOYD is a relentless critic of
“the Great Australian Ugliness”.
Today we begin a two-part condens-
ation of his lecture to a seminar on
environment conducted this week by
the Institute of Business Administra-
tion and the Victorian Employers’

Federation.

of technology shoved up-where-
ever convenient and with no
thought for the effect of one
item on another or of the efiect
of all of them on the total
environment.

This category is the product
of greed and ignorance. Tech-
nology need not produce such
ugliness, but without care it al-
ways will

@ The fourth element of our
abused - -environment - -is- -the
highest and saddest. It is hignh
because it is the result of fairly
good intentions and sad because
the good intentions have gone
Wwrong

We see small examples of this
in schemes described as “beauti-
fication” which consist of a few
rocks and annuals stuck into the
median strip of a suburban shop-
ping district, or in park benches
and planting boxes painted in
colors more vivid than any to
be found in the flower beds.

And we see big examples in
some very big buildings veneered
with bricks and synthetics of
various_violent tints and tex-
tures. These buildings have their
hearts more or less in the right
place.

They want to look njce and
are apologetic for the | box
shape the economics real

estate development have thrust
upon them. But they know no
way of pleasing their public
other than the wearing of
brighter dresses.

Gaudy strip

They are too circumseribed by
economy and lack of imagination
io be able to “achieve a good
appearance by some inherent
intelligence. So our cities grow.
up without a touch of the unity,
dignity and grace which marked
all previous periods of con-
struction.

The busiest and richest areas
of redevelopment in - all Mel-
bourne — the western hill
around William Street and St.
Kilda Road — are tragic ex-
amples.

1.don't think the word “tragic”
is too emotional, because in St.
Kilda Road, at least, the gaudy
strip ot: _‘petly new comic carni-

is the most common kind.

At is the kind trailed by mod-
ern industrialised development
all over the world; involuntary
-n§ uncarigg: Eqsls. wirfs, cl-:eap

and all the other paraphernalia
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val i contrasts so sadly
with the broad vision of the 19th-

century “planners who created
the great road they _are
destroying.

Those buildings on the aver-
age are worse than one finds in
any other developed Western

counfry of the Kind with which
we like to associate ourselves.
They are derived, of course,
from American patterns — not
by any means the best American,
but the flashier American ones,
which are flashier than buildings
in any other country — and here
they are copied without the elan,

the sumptuousness and the
Juxuriant planting that make the
American models seem 50
desirable.

They are an index to ~the
sophistication of the average

Australian board of directors.and
the level of the signs of the
average Australian architect liv-
ing on our isolated island. That
is why 1 used the word
“tragic”.
15-year lag

J

Can we now look ahead over
the coming three decades to the
end of the 20th century and im-
agine what Australia will be like
by then?

Although populations = every-
where will be on the way to
double what they are at present
and the world will be getting
uncomfortably crowded in some
parts, it is not too vast a span
for us to guess at its end, a full
generation from now.

Assuming no violence to inter-
rupt the slow development of our
ways, how will we be living when
Sydney and Melbourne each are
home ~ to about five ~million
people?

Will we still be cutting down
trees, killing off various species
of our wildlife, vandalising coral
istands, ~ killing suburbs  withs
color, putting soft-drink signs on
the roofs of any remaining colo-
nial buildings, pasting up posters
on every blank wall and stringing
wires like cobwebs over the face
of every community?

1 doubt it. I think we are now
nearing the bottom of the trough
of vulgarity and carelessness in
relation to our environment.

It was just nine years ago that
the USA officially recognised ur-
ban ugliness when President
Kennedy directed attention to it.

Allowing for the ncrmal 15-
year time lag, that means that
six years from now, in the spring
of 1985, our then Prime Minister
will direct the Government's at-
tention and some finance to an
attack on the Australian ugli-
ness.

Governmental leadership is not
all that is required to swing the
Australian people around to a
constructive attitude to the Aus-
tralian environment, but such a

otin wiowur of tha

move would help immensely and
would encourage a vastly more
cultivated public vision to de-
velop.

Wires would go underground.
Even Melbourne's trams might
go. Advertising would be respon-
sible,

Eventually public taste would
ascend until, before the century
ends, the natural leaf and bough
of a living tree might have more
popular appeal than a plastic
rose.

The fundamental form, pattern,
character of our urban life will
ba under enormous pressure for
change during the next genera-
tion and the way we react to
these pressures will determine the
physical quality of the Austra-
lian living at the end of the cen-
tary.

By the year 2000 it is quite
possible that our cities will have
moved so far in the direction they
are headed now that they will not
be recognisable as cities in the
traditional sense of the term.

An undergrowth of a few
houses and many little flat
blocks will be spread without

change of space or scale, without
knots of increased activity, with
a numbing evenness of architec-
tural” and" ‘economic - approach;
over thousands of acres, pressing
always at a retreating front of
farm paddocks still known as a
rural belt, and stretching sticky
fingers out to touch the nearest
towns 50 or more miles away.

At irregular intervals, following
no observable pattern, apartment
blocks and offices will rise up to
about 20 storeys like weeds out
of the undergrowth. The biggest
open spaces to be found will be
the bitumen parking areas sur-
rounding the shopping centres.

Unlike the flats, these will be
regularly spaced in accordance
with a clear economic law.

Somewhere, lost in this macro-
suburbia, an historian. might be
able to identify a more congested
section where poorer businesses
and professional people have, their
offices in puildings half-a-century
or so old.

This would be one of the de-
pressed sections known by old
names like Sydney, Melbourne
and Adelaide.

Planners’ job

Such a community would not
necessarily ~ be unplanned. It
would just be planned in a nega-
tive way. By then, no doubt ex-
pressways would slice through
the undergrowth at reasonably
frequent intervals.

A big staff of planners would
be engaged in trying to keep more
roads as well as the essential
pipes and wires runhing after the
little buildings,and desperately
rezoning areas to try to keep in-
dustrial smog as far as possible
rom the newer houses.

It would need planning, but
mainly corrective or negative
planning: adding sumelhin§ here,
cutting through a new lifeline
there — patching continuously to
keep the patient, the huge non-
city, alive — so that those who
live in it can ignore it and enjoy
their lives as best they can by
getting away from it in weekends
to" the far distant beaches, or
staying mesmerised in front of
super color 3D TV sets.
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