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THE ISSUE

It is claimed that there was a ‘trend of the 
interwar period towards the subtle or 
minimal decoration as a precursor to 
Modernism’ in reference to the Federal 
Capital Commission (FCC) housing for 
Canberra.

Apart from being designed prior to the 
1950’s how do Canberra’s FCC dwellings 
show elements towards Modernism. What 
led to these major shifts and changes in 
style, materials and even conservation? 
And what was the result?

SPIRIT OF THE TIME



MODERNISM

Modernism is a late 19th – to mid -20th-century 
cultural, artistic, and literary movement 
characterized by a conscious break from 
traditional styles, beliefs, and conventions. 
Spurred by industrialization, urbanization, and 
the trauma of World War I, it focused on 
experimentation, subjectivity, and finding new 
forms of expression to represent modern lift.

“Modernism was not conceived as a style but a 
loose collection of ideas… which largely rejected 
the styles that came before it”

At the core of Modernism lay the idea that the 
world had to be fundamentally rethought.

WHAT IS MODERNISM?

Drawing, Edward McKnight Kauffer, 1934, England. Museum no. E.3770-2004. Copyright Victoria and Albert Museum, London



ARCHITECTURE

Architects and designers set out to reinvent these 
forms for a new century.

Europe had been ravaged by repressive political 
structures and glaring social inequalities. Tackling 
economic inequality became central to the Modernist 
agenda and many architects devoted their energies to 
housing. Affordable housing was one of the most 
urgent needs of the inter-war period. Designers and 
architects such as Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Erich 
Mendelsohn and Walter Gropius developed model 
housing estates in an attempt to resolve the housing 
crisis.

In their drive to transform society, Modernist architects 
set out to industrialise the building process. New 
construction techniques and the use of materials such 
as steel, concrete and glass would reduce costs and 
allow for mass-production.

ARCHITECTURE AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Design for White City housing scheme, drawing, Eric Mendelsohn, 1934, UK. Museum no. E.677-1993. Copyright Victoria and Albert Museum, London.



• The Exhibition of 
Decorative Fine Arts in 
Paris, 1925, explored the 
impact of Art Deco (1910-
1939) on cities, including 
Australia.

• Bauhaus

INFLUENCES

Right: Bauhaus Style, Modernist Poster
Bottom left: Belgian Pavilion; architect, Victor Horta

Top left: Grand Palais: Salle d'Honneur and staircase; architect, Charles Letrosne

WORLD SCENE



Adolf Loos

Right: Adolf Loos Photograph
Mid Top: Villa Müller, 1930

Mid Bottom: Looshaus, 1911
Left: Steiner House, 1910



Alvar Aalto

Top Left: Viipuri Library, Vyborg
Bottom Left: Säynätsalo Town Hall, Finland

Middle: Alvar Aalto Photograph
Right: Paimio Sanatorium, Finland



Frank Lloyd Wright

Left: Robie House, 1910
Top Mid: Fallingwater, 1935

Bottom Mid: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1943
Right: Frank Lloyd Wright Photograph



Walter Gropius

Left: Walter Gropius Photograph
Top Left: Bauhaus-Building, Dessau. Interior

Top Right: Gropius House. Stairwell
Bottom Mid: Fagus Factory

Right: Bauhaus Building, Dessau, 1925-1926 Aerial view



INFLUENCERS FROM FEDERATION PERIOD

• Academic Classical

• Free Classical

• Filigree

• Anglo-Dutch

• Romanesque

• Gothic

• Carpenter Gothic

• Warehouse

• Queen Anne

• Free Style

• Arts and Crafts

• Bungalow

STYLES IN AUSTRALIAN ARCHITECTURE 
FROM c. 1890 TO c. 1915



THE INTER-WAR PERIOD

• Georgian Revival

• Academic Classical

• Free Classical

• Beaux-Arts

• Stripped Classical

• Commercial Palazzo

• Mediterranean

• Spanish Mission

• Chicargoesque

• Functionalist

STYLES IN AUSTRALIAN ARCHITECTURE 1920-1940

• Art Deco

• Skyscraper Gothic

• Romanesque

• Gothic

• Old English

• California Bungalow



MODERNIST HOUSES IN ACT

• Provides a useful 
background but focuses 
on post-WW2

THEMATIC HERITAGE STUDY



Also, can found on the www.emaa.com.au/publications website.

https://www.emaa.com.au/publications.html
http://www.emaa.com.au/publications






























1921-1938

• 1921-1925: Federal Capital Advisory Committee (FCAC) 
The Department of Works and Railways

• 1922: Competition won by Oakley and Parkes in Forrest

• 1925-1930: The Federal Capital Commission (FCC)

• 1930-1938: Dept of Home Affairs and the Interior

GOVERNMENT HOUSING IN THE ACT



FCAC 1921-1925 
JOHN SULMAN ARCHITECT



FCC 1925 -1930
H.M ROLLAND CHIEF ARCHITECT

Types 1 to 26

• Types B:
• T12

• T14

• T15

• W + R D1 & D2

TYPES OF HOUSES



DEPT OF HOME AFFAIRS AND THE INTERIOR 1930-1938
EH HENDERSON CHIEF ARCHITECT

Early Government Housing in Canberra; A History, Architectural Thesis Study 6.2. Megan McDougal, Canberra  CAE



























FCC AND ARCHITECTURAL 
STYLE

• Styles In Identifying Australian 
Architecture are mainly 
commercial

• Of the domestic architecture, FCC 
houses have some inter-war 
functionalist style indicators



WAS FCC A PRECURSOR TO MODERNSIM?

• Information on modern trends and styles was 
available

• Designs had minimum decoration

• Designs were a break in previous styles

• Designs used new forms and styles

• Designs used less new construction techniques

• Details did not include large glass windows
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