UNBULLT AUSTRALLA
PERTH AS IT SHOULD BE

In the second of our series recalling unbuilt projects,
Philip Goldswain considers George Temple-Poole’s
unrealized plan for the site of the Perth railyard.

G eorge Temple-Poole, in his capacity as Western
Australia’s Government Architect, oversaw
amajor public building boom that accompanied the
1893 discovery of gold. Though resigning in 1896,
he remained an active participant in the public life of
Perth. His ongoing interest in the future development
of the city involved the financing of Perth’s tram
network, the layout and management of Kings Park
and a winning proposal for an area of the inner-city
suburb of Subiaco. He gave public lectures on topics
such as “Cities of the World” and proposed speculative
urban designs that presented “Perth as it Should Be”.

The most significant of these schemes is an
unrealized 1911 plan that would have replaced the Perth
railyard with an opera house, post office, town hall and
government offices. The planning was straightforward
and axial in the Beaux-Arts tradition. Direct connections
were made between the misaligned street grids, a
“continuous vista” was created down the length of the
linear site and links were made to the broader urban
context such as the Poole-designed museum and art
gallery to the north. While the plan’s architecture was
conservative (especially compared to the remarkable
mannered and muscular qualities of his best buildings),
its urban gestures remain notable.

According to Poole, the qualities of a city are
generated by the “placement” of buildings, not their
“numbers, or size”. In this scheme architecture

alternatively framed or was surrounded by public space.
He did not suggest a continuity of the surrounding
urban grain but rather a variable rhythm of built form
and open areas. Both pedestrian and vehicular traffic
move through as well as around buildings. Poole
rejected the benefits of suburban living as “illusory”
and suggested urban squares and streets lined with
restaurants based on the “Paris Boulevard café”.

Almost a hundred years later the same parcel of land
addressed by Poole is being replanned in a $330 million
bid to bridge the gap between Northbridge and the city.
Instead of moving the railway north as proposed by
Poole, the process to sink the railway has begun. The
site will be anchored in the west by Ashton Raggatt
McDougall and Cameron Chisholm and Nicol’s Perth
Arena, and a draft master plan is currently presented
for public comment. It remains to be seen if the latest
attempt to make “Perth as it Should Be” will harbour
a similar urban conviction to that proposed by George
Temple-Poole.
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Philip Goldswainis a lecturer in the Faculty of
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Editor’s note: State budget funding for the development
of the Northbridge Link site has been put on holdin a
review of major infrastructure funding.
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