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PETER McNEIL

Domestic Environments

2013 | Glorious Days: Australia 1913, National Museum
of Australia Press

1913 Glorious Days! was a major exhibition held at the National Museum of
Australia, Canberra, in 2013. It marked the 100-year anniversary of the devel-
opment of Canberra as the new capital, the establishment of the Australian navy,
and the hopes and aspirations of Australians in a progressive society before the
outbreak of the Great War. McNeil was invited to write for the accompanying
catalogue, Glorious Days: Australia 1913. An intensive planning day for this task
with seventeen historians was conducted at the Museum in mid 2012, chaired by
Professor Stuart Mclntyre and attended by prominent Australian historians
including Humphrey McQueen.

'The invitation to McNeil was based on his expertise in the area of Austral-
ian material culture, architectural history and domestic life. His contribution
emphasises that the domestic environment was not simply reflective of the politi-
cal economy; it actively shaped that sphere too. Weather, health and morality
were connected to new ideas concerning the modern consumer and householder.
The development immediately before the War of the first working and middle-
class garden suburbs with the model of low-density housing in detached or
semi-detached ‘California’ style brick or wood bungalows suggested an ideal for
family life that would transform the appearance of Australian towns and cities.
'The research therefore has implications for understanding the propensity for low
density housing in contemporary Australia and matters of sustainability and
urban planning today.
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DOMESTIC ENVIRONMENTS
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y 1913, more than one-third (37 per cent)' of Australia’s population lived
in cities and we can marshal much evidence — from material culture,
oral historics, and submissions before commissions into the living wage and
housing — to create a snapshot of domestic life at this rime. In the preceding
century, the connections between high rates of discase, poverty and crime,
and inadequate, overcrowded housing had become clear. Town planning,
improved domestic architecture and the provision of basic amenities were
increasingly embraced for ctheir role in social engineering and as solutions to
medical problems, Home ownership was seen as a path out of poverty and
into respectability, and the loan schemes that enabled the purchase of homes
in all Australian states by the 1920s have their roots in the workers” housing
Acts; for example, Western Australia's Workers' Homes Act of 19117
This was a dynamic period of social progress, marked by the

professionalisation of housecraft, cookery and mothercraft within the domestic

science movement that emerged in Australia and in the Unired States from the

1890s. New attitudes appeared at this time in Australian domestic architecture
PP

in terms of internal planning, the increased size of windows, case of access to
the outdoors and the management of light. The possibilities offered by living
in a flat were promated for the first time, and the impact of workers” housing
on productivity and quality of life came under increasing scrutiny.
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THE COST OF LIVING

In the years just before the Firs: World War, Australian Lsbot governments

s were selected from a larger sample
F657, who had been visited by female recorders and asked 1o document all
of their houschold exg e year, Justice Hepdon was wld that a
quarter of the living wage of 48 shillings went on rent. Fourteen of the 18
women kept their hushand’s pay and allocated him an
cd that ‘this division of respons
male homemaker, 3 domestic matriarch, has also been
nel in Melboume'.*

The husbands of these ‘matriaschs” worked as fisters, farriers, labourers,
carters, horse drivers and the like, from which they carned about 50 10 66
shillings a weck; they lrved in suburbs such as Balmain, Redfern, Darlington
and Alexandria.' Their homes had water and sewerage, although generally
ncither bathtoos nor luundry: People ofien bathed in the coper (used to wash
cloches) in the yard, behind a aodesty screen. Some men helonged 1o harbers
e ‘milet clubs’ where they paid an allowance and did not shave at home. These

1907 Eighteen working-class hou

clubs may also have been convenient lacations for betting an

Much shapping ducted on  Friday.
heen amazed a the amount of meat caten by the working class. Balmain had
21 butchers in 1913. Many of the 18 familics ssudicd ate meat three
per day and it was quality muscle-meat; organ meat was largely despised by
the workess. Many poor families could not afford enough milk and raioned
in.The o veg was poorly this
date — some qualified professionals, such as a ‘D Arthur, even stated at the
Hepdon Commission that they had no food value! — but the commissior
found that many working dass women believed (correctly) that cabbage was
gwod for their hildren. A Polish biodhemist named Casimir Funk had in fact
isolated Viramin B, and coined the term ‘vitamine' in 1911, and Vitamin A
weas being, tracked by European scientists in 1913.

Households were sustained by housewifery. Cooks in 1910 had access
103 range of recipe books and caukl purchasc the Ariipodean Cookery Book,
the Presbyterian Cookery ook, the Goulburn Cookery Book, Calonial Everyay
Crohery, Mry Maclurcant Cookery Book, Casells Hauschold Coskery and Mrs
Bectant; Cookery Book? Nonstheless, the comn:
done his own cooking, washing and cleaning), complained that working-dlass
women spent 0 long gosiping on the front steps and reading

on health and investment

Colonial socicies tended to placea high premi
in hospitals." Assisted emigrants were subjec
tended to emigrate. Food was plentif
sralia was In the top 10 in the world for average life
Pure Food Act (New South
mmonwealth Maermity Allowance A

nedical examination and

the healthi and water was clean in

les) was passed i
Octaber 1912
health welfare provisions saw 20 per cent of all
“respoctable’ low-

1908 and the €
By 1911, 3
babics barn in 5}

vaid workers in

ealth experts A st
p found thar their incomes were half that of
Sydney people.” Many mere Australians escaped diseise and what has been
called the ‘epidemiological wansition’ of European modernising societies. As
apher WD Barrie has argusd, infant mortality rates in Australia and
the first rwo decades of the 20th century ‘stamped it as

also New Ze

the world".* This was ot the case, howeves,
bandker Austalians, whse population was put
the mid-30s."

i ife expectancy a birch) i

THE IDEAL Ht

In 1913 the ‘ideal home’ projected by architeets and tastemakers was 2
ing lot, with 2 garden space ready

g onc, on a freest
aw was presented as the ideal hous

i lifestyle and leisure, climate and conditions;

s, terracotea decorations, doors, windows 2
internal wooden freplice surmounds - were rapidly standardised and retalled
as Wunderlich and Danks, yet made 3

its busikding pares - bricks, 6

handerafted. Such moden
many Austrabians at this time,
cred in the boom of the 1860s to 1880s, including
tive terraces of Spdney and Melbourne.

ind desached dwellings were beyond the

d pourly built spec

Councls in innee-Sydn
1913, bt nonetheless terraces

inder six metres in width were common

TASTE AND THE H

In 1913, civic and domestie architecture, such asthe early designs for Canberra
bousing and the upper-middle class Sydney and Melbourne marker, were

heavily influeniced by a group of architects closely a d with Professor
Ledic Wilkinson, John [ Moore and W Hardy Wiksen, Wilkon's interest in
the colonial period architecture of Australia relected 3 broader hostlcy beld
in the collcering circles of connoisscurs and taste-makers wwards both the
aschitecture and design of the second half of the nincteenth century: ‘the
period’ as Wilion described it."* A nascent colonial

was underway at this time: Sydney Ure Smith illuserated CH Berric's

the destruction of euch of our
of tastemakers associared with Ure Smuicks publicarioas, incl
ctical ideas §

knowledged the clranging narure of domestic life,
availabiliy of paid help was decressing and the demands o

gy gecarce To this end, he sought o intcgrate the ktchen with

areas of micdle class homes. Deep parches, buile-in cupbeards,

processes’ and new material stch as pyrex.lass featured in the editorials ind
adbvertisements of the Australian archirecural journal The Salon in 191
Then, as now, Australians were eager early-adopeers of new technology for

household living,

HOUSING INNOVATIONS.

One of the exciring developaments that residents of Australian cities would
Have nesiced in ercetion of “flts. From 1887 in Ausiralia the
aschinecural com

10 temmaced houses. in some cases, existing terraces were convented to flats
with the addition of stais and connecting balconies ficing, the strect and/or
cears 3 good example in Melbourne is that of ‘Marki Place’, 3 The Esplanade,
St Kilda, whick was renovated in about 1910, Investors owned the whale

high and, therefose, fats did not cate 10 the nceds of st workens,
ing ccomontical working-class ho
her than the fir-out of dic interio

generally focused on the pla
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Suffering From an association with crowded tenements, flats were scen by

inchuding the buikling indust

Jele class was expected 10 have something
euscr, This view continued to echo for decades: fats were condemned by one
lian architecr as ‘not in the best intevests of the race ... The flat is no.
he tcaring of a family, more particularly a eiddicclass family’.

The New South Wales Hoasing Act was passed in 1912. It included
and Sydney Council

provision for councils to create public how

ediately set out 1o remove shums or ‘rookesies’. One of the most

xed on ane of the result
built between 1912 and 1914, is sill
prominent on the very busy Cleveland Strect, Chippendale.” Named after

¢ Govermor of New South Wales, §it Gerald Strickland, it feanures recsssed

ted \m)m“ that

Aol was Integaed o che however, 10 ‘sm 0 cook

el dhere was finle p

other than the living roo ey, as bedoms in the
smaller fiacs opencd onto each other. The living rooms were lis only by the

ed fhead of houscholds in the Swickland

lightwell. Fory per cent of the I

“Foggints ma $rype, e a1 168 par
werk, Dhscey Garden Subud’, 1913

Quecs Alesandra, 1915
htograph by Mury

P p—t
e ————

widows. Half of them moved out

ed woren a
within on year. Florence Taylor, pars-owner of Building magasiae and the

cgstered woman architect in Mew South Wales, was 2 vocal opponent
‘of such flats. She wrote in 1915: “The fla is the encmy of hame life.*
“The ather solution for housing werkcrs was eo locate the

o the suburbs,

increasingly possible with the excension of railway neworks. The New South

America in 1912-13 to study workes housing schemes
The Ocivber 1913 issue of the Salon included the ‘tramsit problem and the
man' as 2 topic for irs readers, an indication of the eurtency of the
debrate. The building industry argued that workers should be housed not
15 bt in cortages in the suburbs; this was the consistent view of their
mal-mouthpicce, Building. A fine example of such dwellings are the 104
tached fibro-concrere and brick bungalows ar Gardeners Road, Diacey
Garden Suburb (Daceyville), Sydney, photographed newly bufle in Jauary
1913. The Hensing Act, introduced to alleviate the criss of reasonable

ousing,was constued by some a  ocilinic act.” Dacepille included 3

It picsure theatre, the pop Australia
in l‘)H often held in hired halls. Such suburbs ok their inh: s well
away from the stigma of the dissespectable urban poor.* Inside esch house
s 2 parlour that could hald a piare, diniyg table snd comer rcplace.
Despite chetoric on the vietues of the individual lor, flats were considered
an exciting innovation for the well off. In 1913 Real Prapersy Anmal noted that
an investaiens in high-chass flags in an arca such as Macquarie Suect, Sy\|m,
provided a 10-14 per cent rerurn®”, Old bui
ketod at this time as potential demolition sites suitable for In.n]dmp.
Fxpensive inner-city flats represented a comforeable and cosmopulitan
e lifis, bells, delivery of goods, hot water, senulation,
vacuum and seffigesation. Servants and radesmen worked in the basements
and communal kitchens of the new lusury Rats, and residenes teleph

g stock was inereas

their sequests down 1o them.™ Gas and electricity co-existed, but in the

Grace Brothers Broadway Stote catalogue ane can sce the shift i
futures f
were given gas, and the well-off demanded clecuicity:

hiow: gas
aure i the 1910 example; by 1913 the word was thectric. The poot

g Trust, noted

in 1912 that “human namwre is in favour of the frechold” ' Flar-living was
0 considdered sociaily useful as 3 long-term ideal, We must remember woday
that flacs were always rented in 1913 and tha the residents moved on. Far
bu, for others,

t0 passibls heme-awnership if they qualified for the new loan schemes

FURNISHING THE HOME

Auswralian interior design in 1913, both high-seyle and middle clas, was
s and crafis acsthe

Victorian or Edvwardian styles of building
that which we wauld now call ‘Federation’ (which was then oficn
“Queen An i

and applicd plasterwork. The ‘California’ bungalow type
madea virtue of rough textures and nacusal-looking mascrials such as cedar,
siained shingles and rubble stane piers.

“The years around 1913 were masked by . significa
called ‘publicity’, or advertising, that which Ledic
up the position of Professor of Architecture at the University of Spdncy in
1918, would call the ‘Bolshevistiks” of popular taste. Tlhusrared ifesiyle
magarines burgeoned, many based on models coming out of the west coast

the wintergarden of her sisters villa lare
being eroed by a fascination with New Worhd
Nonedheless, Australians might be surprised 1o sec cexcaly the same type of
wooden fretwork and informal hambea fis

Federation taste appearing behind this regal figure.

Among the comperiag styles available ar the time, furnitute based upon
American ! models was new, Eashionable and healy sdvertised
in the 19105 and into the 19205, The designs cmulatc the cthos of North

i designer and social reformer Gustav Stickley, whe aimed 10 sugges:

ar Copenhagen in 1913, was
" Yorth America

2 mew veay of liviag, for = acw world, in 4 new century. Such furmishings
employ the craftsman vocabulary of pegged construction, were made of ok
or grained in imication, a8 the ‘Mission dining seie’ 02

nientod interion

enoouroge the umofocal imbess fusnishings and interios joinery, RT
Baker’s Cab Z . 1913: che firs of many
such books o popularise Australian figured dmbers su

oak. I contrast, many wel i

rables and Persian rugs. A reat deal of sea grass and bamboo furnirure was
recaifed at the ime, and some of the most modern fumiturs available were'
the bentwood chairs and rockers that had been designed by Thonet back in
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1859 and 1860. Benrwood chaiss were functional and almost universal world
products manufactared maindy in Austria, the United States and Canada. The:
exquivaken of the Model T Ford, they were an cxample of modemity expressed

dheough muass-production. They were modem sll in the 19205 wh

Le Corbusier used them in his projects.

With the move to farger windows, bamboo blinds were the most
economical method of dealing with the harsh Australian sun and would have
been dhe most comman fixrure, judging from their low cost and frequency in
catalogues. The comfoteably-off could buy ‘Florentine' blinds in 1913, the
name for a ‘fised Spanish blind on the outside of the window, which was
hooded at all sides and rose and fell an a pulley system.™ Most houschold
goods being retailed at large emporia were produced in conservasive siyles
and their amount of printed, punched or stamped decoration was in
proportion to their cost. The evidence of trade catalagues suggests there were
few advanced designs for tablevars imported at this rime from Eurape. The
ocal ceramic designs of women artists such as Lucic Shortes, (designer of
Doulton & Co.s "Warawh' tea service in about 1912), Flors Landells (the
“Seurts descre pea teapot, about 1914) and Margaret Presor's callaborations
with Gladys Reynell depiceing native flowess and made during theis time at
Camberwell Schoal of Arts and Crafis in London (1912) are, however very
suriking 2 China painting was 2 popular ars form smang women in Australia

and was facilizated, as curator and art hiswotian John McPhee
ction of small cloctrical kitns.*
on was not universally lauded.
In liserature and political commentary dhcre ocars a coumter-eiew, such as
that exprossed by playwright and crivic Louis
Auseralian subirban home:

The drawing-room exists for the kudy of the house, This is her salor

her sancruary. It is here that she expresses herself, holds her court, wears

curions cosumes, dispenses gossip and afiernoon tea. She is 1 good

ot he b b

— the high pricsicss of the decadent cult of the purivy of the home.>

PERSONAL STYLE IN 1913

‘How did women dress in 1913¢ In a sign of the importance of home sewing
for women's garments, the Grace Brothers caralague for chat year opens
with elasics, wool, sill and cowon mendings, adjustable and sew-in dress

and plated pins and dress bones.™ Whalebone strips such as the
“Greenlander', and the ‘pesrl white French horn', used as busks to strengthen
comers, were prominent; underpinnings mauered. There are several pages
of ontrich feather trimmings, feavured as feather fandeas teims for hass and

upright mounts — very fashionable  for the head
In a Sam Hoad photograph of Miss Marcclle Boivin outside a grand
sandstone front doot in Dalmain, his fshionable subject wears an ostrich rim
veay similas to the bandeau bands available in the Geace Brothers cxealogue
of 1913, Her dress s the wrim and sim “Directoire’ seyle that was chic just
efore the war. She wears a very large hat of the style made fashinnable by the
mast photographed British actress in the world, Lily Elsie, in her title role in

the Merry Wadows (1907

Ostrich feathers were generally sourced from South Affica and “Fnished”
Mimoat, The JW Fegan rsidence. in New York and L y E ey, Due o the
Heweboane, Queendand. sbosn 191313 international ‘anti-plumage movement” that deew atention t the impending

FIATE bty 0F gemmsLA extinction of various species of birds, dhere was 3 Feather erashi in 1913-14

and  materia that was once worth i weight in gokd became unfashionable
~ and unsaleable — overnight, The 1910 Grace Brothers catalogue has several
pages of llsteations of whole bird-wings to gamish hats and bannets: these
went our of fushion by 1913 and did nor appear again in their caalogue, an

i byl Fuhion trends and social mores ™

AN IDEAL FAMILY LIFE

Autitudes o domestic consumption were therefore open to rapid change
before the Firse World War. Such aztiudes were formed through a complex
interreltienshi of views concerning chis, custor, respectabili

occupation,
taste and fashion. Although the innovation of the Bat suggested a new

way of living for the future, both sides of politics, a5 well as the building
indhustay, favoured the model of the detachedt house for Family lfe. This was
a tenacious view that has anly questioned in recens years and
has been present as a par of 4 natignal ‘psyche’ for a century. For many

Austral
and newspay

“housing probleny’ could be addressed. The development, immediarcly before
the war, of working and middle-dlass garden suburbs based on
low-density housing in detached or semi-detached ‘Californial syle b
wood bungalows, suggesed an ideal for family life that was t eransform the
appearance of Australian towns and citis. ‘g’

M e Bekrin, dasgheer of he
head chef s the Paris House, o the
‘orands of Ewenion, Baewain, sbowt 1912
raph by Surs Hood

e ST wrs alogeny
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