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Trad modern,
pop modern

WHICH CITY is to be the cul-
tural capitalo of Australia? It's an
exciting contest. Will Adelaide’s
determined biennial bid wrest
away the crown worn tradition-
ally by Melbourne? Or will the
new-look Moomba re-wrest it
back? Wil Sydney, sardonically
watching from above, never be
shaken.in her confidence that as
biggest and nearest to the front
door she can have no rivals? Or
will Perth, the long shot, come
racing through in the later 708

No. Two other places vie for the

gum-leaf wreath.
One most likely candidate is Can-
rra.-You-think-I'm-joking.-And-I
must admit that a quick look around
Australia’s capital today might not
convince everyone about its cultural
On (he surface it is sml
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use rather tired in-words — but it
s the same single spectrum of Aus-
tralian culture.

I have to admit to being some-

to claim it larﬁelv on the strength
of having at least one leglnmale
theatre operating almost all th
time. But also a pervading sense ot
vlv.amy is required in all the arts —
and especially in the most visible
one, architecture. When Melbourne
wore the gum-leaf wreath a decade
or 50-ago-she-was-—-also--the undis-
puted centre of creative architec-
ture in Australia.

Nobody goes to Surfers to see the
is

just a pretty city
prettiest in Auctraha and nnques»
tionably the best kept. Yet that very
quality of good housekeeping leads
some taxpayers to decide that Can-
berra is too complacent and prim —
that it is the very spirit of smug
suburbia isolated in the bush. How-
ever, Canberra is like a brilliant
flowering i:m It took a long time in
growing fore it was ready to
flower, but there is every reason to
believe that it is ready now.

next few years are likely to see a
transformation rather like the
instant-city growth of Melbourne
after the gold rush.

The other Ilikely candidate is
Surfers Paradise. Now you think I'm
being facetious, but I am not. Surf-
ers and Canberra are at the oppo-
site ends of the spectrum — the
pop and elite ends respectively, to

part
o! what they see, and a very im-
portant part of the fun. All that
color blazing in the clear sun, all
the shapes and signs calling for at-
tention, all the allusions to a dis-
tant land of unattainable glamor
“Miami Waters,” “Vegas Villas")
must be counted as architecture
along with the National Library in
Canberra. That is, they are deliber-
ately contrived to create an ex-
ternal impression. They are only
rarely careless or primitive build-
ings like most farmer's sheds or
suburban houses. The newer ones at
least are mostly consclously created
objects of culture — from, of course
the extreme pop end of the spect-
rum.

There are today many people of
the grealest intellectual attain-
ments and/or pretensions who value
this end of the spectrum more

The two ends of the spectrum of Australian architecture:

highly than the other. For instance,
recently the distinguished Architec-
tural League of New York held an
exhibition of photographs of the
work of an architect named Morris
Lapidus, who is responsible for
many of the millionaire traps ﬁlnng
Miami beach, including the ell-
known “Fountain-blue" n1(~ahoxel

Lapidus’ lobby interiors are made
up of great spaces, chandeliers,
curly chromium trimmings, ankle-
deep carpets and indoor planting on
the scale of rain forests. They look
like sets from a comedy-romance on
Late Night Movie. To complete the
picture you need- Cary Grant in a
sculpturesque white tuxedo, hurry-
ing down one of the sweeping circu-
lar staircases to greet Irene Dunne.

Lapidus has been described by a
non-admirer as “the Lawrence Welk
of architectu; The elevation of
his work to gallery status is not,
however, surprising. It follows inev-
itably from the pop-kitch-cam
cults\To New Yorkers it offers a
sympathetic, if slightly tongue-in-
cheek Yyiew of the image which
Surfers/ worships with- its tongue
hangi: out.

The Wifference between Lapidus’
lush exXtravagance and most of
Surfers' poor-man’s version is not
too important. Surfers is Jearning

all the time. But essentially it won't
change, even when it gets more so-
phisticated. Most of fhe architec-
ture of Surfers is deliberately irres-
ponsible — that is, discarding the
social, structural and other dis-
ciplines, especially the good taste,
which characterise the buildings of
Canberra.

The buildings of Canberra also
won't change essentially, even when
they get more sophisticated, which
is happening at this very moment.
The latest Canberra buildings — in-
cluding some huge government offi-
ice blocks still on the drawing
board, the tempbrarily frozen design
for the National Gallery, the big
defence office block nearing com-
pletion on a_ hill overlooking t

airport — all these are designs ol
high international standard —
imaginative, original, strong —

which cannot be said of course
about many of the existing build-
ings. Yet they observe the same dis-
ciplines and traditional architec-
tural values.

But are younger people growing
tired of serious design and luxu-
rious landscaping and me(lculous
urban housekeeping? Is Canberra
really, as some critics suggest, suf-
focatingly prim, prissy and pompous
— enough to send one screaming in

Canberra and Surfers.

search of a flashing skysign for
Chateau Gay? Do some people real-
ly resent the orderliness of Can-
berra — the lawns, the lake, the
freeways, the underground wiring,
the controlled advertising? Yes,
some do, and some others abomi-
nate Surfers.

This is a growing conflict in
taste, but it is unreasonable, just as
my opening remarks in search of a
cultural capital were clearly ridicu-
lous; because there is room for
both Canberra and Surfers, and we
should be grateful for the differ-
ences between them and all the
other cities along the spectrum be-
tween them.

Canberra represents traditional
architectural morals: to make a bet-
ter world, to save the world from
itself. Surfers represents mod free-
dom: to let the world do its own
thing.

There is a need for both ap-
proaches, and room for both in ap-
propriate places across the breadth
of Australia. It cannot be said that
one is right and the other is wrong.
But it certainly can be said that
there is good and bad design in
each type of architecture — which
should be the onlv criterion for
judging it.



