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Figure 1: Council House, c. 2005.
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current name of building
variant or former name
number & name of street
town
province
zip code
country
national grid reference:
classification/typology:
protection status & date:

Council House
27-29 St Georges Terrace
Perth
Western Australia
6000
Australia
n/a
ADM - Civic Administration
Statutory: State Register of Heritage Places, 8/12/2006
City of Perth, City Planning Scheme, Register of Heritage
Places, 2004.

Non Statutory: Register of the National Estate, 21/10/1980;
th
RAIA Survey of 20 Century Architecture (WA), 01/03/1988
National Trust of Australia (WA) 8/6/1994
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History of building

2.1 original brief/purpose:

Resulting from a national design competition, Council
House was built to house the administrative centre of the
Perth City Council. The building was intended to be
complete for the Empire Games held in Perth in 1962 and
is now judged to reflect the young City’s growing stature
and forward-looking aspirations at the time. The winning
design was submitted by architects Jeffrey Howlett and
Don Bailey and initially comprised an office block linking
to a low-rise circular form, housing public halls and
auditorium. Only the office accommodation was
constructed and the building, which was substantially
complete for the Games, was officially opened by Queen
Elizabeth II in March 1963.
Public reception to the place has been divided and
peaked in a vociferous campaign against proposed
demolition in the 1990s, spearheaded by the Royal
Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA).
Demolition was averted and after a period of
refurbishment in the late 1990s Council House continues
to accommodate the original function of civic offices. The
design intent remains clear despite some planning and
fabric modifications.

Fig. 2 Architects’ rendering of the proposed Council House, 1961

2.2 dates: commission/completion: 1960-1963
2.3 architectural designers:

Howlett and Bailey Architects
Jeffrey Howlett (1928-2005) studied at the Architectural
Association, London before coming to Perth in 1951. After
relocating to Melbourne he joined Bates Smart
McCutcheon as senior design architect where he met
Donald Bailey (1927-), a graduate of the University of
Melbourne. Their collaboration and winning design in the
national competition for the new Perth Town Hall led to
the establishment of the highly successful practice of
Howlett and Bailey Architects that was recognised for
sensitivity to modernist orthodoxies, skilled technical
resolution and concern for setting. Working predominantly
in Western Australia they completed a number of major
architectural commissions including Mt Newman House
and the Perth Concert Hall (1972). The latter was partly in
place of the abandoned public suites which had been
included in the original design proposal for Council
House. The practice continued in Perth until c. 1995
although Bailey had resigned in 1974 to become a long
term national executive of the Royal Australian Institute of
Architects (RAIA) and was awarded the RAIA Gold Medal
in 1991.

2.4 others associated with building: J.B. Hawkins and Son: builder, 1960-63
L. Waller: design associate, Howlett and Bailey Architects
Peter Hunt & Daryl Jackson Architects: refurbishment
1997-1999
2.5 significant alterations with dates: Refurbishment 1997-99
2.6 current use:

Civic Administration offices

2.7 current condition:

Good
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Description

3.1 general description:

Council House is an eleven storey slab block raised
above a glazed undercroft on massive marble clad beams
and pilotis. With uninterrupted floor-ceiling glazing, the
simple glass box is transformed into an elegant and
refined edifice by the distinctive brise soleil comprising Tshaped sun-shades which appear to float around the four
facades. The dimensions of the T-shapes were carefully
configured so that the identical elements could fold
around the corners and repeat themselves. They perform
an additional role as fire isolating spandrels between
floors. The resultant composition is a refined modernist
object and landmark in the city setting.

External lighting was an important feature of the building,
emphasising the reflective surfaces of the glass box at
night and complementing its day-time transparency.

Fig. 3 Corner detail of Council House, c. 2005
3.2 construction:

The simple rectangular plan form of Council House is
constructed with a concrete encased steel frame and clad
with uninterrupted floor to ceiling panels of fixed doubleglazing, set in aluminium frames. Originally the building
had been designed as a reinforced concrete flat plate
structure, but the necessity to be complete for the Empire
Games dictated a more economical and rapid form of
construction. The full height glazing incorporates thin blue
spandrel panels masking the suspended ceiling height
between successive floors and is shaded by the
distinctive T-shaped sunscreens clad in white mosaic
tiles. The four facades of the simple slab block feature the
same treatment and detailing, contributing to a
remarkable external consistency and visual economy.
Internally, the slab block was designed to provide a vast
open office area with service cores at the narrow eastern
and western ends of the building and panoramic views
over the city to the north and river to the south. An
integrated approach to interior design, consistent with the
external detailing, celebrated materiality and
craftsmanship. Furniture was designed by the architects
and made in Western Australia and specially designed

door handles, taps and smokers’ stands were made by
local artisans. The architect designed carpet incorporated
the T-motif of the external sun-shading.
In the 1997-99 refurbishment, interior fabric was
substantially removed with original fabric being retained or
reinstated at the Council Suite level on Level 9. The
original glazed and timber panelled circular Council
Chamber was modified to accommodate increased
attendance.
3.3 context:

Set back from city streets and corners, Council House is
located within a civic square of gardens and reflective
water-ponds. The building has a spacious ceremonial
forecourt and was designed to be viewed as an isolated
object set in landscaped gardens.
Surrounding structures are predominantly low rise and
date from the 19th and early 20th century. The
uncompromising modernity and commanding presence of
Council House within this enclave of government and
judicial buildings contributed to some opposition to the
place and stood in the way of the State Government’s
desire to create an ‘historic’ precinct of the colonial era.
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Evaluation

4.1 technical:

Council House demonstrates an innovative use of building
technology and structure, particularly with respect to the
large expanses of uninterrupted floor to ceiling sheets of
double-glazing.

4.2 social:

Council House has been a controversial building since
construction dividing public opinion over its minimalist
form and style. With uncompromising modernity, the
building embodied the visions and prosperity of the post
World War II era and invoked a sense of civic pride,
confirming the status of a modern city on the western side
of the continent.

4.3 cultural & aesthetic:

Council House is a prime demonstration of the principal
modernist architectural ideals admired in Australia in the
early 1960s displaying a reduction of structure and
simplicity in form, transparent cladding and consistent use
of refined minimalist detailing. The polished, hard
textured, industrial materials for the external finishes,
were complemented by the interior design which included
bespoke furniture and fittings designed and crafted by the
architects and local artisans in an integration of art and
architecture.

4.4 historical:

Council House is significant for introducing to Perth a new
level of purity in modernist architectural design and a
consistency of minimalist detailing in line with national
architectural developments.

Resulting from a national design competition and
designed to be complete for the VII British Empire
Commonwealth Games held in Perth in 1962, Council
House is a tangible reminder of the sporting event and a
key project of the architectural practice of Howlett and
Bailey.
4.5 general assessment:
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Council House is considered an exemplary yet inflected
translation of the International Style to Australia. The
building survives (after much campaigning) as an
important modernist landmark building within the civic
streetscape of the City of Perth. It has been recognised
nationally and internationally as reflecting the vision,
prosperity and progress of Australia, post World War II.

Documentation

5.1 principal references:
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Council House, c. 2005 (Source: Michal Lewi)
Architects’ rendering of the proposed Council House, 1961 (Source: Howlett
and Bailey)
North-west corner detail of Council House, c. 2005 (Source: Michal Lewi)
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