




 xploring the deeply embedded cultural tropes 
evident in post-war Modernist architecture in the Glen 
Eira Local Government Area, ‘Excavating Modernism’ 
seeks to reflect, unpack and explore the significant con-
tribution émigré architects such as Ernest Fooks, Kurt 
Popper, Herbert Tisher, and Mordechai Benshemesh, 
amongst others, contributed to the socio-cultural land-
scape and Melbourne’s development at the time. 

Our focus here is concentrated on the burgeoning 
Interwar and Post-War typologies of apartment and 
residential architecture, which manifested the building 
form explored here-in known locally as the ‘Six-Pack’ 
and internationally as the ‘Ding Bat’. 

This exhibition, developed following the explorations of 
Masters students at the Melbourne School of Design 
at The University of Melbourne, explores these notions 
through ephemera, artefacts, historical photographs, 
texts, and film responses.  
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 o better understand the development of the 
apartment typology, and its employment by the Jewish 
community and émigré architects in Melbourne’s south-
east and beyond, it’s important to consider the diaspora 
of Jewish citizens from around the world before, during, 
and after both World Wars. To ‘unpack the Six-Pack’ so 
to speak, we must delve into the history of this typology 
and the resonance it had with these émigrés.

The concept of home, according to a study by Mihaly 
Czikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton  
indicates that the notions of this word are one purely 
associative to English language speakers, rooted in Old 
Norse and Teutonic concepts representing the safety of 
place and nostalgic recollections of childhood. With this 
in mind, we can start to understand the desires and be-
haviours of Jewish migrants, whether as architects, de-
velops, investors, clients, or residents, and why it wasn’t 
until much later that the ‘Great Australian Dream’ of the 
generous house on the quarter-acre block, surrounded 
by garden, came to the fore – much later – in the 60s 
and 70s.

Further to this, we can start to ‘excavate’ the mindset 
of migrants during this time. As a culture, the Jewish 
community is internally engaged, well-connected, 
resourceful, and altruistic to each other, often going 
above and beyond to assist each other. Because of this, 
amongst many other reasons, there was a sense of pride 
in heritage, history, and ‘a way of life’ often abandoned 
or diluted by other migrant minorities at the time to try 
and ‘assimilate’, or ‘fit in’ to their new home. 

Accordingly, many contextually held aspirations and 
mandates that were commonplace at the time, such as 
the desire to live in detached dwelling (“One Man’s Cas-
tle”) were rejected by the Jewish community and thus 
seen as subversive, a sign of ‘foreignness and un-Aus-
tralian-ness’. 
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in the postwar years in ways that reflected their economic activities and 
their social and cultural tastes. As Harriett Edquist notes, a number 
of prominent Jewish architects, including Frederick Romberg, Ernest 
Fuchs (Fooks) and Kurt Popper ‘helped to create … a new environment 
for the Jewish community that grew and prospered in the southern 
suburbs of Melbourne as a result of immigration immediately before and 
after WWII’. ‘Between them’ these few architects ‘designed hundreds 
of houses, flats and apartment buildings, reshaping streets, occupation 
patterns and community areas’.14

Most of these architects had studied and worked in Berlin and Vienna 
in the 1920s and early 1930s and were heavily-influenced by Modernist 

14 Edquist, Kurt Popper, 9.

Figure 1. Map of Inner Melbourne showing key suburbs and locations of flat 
development in the postwar period.
Courtesy, Kara Rasmanis, Monash University.
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 lats, as a concept, were not new, and had been 
around since the early 1900s. Their development and 
proliferation, however, generated a hotbed of conjec-
ture, rhetoric, and assertions about the dire impact they 
would have on the built environment and what resulting 
ills could manifest. Some commentators, such as Flor-
ence Taylor in 1909, writes that the flat ‘tears down 
character’, whilst her husband, town planning advocate 
George Taylor, writes that the growth in flat construc-
tion would result in a ‘human formicary’ (dwelling of 
ants) that would blight traditional society, and align with 
his assertions that to be Australian was to be engaged 
with outdoor activities, the outdoors in general, and the 
sunshine. Such commentary, as O’Hanlon suggests, 
served to reiterate that those with preferences for flat 
living were un-Australian, overtly ‘European’, or ‘cosmo-
politan’: terms that were prejudicial and negative at the 
time.

That the development and multiplication of flats during 
the Interwar period was linked with the tenements 
shows further misunderstanding by the public and social 
commentators on the benefit and progressiveness of 
this typology.  The tenement is a ‘room, or a set of rooms, 
forming a separate residence within a house of block of 
flats’. This type of building featured most predominantly 
in urban areas in Industrial Britain and America, where 
vast numbers of workers employed and engaged during 
the Industrial Revolution required inhabitation. The re-
sulting ‘slumlords’ began to profiteer off the massive in-
flux of people into cities and, because of poor sanitation, 
conditions, built form and hygiene, these tenement areas 
typically became a condenser for all the perceived social 
ills at the time, a vector for communicable disease, and 
a genesis for infestations of plagues, vermin, and other 
conditions irresolvable at the time. 

As such, the referential nature of architectural and so-
cial commentators at the time to that of the past and 
‘tried-and-true’ development further served to disinte-
grate the reputation of the burgeoning development of 
the flat typology, and that of the inhabitants that chose 
to occupy them.
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 rom the 1930s though, the mentality to-
ward flat-dwelling started to change. Literature, 
imagery, and narrative coming across from Europe 
by designers, architects and writers began to es-
pouse the virtues of the functional dwelling: one 
that is amenable to the occupant through the vir-
tues of light penetration, air flow, a machinic floor-
plan and contemporary, technologically advanced 
materials. 

This was in stark contrast to the prescribed con-
ditions evident in a Victorian dwelling (or the leg-
acy as such) which preferred uniformity, minimal 
environmental consideration and a prescriptive 
aesthetic using specific, more traditional materials 
(brick, cast iron, tile, timber) and historical space 
planning out of sync with a new, freer way of life. 

In addition to this, migratory patterns due to the 
War, the availability of new modes of transport, 
and the more ‘global’ mindset people were be-
ginning to adopt, facilitated and fostered a shift 
in demographic in many antipodean locations as 
European migrants seeking a new beginning or the 
prospect of prosperity brought with them their own 
inhabitations practices, aesthetic preferences, and 
lifestyles.  This was particularly prevalent in Aus-
tralia, especially Melbourne, where sufficient num-
bers of refugees escaping Nazism, proliferated and 
orchestrated the mandate of new modes of living. 

It is undeniable that the Jewish population were in-
strumental in the genesis of a new breed of flat, in 
fact, they were often the ones developing, owning, 
and tenanting them. After their initial foray into 
Melbourne inhabiting typical migrant suburbs in 
the inner-north, such as Carlton, many members 

of the Jewish community began to migrate again, 
internally, to the south and south-east, to suburbs 
like St Kilda, Elwood, South Yarra, Caulfield, 
and Prahran – largely middle-class and largely 
Anglo-Saxon at the time.

In performing this internal migration, the Jewish 
community were practicing what Seamus O’Han-
lon describes as ‘the accepted pattern of residen-
tial succession within the wider society’. This suc-
cession, as we will see later, often follows a typical 
narrative of incremental affluence, and is bolstered 
by the increase in the Jewish population from 
under 10,000 pre-WWII to over 30,000 by the 
70s – whereby the prosperity of earlier migrants 
is directly influenced and manifested by the influx 
of people to the growing Jewish community – in 
the form of new tenants, designers, and residents 
of the blossoming flat market. Additionally, they 
were subconsciously recognized to be shirking 
their ‘continental Jewishness’ in favour of a more 
‘Anglo-Jewishness’. 

This is not, however, to say that they absorbed 
and accepted the social, cultural and habitational 
norms – with many migrants, such as the mother 
of Amirah Inglis, using the typology of the flat as a 
comforting trope that recreated some semblance 
of the life they had left behind . So, whilst on one 
hand these new additions to the cultural landscape 
of Melbourne were seen as misaligned and out of 
accord with the behaviours of the ‘average Austra-
lian’, they were also forging ahead, like the Aussie 
Battler, to succeed and prosper, and often with 
great success. 
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Harry Seidler, discussing his formative influ-
ence, the Hochhaus Herrengasse, in a 1975 
television interview reproduced in ‘Harry Seidler: 
Modernist’ documentary 2016.  

Striking in its modernity and height, and a con-
troversial insertion to an historic location; the 
Hochhaus, Herrengasse 6-8 Vienna was built 
in 1931-1932.  The first skyscraper to be built 
in Vienna it was a notable juncture in the devel-
opment of modern architecture in that city.  The 
influence of its aesthetic was worldwide with the 
emigration of Viennese architects, and soon-to-
be architects such as Seidler.

One of the most successful and enduring Aus-
trian practices of the twentieth century Theiss 
and Jaksch designed the Hochhaus in a gentle 
modern style that was characteristic of the Aus-
trian Neues Bauen.  Ernest Fooks and Bernard 
Rudofsky were amongst the junior architects on 
the project.  At its tallest point the Hochhaus 
is a 16 storey high tower: its larger perimeter 
block is 9 storeys.  The building was incremen-
tally stepped down so that the building’s full 
height was not apparent at street level due to 
its historic location.  It housed 225 apartments, 
105 of which were single occupant dwellings 
without kitchens.  The complex also included 
shops, a restaurant, coffee bar, laundry, roof ter-
races, and linked urban courtyards.  Presumably 
as a concession to the building’s location in the 

historic centre of Vienna the exterior façade of 
the Hochhaus is designed in a modern stripped 
classicist style.  The interior courtyard facades 
and staircases are far more modern and severe 
in appearance, presenting the modern crystalline 
architecture of steel and glass that so impressed 
young Harry Seidler.  

The Hochhaus was one of the many housing 
experiments built in Vienna in response to the 
dire interwar housing shortage.  Unlike most of 
this housing, its funding was directed by the con-
servative federal government Christian Social 
Party (CSP).  The Hochhaus was the bourgeois 
alternative to the Wiener Gemeindebauten 
constructed by the socialist local government 
Social Democratic Party (SDP) that comprised 
the majority of new housing in Vienna at the 
time.  The Gemeindebauten were predominantly 
four to six storey monumental perimeter apart-
ment blocks that combined lower multi-storey 
living with large courtyard gardens.  The SDP 
also built garden city housing experiments nota-
bly the Werkbundsiedlung built between 1930 
and 1932 that included housing by noted Vien-
nese architects Adolf Loos, Josef Frank, Josef 
Hoffman, Clemens Holzmeister and Richard 
Neutra.  

It was amidst Vienna’s massive housing con-
struction programme that Ernest Fooks and 
Kurt Popper received their architectural edu-
cation.  Indeed Fooks worked on the Hochhaus, 
the Wiener Gemeindebauten, and in a gar-
den-city housing competition for the “growing 
house”.  When Fooks and Kurt Popper arrived 
in Melbourne at the end of the 1930s there 
were few local architects with their breadth of 
experience designing and living in multi-storey 
housing developments.  Fooks and Popper used 
their Viennese experience and reformulated it 
to suit the conditions and requirements of their 
new locale, and in doing so altered the form of 
modern apartment living in Melbourne.  

“I remember this one building being built which was very 
much at the forefront of everyone’s attention.  (A) steel 
building that was going up all of twelve floors which was 
considered enormous.  It was called the Hochhaus, the 
high building.  

And I loved walking into the staircase of that because it 
was all made of glass and steel.  And that was the world 
of tomorrow, that impressed me enormously.”  





Hochhas, by Ernest Fooks / Fooks Collection
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MIRPASOT THE BALCONIES OF TEL AVIV

Mordechai Benshemesh was born in Tel Aviv in 1910, when it had only been founded as a city proper for two 
years. Tel Aviv underwent a rapid rate of development and Benshemesh was witness to a complete trans-
formation from traditional low-denisty outpost of neighbouring Jaffa, to the modern metropolis that it be-
came, in a period of only twenty years. This city of possibilities can only have influenced Benshemesh’s at-
titudes toward development and to the modernist ideals. Of particular focus is the period from 1933-1939, 
which saw Tel Aviv construct nearly 4,000 Bauhaus style buildings, and turn the city into what UNESCO 
deemed world heritage status, confirming Tel Aviv is a true Modernist Utopia. However it is also known as 
the city of balconies. The climate, density, planning codes and cultural factors all contributed to the baclcony as 
an important architectural feature. 

TEL AVIV: A TRANSFORMATIONAL CITY

Source: Tel Aviv Images / Presentation / Angus Rankin
The development of low-density Jaffa, to Tel Aviv proper in only 20 years.



 till, whilst the aesthetic demonstrated in Vienna 
was permeating throughout Europe, it was also trickling 
further afield too. One of these places, Tel Aviv, became 
a hot-bed of Jewish émigrés during the genesis of the 
Bauhaus movement, and as such, holds the Largest Col-
lection of Bauhaus Buildings in the World according to 
UNESCO in 2003.

Domination of the built environment by apartment 
buildings contributed significantly to the density of over 
4,000 people per km2, resulting in an interesting dichot-
omy: how to make the most of the pleasant, temperate 
environment many had emigrated to escape from whilst 
still maximising the land available, which was limited, 
and housing the blossoming population affordably and in 
a modern fashion. 

Some lessons learned here would filter into the work of 
other émigrés later to Australia, in particular Mordechai 
Benshemesh; the images following show the influence 
his formative years in Tel Aviv would have had on the 
development of his architetural language.
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 particular influence that came out of Tel Aviv 
and the Bauhaus school was an architectural style 
called ‘Streamline Moderne’. An international style that 
emerged out of Art Deco, ‘Streamline Moderne’ most 
closely resembled the sleek lines of a cruise ship - and 
also belied other conditions present at the time.

The austerity of the period that ‘Streamline Moderne’ 
emerged out of called for ornamentation that was visual 
as opposed to appliquéd, that is, the form became the 
ornamentation rather than the application of surface 
treatments as had been the case in the earlier 1900s.

Here, we also see the employment of new building tech-
nologies, in reinforced concrete, the more expansive 
use of glass, steel and chrome finishes, mouldings and 
significant employment of horizontality, verticality, and 
curvature, whether it be in windows, door hardware, or 
building elements such as the parapet, the balustrading, 
or roof lines. 

In fact, the employment of flat roofs served as a consid-
erable influence in the mid-century developments that 
populated Melbourne, where the roof became part of 
the recreational space avaiable to tenants or a replica-
tion of the ground plane for the placement of services 
and othe amenities. 

A



Money Talks: 
     The Long
  and
     Short of it.

 hilst interesting to note that the common trope 
at the time was antagonistic towards the development 
of apartments, this rhetoric seemed lost on the public. 
In Prahran (and many other inner city enclaves), the 
increasing desires to inhabit a modern, clean, light and 
airy flat was best represented in rent prices, where in 
1947 a flat rented for 47/9 (shillings/pence) vs. 29/3. 

This was most likely contributed to because of restric-
tions in council by-laws that limited flats to only two or 
three stories in affluent inner-eastern suburbs , thereby 
allowing residents to inhabit areas previously unimag-
inable or unaffordable to them should they wish to rent a 
detached or a semi-detached dwelling. 

Additionally, the general anonymity flats presented to 
the average streetscape gave further rise to their ex-
clusivity, as they gave the appearance of “keeping-up-
with-the-Jones’s” appearing to blend in with existing 
detached dwellings: the illusion of status and place in 
society. 

W
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unpacking 
the six-pack

 s such, all these factors burbling 
away in the background served to soften 
the blow that the Six-Pack would ulti-
mately present when it exploded as a 
form onto the suburbs in the 1950s. 

Following the widespread uptake of the 
motor vehicle as a means of transport, 
a signifier of success, and an agent for 
freedom and independence, the Six-Pack 
manifested as a response to the previous 
decades increasing acceptance of the flat 
as a suitable dwelling, the need to design 
dwellings that housed the motor vehicle 
(an expensive commodity at the time), 
and to shirk the vestiges of previous gen-
erational perceptions towards the flat in 
one neat, orderly package. 

Taking cues from the streamlined, art-de-
co and moderne aesthetics of 1930s and 
40s flat that populated inner city suburbs, 

but with the uniform and economical ty-
pology presented in Los Angeles (itself 
experiencing a large-scale expansion as 
a result of cars, the motorways, and the 
post-War diaspora of Jewish émigrés) in 
the form of the Dingbat, the Six-Pack 
also solved other post-war concerns such 
as affordability, economic use of mate-
rials, and brevity of construction due to 
their often simplistic, unadorned and off-
the-shelf materials and finishes. 

The manifestation of the Six-Pack 
apartment typology in the south-eastern 
suburbs of Melbourne, particularly in the 
Glen Eira and Port Phillip LGA (Local 
Government Area), owes its origins to the 
planning regulations that were borne out 
of this earlier interest in the maintenance 
of the ‘Australian’ suburban aesthetic 
whilst accommodating the needs of a 
blossoming population. 

A
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All : Untitled, Dingbat Series. Judy Fiskin. 1982-3



the six-pack &  
the ding-bat

 rtist Judy Fiskin completed and exhibited her series on the Six-Pack (also 
known as the Dingbat in the United States ) in early 1980s. Her interest in the Ding-
bat stemmed from its underrated yet intrinsically important connection in suburban 
Los Angelian residential architecture. 

The typology of these structures featured many similarities and served many of the 
same purposes as their Australian counterparts : affordable, efficiently built, amena-
ble, and visually pleasing to compensate for their perceived lack of amenity when 
compared to a traditional family home. 

We commissioned photographer James Rafferty to document some examples in the 
present day to witness their endurance.

A
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James Rafferty, 2019
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124 Alma Road, St Kilda East
Species : Deco 3-Up
Kurt Popper

55 Wanda Road, Caulfield North
Species : Mock Casa 3-Up
Ernest Fooks

78 Hawthorn Road, Caulfield North
Species : Sun Catcher 3-Up
Kurt Popper

696 Inkerman Road, Caulfield North
Species : HerbiView 2-Up
Kurt Popper

7 Kooyong Road, Caulfield North
Species : Step-Down 2-Up
Ernest Fooks
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399 Alma Road, Caulfield North
Species : SubTerra Moto-Court 2-Up
Ernest Fooks + Kurt Popper

20 Cardigan Street, St Kilda East
Species : LightWell 3-Up
Ernest Fooks

647 Inkerman Road, Caulfield North
Species : SubTerra Moto-Court 2-Up
Ernest Fooks

399 Alma Road, Caulfield North
Species : SuperTerra Undercroft 2-Up
Ernest Fooks

178 Glen Eira Road, Elsternwick
Species : SplitBlock RearPark 2-Up
Kurt Popper

35 Kooyong Road, Caulfield North
Species : StreetView 2+3-Up
Ernest Fooks

4 Edith Street, Caulfield North
Species : SuperTerra Undercroft 2+3-Up
Kurt Popper





       From 
Six-Pack   to   
  Fast-Track

 lthough it’s worth noting that the majority of 
Jewish refugees, émigrés and migrants first started 
their new life in Melbourne in a Six-Pack or a walk-
up, it wasn’t long before the tides shifted towards the 
uptake of the ‘Great Australian Dream’.

Seen in the mass construction by émigré architects of 
single family dwellings for Jewish clients, usually on 
generous blocks, in the Glen Eira LGA, there was a focus 
on key suburbs such as a Caulfield, St Kilda East, and 
Elsternwick.

Often, the narrative goes that a migrant started out a 
tenant in an (often Jewish owned) apartment, soon pur-
chased their own apartment, sometimes commissioned 
a block of apartments, before segueing into the commis-
sioning of a private family dwelling in a more suburban 
location. The common thread here-in is that very often, 
the client, the architect, and often even the financier of 
these projects would be of Jewish heritage. 

Here, clients have gone from fairly lower-to-middle 
income operatives to upper-middle or upper-class in-
dividuals through business acumen, sound investments 
and entrepreneurship. The result of this is the genesis 
of family homes that employ the latest materials, tech-
nologies, ideologies on space and construction, designed 
by émigré architects usually trained in academies and 
institutions at the forefront of contemporary architec-
tural theory prior, during, and after WWII. 

A



the 
proponents

 temming from this migration, some architects of 
key prominence come to the fore. Most of the Jewish 
émigré architects operating in the south-eastern sub-
urbs had come to Melbourne by way of Europe (though 
there were some second-generation architects of Jewish 
heritage who were born and trained here). 

The training received by these architects varied, though 
were typically centric around Vienna and Berlin, with 
a strong emphasis on the Bauhaus and the  but most 
were familiar and strong advocates for the inclusion and 
implementation of a more ‘continental’ model for the 
development and design of the domicile, employing the 
methodologies of light, space, and air outlined earlier. 

As Harriet Edquist says, the hundreds of domiciles 
designed and built by these few architects changed 
streetscapes, communities, and the way the Jewish 
community lived. 

S



Mordechai Benshemesh, Architect (photo courtesy of  Benshemesh Family).



Born Herbert Tichaeur in 1915 in Essen, Germany, 
Tichaeur spent the early years of his life working in 
trades such as woodworking, concreting, bricklaying 
and plastering, all required for admission to German ar-
chitecture schools at the time. Following the continued 
political upheaval in Germany during the 30s, Tichaeur 
departed the technical college he was studying at to 
migrate to Italy. It was here that he got his first taste 
for large scale architectural projects, working at the 
office of Gustavo Pulitzer-Finale, who worked heavily 
in hotel design and cruise-ship fitouts – working whilst 
completing his architectural studies at the Art-Acade-
my in Milan.

As the political situation in Europe worsened for Jews, 
Tichaeur migrated to Australia in 1938, changing his 
surname to Tisher to Anglicize it, as was the style at the 
time for non-english immigrants to Australia. Thanks to 
his extensive portfolio of work for Pulitzer-Finale, and 
his considerable experience working in town, structural 
and industrial planning and naval architecture, Tisher 
had no difficulty finding work. Upon arrival, Tisher 
gained a position as chief interior designer for Hotel 
Australia, on Collins Street, on the drawing table of 
Leslie Perrott & Partners, a prominent architectural 
practitioner in Melbourne at the time, as his previous 
experiences and qualifications internationally in archi-
tecture were still unrecognized in Australia (another 
consistent theme for many émigré architects).

Throughout the late 30s and early 40s, Tisher complet-
ed numerous projects at the desks of Perrott & Partners 
and A S & R E Eggleston, before leaving his part-time 
studies at Melbourne Technical College (the forebearer 
to RMIT) and opening his own practice in early 1940. 
It was here that he undertook several notable projects, 
including that for the Turkish consul, Yves Namaha, 
in Toorak. Unfortunately, due to the dissipation of 
building activity during the Interwar and WWII period, 
Tisher abandoned his practice and undertook a series of 

posts for engineering-related drafting practices, where 
he employed his previous experiences in engineering, 
planning, and naval architecture to work on heating, 
air-conditioning work, and mechanical drafting, whilst 
sidelining for Australian Home Beautiful, contributing 
articles related to contemporary furniture design.
By the mid-40s, Tisher’s private practice had revived 
and he was undertaking numerous residential commis-
sions for prominent members of Melbourne’s Jewish 
community, as was the case for several other architects 
present in this exhibition. He undertook many multi-unit 
residential complexes, a particularly notable example is 
Toorak Towers, completed in 1958, and Orrong Towers, 
which featured an avant-garde lift-slab construction 
technique, the first of its kind in Melbourne, and one of 
first high-rise apartment buildings in Toorak.

Unfortunately, many of Tisher’s residential projects 
are no longer in existence, having been demolished 
years ago as the tide of gentrification and changes in 
aesthetic values has rendered their designs obsolete. 
His own house, at 25 Mount Ida Avenue, in Hawthorn, 
was a resplendent example of the Streamline Moderne 
aesthetic, no doubt inspired by his previous work on 
cruise-ships. This was demolished years ago to make 
way for a suitably unimpressive Neo-Georgian dolls 
house. Thankfully, however, much of Tishers work for 
the Jewish community is still standing, such as his com-
mission for the South Brighton Hebrew Congregation 
– the first Synagogue built after WWII, at 132 Marriage 
Road, Brighton East. It is through these works to the 
community that we can see best the contribution many 
of these émigré architects made to the built environ-
ment.

herbert
tisher
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Mordechai Benshemesh (b.Tel Aviv, 1912-
1993) suffered a difficult childhood. His 
father, Shmuel-Moshe Spektorov, emigrated 
from Ukraine, to Palestine, changing the fam-
ily name to Benshemesh. Following his ex-
pulsion from Palestine to Damascus, he died 
soon after, leaving Mordechai to be raised by 
an older sibling. To escape Palestine, the nar-
rative goes that Mordechai fled to Melbourne, 
Australia under the ruse of being a part of a 
Palestinian soccer club.

Graduating architecture school in 1937, Ben-
shemesh’s previous studies in engineering 
fostered a deft hand at large scale construc-
tion, and it is within this that we see his built 
work sit most comfortably. A master of the 
apartment block, and where he operated most 
prolifically, Benshemesh’s work was initially 
modest in scale, with a focus on a more Art 
Deco, ‘Streamline Moderne’ aesthetic that  
harked back to the look of the ocean liner, 
with long rectilinear fenestration, sweeping 
curves and minimal surface ornamentation.

We see Benshemesh’s early work proliferate 
in the St Kilda area for the office of Ray (Har-
ry Raymond) Johnson. His re-enrolment in 
engineering at the Melbourne Technical Col-
lege in 1943 (the precursor to RMIT) further 
reiterated a commitment to the intersection 
of architecture and engineering in his design.  
As Benshemesh’s practice grew (he branched 
out on his own in 1948), his endeavours in-
creased in scale, complexity, and aesthetic. 
His style transforms from Streamline Mod-
erne to a more International Modernism in 
keeping with the other émigré progenitors of 
this movement operating in Melbourne at the 
time – Fooks, Tisher, Popper, amongst others.

Colloquially known as ‘Mr Highrise’, it is in-
teresting to note that Benshemesh still inte-
grated many of the aspirations that the ‘Great 
Australian Dream’ expected – that being light, 
air, space, access to vegetation and greenery, 
and community, in fact, in a radio interview 
given in 1960 he addressed the call to action 
that apartment should include “open space, 
verdant space, plenty of recreation areas and 
playing grounds are most essential”  – with 
a look to international examples in Sweden, 
Denmark, and the US. His apartment build-
ings prominently featured communal spaces 
– rooftops, foyers, laundries, and gardens, 
with apartments often having a focus on their 
access to the outdoors, or at least an external 
recreational space.

For Benshemesh, it becomes apparent the 
influence that his time in Tel Aviv studying 
architecture had on his practice in Melbourne. 
Known for its extensive influence of the 
Bauhaus (the German Art School from 1919-
1933 that combined crafts and fine arts and 
informed designers, architects, artists and 
craftspeople worldwide), Tel Aviv features 
over 4,000 modernist style buildings built be-
tween 1920 and 1940 . Within the construc-
tion of these buildings was a new dynamic, 
that of urban densification unseen of at the 
time: over 4000 people per square kilometre 
, which presented itself programmatic and 
social challenges. These challenges, such as 
the treatment of interstitial spaces such as 
the thresholds between public and private, 
began to manifest in the role of the balcony 
and vegetated space in the development of 
these apartment buildings. Here, we see that 
this social condition is carried over the antip-
odean environment Benshemesh ended up in.

mordechai 
benshemesh

1912-1993



Whilst Benshemesh was known amongst 
friends and colleagues to have preferred 
working on high-rise constructions and not 
on private house commissions, this doesn’t 
mean there wasn’t still consideration of the 
end-user as an individual as opposed to a 
collective. It is for this reason that there was 
consternation in the Benshemesh camp about 
Edgewater Towers, perhaps his most note-
worthy work, on the St Kilda shoreline, when 
residents starting enclosing their balconies 
with glazing, thus revising the connection of 
this threshold space with their neighbours, 
the environment, and the context. 

Benshemesh was a staunch advocate for the 
high-rise apartment dwelling. In Foundations  
(a mid-century architecture, engineering and 
building journal from Australia) he states 
emphatically his belief that the future is in 
the high-rise apartment block, where the ac-
cess to services, availablity of resources, and 
social condensation were more economical, 
affordable, and transferrable – particularly to 
counter the ills that large housing presented 
to ‘retired couples, spinsters, widows, single 
people etc.’ . He presented the benefits of 
apartments, particularly those those of limit-
ed mobility, finances, and time: “a more com-
pact space provides more leisure hours and 
less cleaning work, no garden problems…and 
also brings them closer to stores, theatres, 
recreation areas” . This rhetoric was in con-
trast to some proponents of the continuation 
of the quarter acre blocks who opined that 
the concentration of these ‘types’ of people 
into high-rises would merely create vertical 
slums. However, as Benshemesh states, the 
typical housing solution tended to appeal to 
the ‘family man’ as opposed to the perceived 
minorities listed earlier. 

It goes without saying that Benshemesh’s 
concerns for the every-man were relevant; 
there was a blossoming change in demo-
graphic in Melbourne at the time of his prac-
tices growth. We can see his lasting influence 
in Edgewater Towers, his most prominent 
high-rise construction at 12 Marine Parade 
(1959-60), one of Melbourne’s first, highest, 
privately owned apartment blocks, on the St 
Kilda shoreline, however there are many more 
works dotted around the inner-suburbs that 
feature the edicts he decried as desirable 
for modern living. Examples, like 289 Barkly 
Street St Kilda, 11 Burnett St St Kilda, Questa 
Heights, Upper Esplanade St Kilda, and 38 
Westbury Street St Kilda, feature extensive 
glazing, access to private outdoor space, and 
communal roof terraces to maximise views, 
recreation, and connection with nature. 

Certainly its apparent once informed the 
influence Benshemesh has had on the prolif-
eration of the high rise apartment complex in 
Melbourne’s residential history. 

Mordechai Benshemesh, Architect (photo courtesy of  Benshemesh Family).Photograph: Benshemesh Family Archive



ernest fuchs

Ernest Fooks was born Ernst Fuchs in Pressburg (now Bratislava), in 1906. 
In 1908, Fooks’ family moved to Vienna. The following decade in Vienna saw 
great changes: the disbandment of the Austro-Hungarian empire and the 
subsequent transformation under the Social Democratic Party (1919-1934), 
known as ‘Red Vienna’. Focussing heavily on the transformation of the city to 
better the lives of the people, the SDP, and the development, both ideologically 
and physically, of the city and its environment, greatly informed the manifesta-
tion of a burgeoning intellectual and artistic culture. It was this culture, as well 
as the housing, artistic, and creative experiments and pursuits that were being 
undertaken that greatly informed Fooks’ future work in Australia. 

Prior to his departure in 30s to Australia following the outbreak of anti-sem-
itism gripping Europe, Fooks had attended rthe Technische Hocschule Vienna 
from 1924. Here, his future was innocualted through various artist pursuits, 
from dance and theatre, psychology, urban planning, and the architecture 
and civil engineering discourses his education focused on. To contrast, while 
socializing, interacting and observing the explorations and projects by other 
key theorists and practitioners such as Adolf Loos, Josef Frank, Josef Hoffman, 
Fuchs was greatly informed by social housing projects that were populating 
Vienna at the time. 

The learnings he undertook at University, whilst steeped in the rejection of 
German Neue Bauen and Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) which was 
deemed too contextually detached and lacking human connection, were greatly 
informed by the work of Otto Wagner, a prominent Viennese modernist at the 
time, who focused on materiality, scale, orientation, and the phenomenology 
of space that became so intrinsically linked to the work created by Fooks in 
Australia. 

A brief sojourn into psychology proved greatly influential in Fuchs future prac-
tice, and it, in addition to the influence of architect and urban planner Karl 
Brunner (who’s data-based research into urban planning, densification patterns 
and demographic analysis greatly informed Fuchs’ analysis of the Australian 
condition later in his book ‘X-Ray the City!’) generated the theory behind Fuchs’ 
thesis, titled Die Stadt in Streifen (The Linear City). This research, in addition to 
Fuchs experience, education, and standing, aided greatly in differentiating him 
from other practitioners after his arrival in Australia in 1939. 

Being one of the largest architectural developers during the Interwar period, 
the SDP responded deftly to the housing shortage through a construction 
tax, completing 64,000 dwellings. The typology that ensued, known as the 
Hof-Haus, were typically perimeter apartment blocks surrounding an internal 
courtyard. Fuchs worked for the Viennese council housing (Wiener Gemeined-
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ebauten) in breaks between his University studies, which no doubt further 
informed his interest in urban planning, density, and flat typologies, and later, 
his work for the Victorian Housing Commission. 

Following years of political upheaval, instability, and continuing anti-semitism 
reaching through Austria and the rest of Europe, Fuchs’ migrated to Australia in 
1939. Here, his high level of education, dearth of experience and willingness to 
bring new ideas to the architecture, urban and town planning discourse allowed 
him to swiftly integrate into the architectural community, working for the newly 
formed Victorian Housing Commission and lecturing in town planning at RMIT 
from 1944 to 1954. He wrote prolifically during the 40s and published his 
seminal text ‘X-Ray the City! The Density Diagram: Basis for Urban Planning’ 
in 1946. Whilst his progression as a town planner lagged, Fuchs was able to 
develop an architectural practice, which became one of the most prolific and 
influential amongst mid-century architects practicing in Melbourne. 

Prior to departure, Fuchs upbringing as a secular Jew had borne little influence 
on his life and work. However, following the atrocities of WWII, his migra-
tion and establishment in a new cultural environment, and the inclusiveness 
and engagement of the Jewish community in Melbourne towards his work, he 
prospered greatly, in part thanks to the consistent and significant numbers of 
other Jewish migrants resettling in Melbourne and bolstering the communi-
ty considerably. Having primarily come from Europe, the Jewish community 
in particular was of a discerning nature, and having often been intellectual, 
informed, progressive middle-class individuals, expected the continuation of 
this way of life in their new home. Thus, the inclusion of a highly-educated, 
modernist-influenced architect and town-planner into their midst served as the 
catalyst for two decades of immeasurable influence and expansion of the ar-
chitectural discourse in the Jewish community, in Melbourne, and in Australia. 

Photograph: Mark Strzic, 1965



Whilst not well-known beyond 
architectural circles, and indeed, 
even not beyond those focusing on 
the work of mid-century emigres in 
Melbourne, you would be mistaken 
for believing that Kurt Poppers work 
was insignificant or un-noteworthy. 
Spanning broadly across the inner 
suburbs of Melbourne, the work 
of Kurt Popper is so prolific that 
undoubtedly you would have driven 
past, visited, lived in, or worked near 
one of his designs at some point in 
your life in Melbourne. The fact that 
he performed this grand scale con-
struction without much more than 
a group of six or seven in his office, 
over thirty-five years, is remarkable. 
Even more so remarkable is that he 
is still grossly underappreciated in 
the oeuvre of local émigré architects 
developing the apartment typology 
in Melbourne, a creation he was in-
strumental in popularizing.

Coming from a lineage of craftspeo-
ple, Kurt Popper was born in Vienna 
in 1910. He, like Fooks, had a keen 
interest in extra-curricular activities 
to architecture, foraying into the 
design of theatre productions and 
stage design, even going so far as 
to enroll after school in the Univer-
sity of Applied Arts to study theatre 
instead of joining his fathers suc-
cessful joinery business. Popper’s 
big break came through this insti-
tution, with its association to MAK 
(Museum of Applied Art), where he 
encountered the work and teachings 
of Oscar Strnad, a vehement propo-
nent of modernism, who acted as 
patron to Popper and facilitated his 
first architectural commissions.

Strnad straddled the borders of 

academia and practice, frequently 
partaking in competitions during the 
SDP’s ‘Red Vienna’ in collaboration 
with Joef Frank, another notorious 
modernism in Vienna at the time. 
Strnad, with Frank, Peter Behrens 
and Joseph Hoffman completed 
several important housing schemes 
for the SDP, including Winarsky-Hof 
in 1924, and worked collaboratively 
in the Vienna Werkbund Siedlung 
in 1930 that was orchestrated by 
Frank. These new housing models 
signified new ways of thinking 
about residential architecture and 
addressing the needs of a rapidly 
expanding metropolis. 

Following the completion of his 
education, Popper, and many other 
architects operating in Vienna, were 
facing the downturn of construction 
and the slowing of the economy. 
Much like Fooks, this, in conjunc-
tion with the increasingly negative 
sentiment towards Jews resulted in 
Popper’s departure from Austria in 
1938, where he pivoted from Paris, 
to London, before heading to Austra-
lian in 1939 at the invitation of the 
Adelaide Jewish Community. Here, 
he quickly prospered, employing the 
stylistic notions he’d been privy to 
through his categorical exploration 
of art and design at the hands and 
minds of some of Vienna’s most pro-
lific and contemporary thinkers.
 
After completing a few small proj-
ects in Adelaide, where one of his 
first commissions was a three-sto-
rey apartment block that garnered 
the attention of the local and nation-
al press. Design in 1940, it was a 
sympathetic, contemporary solution 
to the clients, and local environ-

ments, needs. Contextual, materially 
clarified, and European in aesthetic, 
with curved windows, streamlined 
balconies harking back to the aes-
thetic of the Viennese modernists, 
and with unadorned brick facades, 
the building was featured by Austra-
lian Home Beautiful in 1943 which 
kickstarted Popper’s reputation 
locally and nationally. 

Whilst completing personal com-
missions, Popper still relied on a 
day-to-day job for his bread and but-
ter as he built up a reputation as a 
sole practitioner. Like Fooks, Popper 
also joined the blossoming Housing 
Commission of Victoria shortly after 
his migration from Adelaide to Mel-
bourne. Here, he employed many of 
the edicts and strategies he had wit-
nessed during Vienna’s slum recla-
mation, redevelopment, and intense 
period of housing growth during the 
interwar period. It wasn’t until 1946 
though, when another commission, 
a family home in Malvern, garnered 
the attention of Australian Home 
Beautiful again, though this time 
as a cover story, that he was able 
to strike out on his own. Popper fo-
cussed predominantly on residential 
work for the remainder of his career, 
building more than 70 apartment 
and 60 private houses.

Popper’s volumetric analyses re-
sulted in apartment buildings of a 
refined but comprehensible typol-
ogy. Exploring the necessities of 
cost effectiveness (the majority of 
these buildings were investment 
properties built as a passive in-
come stream), with user experience 
(because they were tenanted, they 
needed to be desirable enough to 



maintain consistent tenanting for 
maximum return on investment), 
Popper’s apartment buildings of-
ten followed the courtyard plan of 
Vienna, often open at one end and 
articulated in footprints that max-
imized orientation to the sun and 
cross-ventilation to compensate for 
the inclement climate Melbourne 
experienced. These were the same 
perimeter courtyard blocks that had 
informed the work of Fooks. 

As his career progressed, so too 
did explorations of volume, form, 
materiality, and siting. Popper was 
particularly adept at articulating the 
façade of his buildings, employing 

contrasting materials, large panels 
of glazing with variations in scale, 
composition, and aspect, and bor-
rowing space underneath for the 
introduction of the requirements 
for parking of private vehicles. This 
became a common theme to the 
typology that manifested the growth 
of the ‘Six-Pack’ type in the South-
East. 

In a time before technology, social 
media, marketing, mailouts and the 
internet, it’s important to note the 
power of persuasion evident from 
the simple tool of construction. Many 
of Popper’s projects evolved from 
word-of-mouth marketing, or simply 

as a response to the proliferation 
of his designs in a neighbourhood. 
This is particularly evident in Gordon 
Avenue, Elsternwick (where Popper 
built his own home, and flats), where 
there are numerous apartment 
buildings and private houses (both 
existing and demolished) construct-
ed around the same time from Pop-
per’s drawing board. 
 

kurt 
popper

1910-2008

Photograph: Popper Family Archive



Anatol Kagan (1913-2009)

Source: Built Heritage, 2019

 panning decades, social classes, typologies and 
suburbs, the work of the émigré architects that hailed 
from Europe was another jewel in the crown of an already 
active and proficient Australian-born, migrant-origin 
community of architectural practictioners. Additionally, 
there were many other émigré’s who focussed more of 
their architectural attention on other areas of Melbourne, 
or indeed other types of architecture.

Some of these can be seen here.
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amongst 
others...

Anatol Kagan (1913-2009) Anthony Hayden (1921-1984) Michael Feldhagen (1932-2013)

Harry Ernest
Fritz Janeba
Helen Holgar
John Holgar
Bernard Slawik
Zdenko Strizic
Robert Rosh
Kurt Elsner
Harry Herschberg
David Pincus
Abe Weinstock
Ernest Milston
Theodore Berman
Frederick Romberg
Julius Elischer

Source: Built Heritage, 2019 Source: Built Heritage, 2019 Source: Built Heritage, 2019



The Legacy: 
a community revolts

 nfortunately, whilst the Six-Pack flat or the 
walk-up featured extensively in the narrative of many 
Australians, from the émigré, to the refugee, the single 
bachelor or bachelorette to the new family starting out 
on their own, its memory is typically overshadowed by 
the perceived errors in aesthetic, orientation, siting and 
amenity. It’s important to note however the context that 
these dwellings were constructed and the necessity for 
them to be amenable, efficient, affordable, and accessi-
ble.

Some commentators are stringently derisive and inflam-
matory. Harry Seidler, a prominent mid-century émigré 
architect operating out of Sydney, notes:

 “The total effect of this demolition of individual hous-
es for replacement on the same site by now quite 
standard three-storey flats is truly horrifying. The 
results are barrack-type buildings, their long dimen-
sions filling the depth of the narrow allotment. What 
used to be yards at the back and on the sides...are 
denuded of vegetation and paved for cars. On floors 
above, the living rooms of adjacent blocks face each 
other across the five-metre wide canyon...”

The result of this is the interpretation of the typology 
into new forms, most notably seen in contemporary low-
rise, medium-density developments that have ‘infilled ’ 
the inner-city suburbs once populated primarily by the 
working class. As the desire to concentrate population in 
these areas has manifested through gentrification, a new 
format of the Six-Pack walk-up has been generated, al-
beit with modifications to contemporize apartment living 
such as below-ground parking, larger private balconies, 
and a remediation of the ‘repetitively box-like structures 
of earlier generations’  in order to assimilate in some 
way to their surrounding single-dwelling counterparts.

U



The higher-rise apartment block contributed to the degradation of appeal for the apartment typology. 
Fooks Archive





elements: 
what makes a building?

 hen exploring the typology of the Six-Pack, sev-
eral key elements start to manifest as determiners for 
the work of a special architect or designer. These can be 
seen, unless contemporarily modified, in the balustrades, 
signage, numbering, letterboxing, and foyer treatment of 
these buildings. 

Classic demarcations, such as the cursive script with 
evocative name, terrazzo flooring or an expressed stair 
tread, to a strangely detailed balustrade all indicate the 
work of designer trying to inject some design nous into 
what was otherwise seen as a cost-effective, price-fo-
cused building typology. 

It’s through these elements that a taste of something 
more luxurious and bespoke can be seen, and this spoke 
volumes to the type of clientele at the time inhabiting 
these dwellings who were typically from backgrounds 
and environments where medium density multi-resi-
dential development did not equal cookie-cutter and 
utilitarian.

W



 hilst it might not be readily apparent to the untrained eye, 
the balustrade is often one of the most conventional items of a Six-
Pack development that gets the architectural treatment. Reasons 
for this vary, but ultimately it has to do with the ability to quickly 
modify the character aesthetically of what is otherwise a fairly 
rudimentary volume with little architectural nuance. 

That’s not to say though, that the balustrade is basic; anything but, 
and in fact, within it imbibes numerous conditions that follow a 
narrative and an expression of something that indicates that these 
apartments were more than just shells to house the masses. 

The articulation of the balcony on the façade not only served to 
provide external amenity that was to compensate for the lack of 
the ¼ acre block the inhabitants of these dwellings lacked, but it 
also served as a passive surveillance measure and a social com-
munication medium: it is on these balconies neighbours conversed, 
grew plants, and engaged with the external environment in a way 
that typical apartment dwellers were not used to. 

The balustrade, as the visual and literal barrier, served to proffer 
a sense of the architectural to invite tenants to these buildings, it 
was through this simple strategy that the most visual impact of a 
six-pack was generated to the viewer.

W
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 peaking of communication, the letterbox served 
as another measure of the same ilk. As services started 
to dissipate after the war and expendable resources 
were managed, the typical postman changed roles from 
someone delivering to your door to someone delivering 
to a collectivized point at a complex. 

With this change, so too changed the typology of the 
letterbox from an individual to a common item. Again, 
as with the balustrade, the expression of the letterbox 
often generated some interesting and characteristic 
results, and in the case of certain architects like Fuchs, 
becomes almost a calling card where there are particu-
lar aesthetic strategies employed that make the building 
recognizably his. 

This was a particular strategy for him that started with 
his single-family residences and trickled down to the 
multi-residential apartment developments. 
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 s the gateway to the rest of the building, the 
treatment of the foyer can vary wildly from over-the-top  
to understated and simple. 

Again, however, within this simplicity is not inferiority, 
and often the material palette and attention to detail 
that was evident inside the apartments is carried on in 
the foyer treatment. 

It’s important to remember that the foyer of these apart-
ments was often the first point of reference the tenant 
or purchaser had, and if this failed to make a good im-
pression, the rest of the offering could be tarnished or 
compromised. 

Often, we see contemporary materials, techniques, and 
aesthetics evident in these humble spaces that belie a 
considered and undeniable approach to them as a ges-
ture of the architect.

A
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Edgewater Towers Foyer, St Kilda / 
Mordechai Benshemesh



 nother approach to the personalization of these 
dwellings was the application of an evocative title or 
name to the building: think things like ‘Palm Vista’, 
‘Warrawee’, ‘Golden Sands’. 

The evocation of these titles is that of somewhere else, 
but also a consideration of the element of personal-
ization previously seen on terraces and single-family 
residences by their occupants. 

A simple approach that fosters a connection for the 
inhabitant. Further, within these signs is another op-
portunity for the architect to express their creative 
oeuvre, we might see a contemporary block letter, an 
historic cursive script, or a combination of the two. 

Regardless, it serves to humanize what is otherwise a 
‘human-less’ approach to dwelling (in the sense that no 
specific occupant is designed for in the build process).

A
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Six-Pack Names from around Caulfield.



 inally, we see once of the most instrumental cues 
in the archetype of the Six-Pack: the car parking. 

The car parking is often approached in two different 
ways. The first, involves absolute integration in the 
architecture, where the building itself is raised up on 
pilotis (often a concrete column with a load bearing 
structure) and the parking is below. The second involves 
the employment of a shared driveway to parking located 
at the back or the side of the development. 

This kind of development occurred before the days of 
affordable underground excavation, hence the limited 
employment of below ground excavation to accommo-
date cars unless absolutely vital or financially viable due 
to the quantity of parks available to be made, the quality 
of the soil, and the desired output of the development. 
Often, as is the with many examples around Kew and St 
Kilda East, the car parking will be directly off the street, 
taking the place of the traditional front path and en-
trance porch to be centrally located on the street-facing 
façade.

Unfortunately, it is this emphasis on the vehicle that ul-
timately has contributed to the downfall in appreciation 
of the Six-Pack, as often the integration of this requisite 
modern housing amenity was at the expense of other 
amenities that are more desirable to the average occu-
pant of today. 

For the time, however, the inclusion of a car parking 
space that was off-street was highly desirable and in-
dicated a level of quality and luxury that other develop-
ments before didn’t provide. 
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Six-Packs around Caulfield



 hilst the infuence of the Six-Pack on the devel-
opment of the apartment typology in Melbourne is unde-
niable, it’s vital to remember that this is a species that is 
dying a slow death. 

As the need for increasing density continues, but also as 
land values and propety values rise, particularly in the 
areas populated by large swathes of the Six-Pack, we 
see a dissipation of the original design intent and the 
collective attitudes these buildings once represented.

Through this exhibition we hope to have highlighted a 
less-known but no less important aspect of Melbourne’s 
cultural history : the major influence of the Jewish émi-
grés and the necessity to maintain their legacy for future 
generations to appreciate.
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