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In March 1960 the Perth City Council launched a 
nationwide competition for a new Town Hall and 
Administrative Offices - later renamed Council House. 
The competition followed decades of speculation 
over the need for a new Town Hall and its location, 
that began in the 1890s. In 1946, the Site Committee 
considered the viability of 27 different sites, including 
the Esplanade, and the ‘Island on the Causeway’.   
Their recommendation was for the Town Hall to be 
located where Government House stood, with Stirling 
Gardens as their second choice.   This report included 
a drawing by Marshall Clifton of the precinct.  In 1950, 
Lot 760 St. Georges Terrace, was reserved for the 
Town Hall, and the Crown Land Grant was issued four 
years later.  

The year leading up to the competition saw heated 
debate about the chosen site. In 1959, the Institute 
of Architects raised concerns that the site was too 
restrictive. One media source observed that these 
objections were predominantly raised by those who 
seemed unaware that it was permissible to use Stirling 
Gardens to provide site access.   While the Institute 
officially argued for further investigation into other 
sites, many opponents argued for a riverfront option. 

Around this time a series of alternate proposals were 
published in local newspapers. Among these, Harold 
Krantz argued for a civic precinct near Forrest Place, the 
Western Mail offered a vision for a riverfront project, 
and Reginald Summerhayes proposed extending the site 
into Supreme Court Gardens.   These proposals often 
went beyond exploring alternate sites, also illustrating 
the types of buildings that could be expected. 

The 1960 competition brief called for an office block 
to house the Council Chambers, a lending library, 
and accommodation for various departments. A 
Public Suite was to include Main and Lesser Halls to 
accommodate 2,500 and 1,000 people respectively, 
and a Banquet Hall to seat 1,200 people. The brief 
focused on accommodation requirements, without 
referencing the project’s context or history, or 
indicating any qualities the schemes should embody. 
It was a call for a fresh proposal, unburdened by the 
politics and history of ongoing discussions.  The jury 
comprised one local member—the Principal Architect at 
the Public Work Departments, Albert Clare—and three 
interstate architects. The latter were Professor Brian 
Lewis, from the University of Melbourne who chaired 
the jury, the prominent Melbourne architect Leslie M. 
Perrot, and renowned modernist, Harry Seidler.

With a lucrative prize pool totaling £10,000 - and 
the commission being awarded to the winner - the 
competition attracted considerable interest. The 
call was open to corporate members of the Royal 
Australian Institute of Architects. The decision to 
allow interstate architects to participate was met with 
some resistance. In 1959 Reginald Summerhayes 
argued that Western Australian entrants would have 
better knowledge of regional construction and a 
personal interest in the project’s success—adding 
that ratepayers would undoubtedly prefer a fellow 
ratepayer to receive the commission.

There were more than 200 expressions of interest and 
184 known registrations, although only 61 made 
final submissions.

Of the known registrations, 55 came from New South 
Wales, 52 were from Western Australia–around 
one third of the architects registered there at the 
time—there were also entries from 43 Victorians, 
14 South Australians, six from both the Australian 
Capital Territory and Queensland, and one from the 
Northern Territory.  The competition also received 
four registrations from Canada, and one from America, 
England and Hong Kong–presumably all expatriates.  
One letter requested a dozen copies of the competition 
conditions to run the project with architecture students.

The competition was won by Jeffrey Howlett and 
Donald Bailey. Howlett had trained in London, moving 
to Western Australia in 1951, and was working in 
Melbourne at Bates Smart McCutcheon with Bailey at 
the time of the competition. Second place was awarded 
to Cameron, Chisholm and Nicol, with third place 
given to Brand, Ferguson and Weedon - both Western 
Australian entrants. 

The building was intended to be ready for the VIIth 
British Empire and Commonwealth Games, hosted by 
Perth in 1962.  In reality only the top three floors were 
completed in time, and Council House was officially 
opened by Queen Elizabeth II the following March. 
The planned second phase, that included the Assembly 
Halls, was never completed. 

While the Perth Town Hall Competition captured the 
interest of practitioners whom would become leaders 
of the profession, it also engaged individuals who 
have eluded historical accounts. These include public 
servants, women, and migrants–whose presence in 
historical accounts of the period are scant at best. 
The winning entry accounts for only one of these stories.

This exhibition, seeks to uncover untold stories, 
showcasing some of the little-known and forgotten 
entries–offering a window into an alternate vision 
of the city and what might have been had the jury 
selected a different entry as the winning scheme. 
It also offers the opportunity to reflect on the great 
gift that was given to the people of Perth when it 
commissioned one of the finest Modernist buildings in 
the country, and brought Howlett and Bailey to the city 
where they made many important contributions to the 
built environment and community. 

In the six decades that have passed since the Perth 
Town Hall Competition, many important historical 
traces have been lost. Local records for the competition 
are sparse, the entries themselves have been dispersed 
around Australia, with many discarded or missing. 
There is no known list of entrants, and no known 
photographic records. While a handful of practices 
still exist, most architects have retired and closed their 
offices, many have passed away, and descendants 
can often be difficult to locate. Armed only with the 
registration letters, one of the enormous challenges of 
this exhibition has been to chip away at a collection of 
184 registrations to determine which were among the 
61 entries submitted for consideration in August 1960. 

We would welcome the opportunity to discover more 
of these schemes or hear accounts of the competition 
and exhibition. Please contact n.sully@uq.edu.au if you 
have any information or drawings to share.

Leonie Matthews & Nicole Sully
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