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Researching post-war modernist churches recenty, I

found that many churches in the l95Os and even nto the

I 960s were pretty much carrying on the pre-war tradition

ol simple, restra ned, face bric< Arts & Crafts Goth c, I

real sed that church design n Vlctor a in the tnterwaryears

was so dominated by this Arts & Crafts Gothic that very

few could even be described as Art Deco, at a time when

th s was by far the most popu ar style for commercial,

lndustr al and apartment build ngs (not so much for houses).

There are however three outstand ng pre-war Art Deco

churches, al interest ng in dilferent ways; there is also one

bu lt post-wa; in a sty e that could easi y have been built

before the war.

Wesley Co lege Chapel on Punt Road is passed by

thousands of commuters (l l<e myself) every day, who, ike

me, have probably never gone in. The Chapel was buit as

part of a large sca e rebuiLding of the schoo that started

ta 1934, funded by the Nicho as brothers, of Aspro fame,

who both had sons at the schoo.r The rebu lding was

designed by the prol frc Harry Norrs; the N cholas's had

commiss oned Norr s to des gn the grand Nicholas Building

in Swanston Street n the 920s, and Alfred engaged h m

to design the fabulous Art Deco Burnham Beeches in the

nearby Dandenong ranges n I 930, so natura ly his services

came with the fund ng, The main school bu ldings were

designed on neoc assica lrnes, but the Chapel, opened on

3rd Ylarch 936, was very much of its time,2 The overa I

massing s much like the Arts &Crafts churches of the

period, with a talL front elevation incorporat ng a single

large deeply nset window and entry, and an engaged

cornertowen The deta ls however are very much Art Deco

wh le retain ng the vertical spirit of the Gothic rev val, with

its tal narrow stepped-top panels that breal< up the side

elevatrons, the stepped top ofthe tower and the patterned

panes etherside ofthe main doon The ntenorrs a single

barre vaulted spacewth round arched wjndows each end.

The only purelytradit onal e ement, apartfrom starned glass

windows, is the Gothic lettering of the schoo 's motto high

up on the front wall: 'SAPERE AUDE' Dare to be Wrse.

ProbabLy the most celebrated Art Deco church in
Victor a is the Second Church of Christ Scient st, oppos te

Camberwell Railway Station, completed in late 1935, As one

ofthe most'modern'branches of Chr stianity (estab ished in

879), the Christian Scientists came to adopt modern styles

of church build ng well before other fa ths, and this church

was almost rad cal y modern. The arch tects Bates Smart

lYcCutcheon designed bo d stepped masses of modern

cream-bricl<, rel eved only by inset horizontal bands,

fronted by a styised cassica portico of three decorative

wrought iron door/windows, runntng the ful two storeys
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and opening into a spacrous foyen The church ltsell on the

flrst f oor above the Sunday Schooi, was descrrbed as "the

essence of simp icity", wth perfectLy plain wa ls, theatre-

style padded seat ng, and sl<y I ghts concealed above a

sect on of sca loped ceil ng,3 This allowed the locus to be on

the extraord nary diamond patterned wal , wh ch lunctions

as the organ grill, behind the atar.a The church won the

coveted RVIA Street Arch tecture Yleda of 938.s

The third church s the most nteresting of al , and aso

sits on Punt Road, near Bridge Road. Lt's been converted to
offlces fora ongt me, currently occup ed by an account ng

flrm. had some dea it was buit as a funera parlour; but

the strik ng brick building wth del cate deta ls was buit as

the new home of the Pentecostal Melbourne Apostol c
Church, opening on the Bih Apri 1939.6 Costlng {8000,
it re ies for effect on the use of textured cl nl<er brck,
toothed at the sides of the ta I windows, and imited but

de icately deta led stucco decoration, which is a1l sca loped

and stepped 'Gothic' though none of t is lteral y Gothic,

be ng counter-curved or angular, t was designed by E L

Warner, who s best l<nown for this desrgn, and who had

des gned two churches and a hall lor the Bapt st Church,

wh ch also incorporate cl nl<er brc< and unusual deta I ng

but are far more hrstonc st. S mon Reeves suggests that this

desgn may have been influenced by the l92Os churches

of US architect Barry Byrne, These were highly indiv dua

creatons, al in lace brc<, wrth tall narrow windows and

decoration lrm ted to the angu ar de icate and practically

sp l<y window tops, projecting narrow p ers and across

the parapets, Byrne's churches and this one share features

with the bnc< expression sm of 1920s northern Germany,

though Byrne's worl<was developed atthe same time, Sad y

the conversion of th s church, which m ght have involved

inserting a new floo[ certain y nvolved the replacement of
the curved chevron leadlight windows with plain darl< g ass,

though some smal er windows survive intact at the rear.

The last church is one that was actually built after
WWI , and is far more trad t ona than the others, but

also modern and Art Deco, all n one pac<age, Our Lady

of Good Counsel in Deepdene was designed by regular

Catholrc Church architect Lronel San M guel, cost {65 000,

and was the argest Catholic Church erected since the

war up to that time.7 Comp eted n 955, the traditional-
sty e nave and domrnant tower front were executed n

cream brck, unadorned except lor some detai ing along

the eaves and around the ta I narrow windows; wh le the

proport ons and form are Goth c, there are no po nted

windows, instead they are topped with ow arches (wh le

ins de there are large sem circular rel eving arches creat ng

an arcade effect) The n'rost str l<ing feature s the stepped
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top to the square tower, executed in off-white terra cotta,

surmounted by a tall cross clad in that most modern of
materials, aluminium, lnside, the ceiling is plarn and low

pitched, lined with copper-coloured acoustic tjles, another

modern yet traditional touch. ln late 20 15, Law Archltects

designed alterations and additions, creating a more

multi-function space, whi st retainrng the church almost

completely intact,s New f ooring, seating and lighting, and

some doorways into a largerfoyer on one side were allthat

was needed to update the church to meet changing needs.

There are Art Deco churches in other states, but not

many, The Christian Screntists were in the vanguard, with
the striking stone clad volume of Perth's 1939 Flrst Church

of Chr st Scientist by Ochitree & Hargrave, and Brisbane's

cream brick stylised classical 1940 Flrst Church by Lucas

and Cumrning, ln lpswich, the lB70s Baptist Church got a

stylish Art Deco makeover n l93B designed by George

Brockwel Gill, Other churches were built that are still

c early Gothic, but contarn a large dose of Deco detailing

or stylisation. Y1y favounte is probably the massive brick

St Paul's Manuka in Canberra, built 1939, designed by

Burcham Clamp and Son (though the great octagonal spire

is 1950$, but the delicate verticality and stepped proflLe

of the re nforced concrete in St Mary's South Perth rs also

appealing. Designed by Herbert Parry, it was built in 1931,

making t the eariest example of Art Deco in relrgious

architecture in Austral a.

AfterWWll, churches contrnued to be built in historicist

Gothic styles, but striking modernist desgns appeared

in the early 1950s. By the early 1950s, churches were
practically vying with each other to establish a modern,

contemporary image, finally tak ng the leap into the

modern age that had begun so tentatively in the 1930s.
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