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‘Beyond Repair’: modernism, renewal and the conservation 

of Melbourne’s Queen Victoria Market, 1967-74 

Abstract 

The important role of citizen movements towards dissolving the conceptual and practical 

imperatives of urban modernism during the 1960s and 1970s is widely accepted. However, the 

ideological impulses and social character shaping this movement are less known, particularly in the 

Australian context. Amid the growing discontent towards modernism and renewal, the outlooks of 

resident and voluntary organisations had the potential to intersect with the perspectives of 

government and development bodies: both sought to achieve vibrant, prosperous, and fashionable 

urban environments. The intersections of these seemingly opposed points of view demonstrates 

that it could be simultaneously envisioned that either by encouraging or obstructing renewal, 

Melbourne had the potential to harness the latest international trends in urban ideas, economy and 

design. Adopting the case study of the nineteenth-century Queen Victoria Market, a fresh food 

market on Melbourne’s city edge marked for renewal to facilitate the expansion of the CBD, the 

article demonstrates that both overlapping and competing interests marked the end of modernism. 

It also identifies ensuing conceptual and practical opportunities for governance, development, 

design, conservation and community involvement, which facilitated the flourishing in urban 

thought, policy and participation in 1970s Australia. 
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‘Beyond Repair’: modernism, renewal and the conservation 

of Melbourne’s Queen Victoria Market, 1967-76 

Introduction 

In mid-twentieth-century Melbourne, the Queen Victoria Market (QVM) became a seemingly 

irresolvable problem. As with older fresh food markets around the world, it was deemed no longer 

suited to the health and retailing nor the social and economic requirements of this modernising city. 

Developed in stages by the municipal authority City of Melbourne between the 1860s and the 1920s, 

the QVM by the 1940s was deemed obsolete. The City Architect labelled it as ‘Beyond Repair’.1 

Following two decades of indecision, between 1967 and 1971 the City of Melbourne and the state 

authority Victorian Government resolved to redevelop the site by i) relocating the wholesale 

market; ii) levelling the site; and iii) constructing the Victoria Centre, a modernist high-rise multi-

purpose commercial and public complex. The backers of this renewal project in planning, 

government and industry promoted the public, economic and social benefits. By removing the 

QVM, a physical barrier at the city grid’s north-west corner, the Victoria Centre would facilitate the 

expansion of the Central Business District (CBD) into a re-planned North Melbourne; a nineteenth-

century inner-city suburb of terrace housing, retailing and industry where housing renewal was 

already underway. A middle-class resident group, the Keep Victoria Market Association (KVMA) 

and, to a lesser extent, an architectural conservation body, the National Trust of Australia (Victoria), 

resolved to oppose the scheme. By 1973, in the face of public criticism, the plans were updated to 

retain the QVM as a retail market with some existing structures. The overall Victoria Centre 

proposal – incorporating a relocated State Library and Museum, medium-density housing, high-rise 

office blocks, a shopping centre and hotel complex, and an abundance of car parking – was 

subsequently shelved. A decade later, in 1983, the incoming state government finally committed to 

conserving the QVM as a retail market with its full historical built form.2 

 
1 Minutes of Meeting of Markets and Properties Committee, 15 August 1938, in Public Record Office of 

Victoria (‘PROV’), VPRS 8945/P262 Committee Minutes (City of Melbourne), Unit 1. 
2 Ellen McCaughey, The Victoria Market (Melbourne: Time and Place Publications, 1984), 200. 
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This article focusses on the 1967-76 dispute over the Victoria Centre, which played out at the 

crescendo of the power of urban modernism to shape urban outcomes in Melbourne. These events 

in Melbourne present similarly to occurrences in Western cities across the world at this time: 

bottom-up people power and protest overcoming top-down planning and design. As a result, the 

QVM historic environment – in traditional function and built form – was conserved, rather than a 

universal high-rise scheme constructed. The intellectual and policy context was the apparent 

decline of technocratic and scientific modes of governance, planning and design and the ascent of 

more pluralistic, participatory and contextual modes of urbanism.3 Yet the discussions, priorities 

and visions that emerged for QVM over the seven-year period between 1967 and 1974 do not neatly 

conform to this basic historical narrative.4 

This article draws from the extensive archive collections of state, municipal and voluntary 

bodies, while also locating the dispute within its broader international context. From this detailed 

case study of the QVM, the article demonstrates the ideological impulses, social character and 

economic interests of activist groups, real estate industry, conservation and municipal authorities. 

The key issues under dispute were the appropriate siting of urban development, the value of the 

historic environment, and the question of appropriate modes of community participation. Each of 

these actors held a shared commitment to making cities modern, hospitable, healthy and 

prosperous. That late modernism demonstrated a contradictory relationship between the future-as-

change and the past-as-tradition – and that this revealed itself through contests in cities over 

historic sites – has been established.5 Adopting this interpretative lens, the proposals put forward 

by the National Trust and the KVMA (for varying degrees of conservation) and by planners, 

 
3 Otto Saumarez Smith, Boom Cities: Architect-Planners and the Politics of Radical Urban Renewal in 1960s Britain, 

2019; Robert A Beauregard, Voices of Decline The Postwar Fate of US Cities, 2013; Christopher Klemek, The 
Transatlantic Collapse of Urban Renewal (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
4 James P. Lesh, “From Modern to Postmodern Skyscraper Urbanism and the Rise of Historic Preservation in 

Sydney, Melbourne, and Perth, 1969–1988,” Journal of Urban History 45, no. 1 (2019): 126–49, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0096144217737063; Graeme Davison, City Dreamers: The Urban Imagination in Australia 
(Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2016); Renate Howe, David Nichols, and Graeme Davison, Trendyville: The 
Battle for Australia’s Inner Cities (Melbourne: Monash University Publishing, 2013). 
5 John Pendlebury, “Modern Conservation & Postmodern Conservation,” in Conservation in the Age of 

Consensus (London: Routledge, 2013), chap. 2; David Brett, The Construction of Heritage (Cork: Cork University 
Press, 1996), chap. 2. 
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authorities and developers (for comprehensive renewal) became untenable and arguably even 

retrograde as the contest ensued. 

The groups seeking to shape the future of this site operated as manifestations of differing 

views for the future of Melbourne’s design, identity and community. The approach enables 

identification of the ways in which they were sometimes competing, sometimes conflicting and, at 

times, ambivalently in agreement. The nuanced associations and contradictions of these views on 

the processes and outcomes of the dispute act as evidence for understanding the arrangement, 

form, function and use of urban space as an index and aesthetic of urban and social identity. 

Examining municipal records, correspondence between authorities and activists, documentation of 

public meetings, and ephemera, this article examines one manifestation of the conflict between 

understandings and experiences of everyday life in the city, and its interaction with a dramatic 

moment of intellectual and practical transformation: the decline of modernism. This article 

leverages the QVM site as a space from which to analyse the flows of ideas and identity which 

characterised this city.6 This history of the QVM, and specifically of the ideological evolutions, 

organisational decision making, and on-the-ground experiences of the key players, provides 

significant insights into a major global transitional period for cities between the late 1960s and early 

1970s. The sections below adopt 1971 – when the KVMA was established from the membership of 

existing resident action groups – as the pivot point not only for QVM but also for the end of local 

modernism. The article demonstrates how the fading of modernism was not followed by a cohesive, 

participatory and innovative programme for this specific site, but nevertheless produced broader 

ideological, policy and design openings for Australia’s cities over the coming years. 

Melbourne’s Queen Victoria Market 

The QVM is located in the north-western corner of the Melbourne CBD. There has been a market at 

this site since 1859, when colonial authorities granted the City of Melbourne the right to reserve the 

site bounded by Elizabeth, Victoria, Queen and Therry Streets for this use. The two decades which 

followed the surveying of this British colonial city in 1837 witnessed the establishment of a number 

of markets including the Western and Eastern Markets. At the QVM site in 1869, the Meat Market 

 
6 Simon Gunn, “Urban Agency: Debating the Aims and Limits of Urban History,” Urban History 44, no. 1 

(2016): 1, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926816000286; Phil Hubbard, City (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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building was erected on the Elizabeth and Victoria Streets corner. This original market 

infrastructure became over-crowded and insufficient for this growing city. So, on 11 October 1877, 

the Melbourne General Market Site Act (no. 572) was passed, enabling the municipal authority to erect 

a wholesale and retail trade market offering produce, meat, and other products such as flowers (fig. 

1). By 1888, as historian Graeme Davison relates, there were eight markets: two for vegetables and 

dairy products, and one market each for meat, fish and fruit, hay, horses and cattle, and pigs.7 

According to historian Andrew Brown-May, a key impetus towards developing markets among 

Melbourne’s late-nineteenth century municipal authorities was ‘to clean up public space’ by 

removing hawkers from the streets and replacing them with designated and licensed trading 

environs.8 With parallels to the twentieth-century events explored below, the existing nuisance, 

messiness and dirtiness was thus to be seemingly replaced by modern ideas of respectability, 

rationality and cleanliness, achieved with increased regulation and the expansion and re-building of 

market environs. 

Following the passage of the colonial legislation, the market expanded into the area 

bounded by Victoria, Queen, Franklin and Peel Streets, from 5 acres to 22 acres (fig. 2). Five open 

sheds and a sixth shed made of brick were erected along Queen Street. This was along the boundary 

of what had been the site of Melbourne’s first cemetery, which had operated from 1839 to 1867 (fig. 

3). With the rapid development of central Melbourne following the discovery of gold in its 

hinterlands, from July 1853 burials at this old cemetery ceased. Its replacement was the Melbourne 

General Cemetery located in Carlton, directly north of the existing market site and buffered by the 

University of Melbourne (established in 1853). Expansion of the QVM thus required the exhumation 

of bodies, predominantly from the Quaker and Aboriginal sections of the old cemetery. In 1877–88, 

a total of 45 bodies were exhumed, placed in coffins, and moved to the Melbourne General 

Cemetery. Expansion of the market into the cemetery land continued into the early twentieth 

century. In 1917, the municipal authority obtained the right to the rest of the cemetery land under 

 
7 Graeme Davison, “From the Market to the Mall,” in Background Report to the Victorian Government’s 

Department of Planning and Community Development, Retail Policy Review, 2006. 
8 Andrew Brown-May, Melbourne Street Life: The Itinerary of Our Days (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly 

Publishing, 1998), 65. 
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the Melbourne Market Land Act (no. 2913, 10th Schedule).9 Led by memorialist campaigner Isaac Selby, 

a dispute ensued over grave markers, gravestones and obelisks.10 The obelisk that had marked the 

grave of disputed city founder, colonist John Batman, was re-located to the Yarra River on the 

southern edge of the city (and eventually returned to QVM in 1992). Workers charged with 

exhuming further bodies reported the work completed on 19 April 1922. But this was shown to be a 

false claim when building works later that year uncovered human remains. Further works in 1936 

and 1987 found even more human remains.11 The possibility of uncovering further human remains 

continues to limit below-ground development at the site to the present day. 

From its opening on 20 March 1878, the newly named QVM became the main source of food 

distribution for this rapidly growing, and suburbanising, city. It was also a vital amenity for people 

living along the expanding railway lines, but especially for residents of the CBD and of the 

surrounding suburbs North Melbourne, Parkville and Carlton. Not only a source and supply of 

food and staples, QVM also provided opportunity and employment for thousands of workers, often 

drawn from migrant and working-class communities. Yet its official and public popularity waned 

and so was punctuated by development plans and demolition threats. In the early twentieth 

century, the QVM continued to be voluminously patronised by Melbourne shoppers. Nevertheless, 

municipal minutes evidence a preoccupation with the QVM’s hygiene, or perceived lack thereof. In 

the 1930s-40s, there were reports of loading areas left in ‘a dirty and untidy condition’,12 of meat 

stalls that were ‘very old, dirty, and unsightly’ and – in the opinion of the City Architect – ‘beyond 

repair’,13 and an ongoing concern regarding the ‘perishable’ nature of the produce itself.14 A 1949 

article on the ‘truth’ about QVM included quotes from anonymous sources such as: 

 
9 National Trust of Australia (Victoria) Archive (‘NTAVA’), File B2282, Queen Victoria Market, Interim 

Report, 1969, p. 2. 
10 Isaac Selby, The Old Pioneer’s Memorial History of Melbourne (Melbourne: Old Pioneers’ Memorial Fund, 

1924). 
11 PROV, VPRS 14836/P1 General Correspondence Files (Health Branch), Unit 193, correspondence dated 10 

March 1987. 
12 Minutes of Meeting of Markets and Properties Committee, 17 January 1938, in PROV, VPRS 8945/P2 

Committee Minutes (City of Melbourne), Unit 3. 
13 Ibid., 15 August 1938. 
14 Ibid., 4 December 1939, 15 January 1940. 
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‘retailers…granted facilities for cleanliness so primitive as to be disgusting’; ‘lack of soap, hand 

brush and towels’; and ‘disgrace to the city’.15 

From this time, reflecting broader urban and demographic patterns, European – and 

especially Italian – migrants established stalls within the QVM. This aligned to Australian 

immigration policy, which had been historically limited to British and northern Europeans, but in 

the immediate postwar period allowed southern Europeans, especially Italians and also Greeks 

(while still barring non-European and principally Asian migrants).16 Migration and high birth rates 

meant that the population of Melbourne doubled between 1950 and 1975 from 1.3m to 2.7m people. 

Those official reports about the apparent unhygienic nature of the QVM – as well as early-1970s 

accounts that admire cultural difference – were inflected by dominant social, migrant and racial 

perceptions.17 It was government policy and social expectation that southern European migrants 

would assimilate into the Australian way of life. Instead, a more dynamic relationship between 

cultural groups emerged. Many migrants called the inner suburbs home, where the run-down mid-

to-late nineteenth-century housing stock of terrace housing and worker’s cottages was accessible 

and affordable to them.18 Conversely, aspirational middle-class Australians abandoned the inner 

suburbs in the early and middle decades of the twentieth century, seeking the suburban ideal of the 

detached home on the quarter-acre block, made increasingly accessible with the construction of 

suburban railways, then motorways and, finally, larger freeways.19 

From the interwar period, the inner suburbs, including those surrounding QVM, became 

subject to moralistic slum reformation campaigns.20 Some plans for comprehensive renewal were 

realised from the 1960s. Following international study trips by its employees, the Melbourne and 

 
15 Office of Superintendent of Markets, Town Hall 25 May 1949, Memo: ‘RE “Truth” Article on Queen Victoria 

Market’, in PROV, VPRS 8945/P262, Unit 1. 
16 Stuart Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia, 4th ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
17 Andrew Markus and Margaret Taft, “Postwar Immigration and Assimilation: A Reconceptualisation,” 

Australian Historical Studies 46, no. 2 (May 4, 2015): 234–51, https://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2015.1035288. 
18 Janet McCalman, Struggletown: Public and Private Life in Richmond (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 

1984). 
19 Graeme Davison, Car Wars: How the Car Won Our Hearts and Conquered Our Cities (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 

2004). 
20 Alan Mayne, “A Just War: The Language of Slum Representation in Twentieth-Century Australia,” Journal 

of Urban History 22, no. 1 (November 1, 1995): 75–107, https://doi.org/10.1177/009614429502200104. 
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Metropolitan Board of Works (MMBW) and the Housing Commission of Victoria (HCV) – mega 

metropolitan planning and housing bodies – compulsorily acquired properties in pilot superblocks 

within the inner suburbs to construct high-rise, prefabricated housing commission blocks.21 Clusters 

of towers were built in neighbourhoods such as North Melbourne, Carlton and Fitzroy; dwarfing 

the remaining nineteenth-century built fabric, and changing the immediate context for the QVM, 

which was also impacted by a reduction in city residents who abandoned central areas for suburbia. 

The new suburbs were increasingly served by North American-style supermarkets and shopping 

centres, dependent on roads and cars for access, again indicating for contemporary observers that 

the QVM with its old-fashioned pattern of market trade and transport access was obsolete.22 The 

MMBW’s metropolitan planning scheme of 1954 highlighted that the QVM’s ‘principal deficiency is 

the inadequate space not only for market operations but more particularly for parking vehicles’, 

and although it was ‘advisable to retain the retail market…the area would be of great value for 

other community purposes’.23 The updating of the QVM was perceived as the next logical step in 

the comprehensive renewal of inner-north Melbourne in the interests of all Melburnians. 

The future of QVM was thus bound to changing modes of urban governance, planning, 

retailing and design. A useful shorthand is the idea of modern urbanism, referring to evolving city 

morphologies, social and cultural landscapes, and ways of urban life that characterised the decades 

preceding the 1970s.24 Modern urbanism had its antecedents in the late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth-century ideas of structure, order, expertise and hygiene, and evolved during the 

immediate postwar period to take the form of a comprehensive planning mentality implemented 

via a technocratic paradigm. Traditional markets had little place in this modern world with its 

refreshed urban, social and economic priorities. Car-centric, suburban shopping complexes were 

the future. According to architectural historian Gregory Donofrio, postwar planning involved a 

 
21 Renate Howe, ed., New Houses for Old: Fifty Years of Public Housing in Victoria 1938–1988 (Melbourne: 

Ministry of Housing and Construction (Victoria), 1988). 
22 Matthew Bailey, “Urban Disruption, Suburbanization and Retail Innovation: Establishing Shopping Centres 

in Australia,” Urban History 47, no. 1 (February 2020): 152–69, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926819000178. 
23 Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works, “Melbourne Metropolitan Planning Scheme 1954,” 1954, 84. 
24 Robert A. Beauregard, “Urbanism,” in Encyclopedia of the City, ed. Roger W. Caves, e-Library (London: 

Routledge, 2005), 734–36. 



10 
 

‘consensus’ among political, social and business leaders that ‘urban food markets were slums 

associated with high prices, unsanitary conditions, and underperforming real estate.’25 

In this broader planning and social context, the QVM was left to deteriorate in the 1950s and 

1960s (fig. 4). The assumption seemed to be that it would follow the Western, Eastern and Fish 

Markets in eventually closing down and being replaced with a new development. For instance, the 

former Eastern Market transformed to become the fashionable Southern Cross Hotel.26 First, 

however, the QVM wholesale market had to be moved. This occurred in 1969, when it relocated to a 

new complex in industrial West Melbourne. Significantly, the retail market had made the wholesale 

market financially feasible.27 This meant that a retail market had to continue to operate, and the 

most viable location for it continued to be the existing site. This was prime central-city real estate of 

16 acres and its use merely for a retail market represented a lost opportunity for authorities and 

developers. The Meat Market building and existing shed structures were in a poor state of repair. 

At this time it was also taken for granted that no bodies remained in the cemetery land ground. 

After decades of inaction, plans were commissioned for a modern development at the QVM site 

incorporating a retail market to cross-subsidise the relocated wholesale market, while also adding 

new structures and functions, and providing the municipal authority with a tidy profit.28 

By this time, however, the dominant modernist paradigm of urban planning, design and 

governance had almost reached its crescendo. The Urban Research Program at the Australian 

National University was established in 1966, because cities themselves were explicitly becoming a 

social, political and economic priority.29 In the 1970s, Australian urban scholars Hugh Stretton and 

Leonie Sandercock demanded new ways of designing and planning cities.30 Indeed, from the 1970s, 

 
25 Gregory Donofrio, “Attacking Distribution: Obsolescence and Efficiency of Food Markets in the Age of 

Urban Renewal,” Journal of Planning History 13, no. 2 (2014): 136. 
26 James Lesh and David Nichols, “Destruction, Development and Heritage in Melbourne: SX Towers, 

Southern Cross Hotel, Eastern Market,” in Routledge Handbook of Heritage Destruction, ed. Antonio Gonzalez 

Zarandonam, Emma Cunliffe, and Melathi Saldin (Oxon: Routledge, 2021). 
27 McCaughey, The Victoria Market, 155. 
28 McCaughey, 155. 
29 Patrick Nicol Troy, The Urban Research Program 1966-1996 (Canberra: Urban Research Program, Research 

School of Social Sciences, Australian National University, 1997). 
30 Hugh Stretton, Ideas for Australian Cities (Adelaide: s.p., 1970); Leonie Sandercock, Cities for Sale: Property, 

Politics, and Urban Planning (London: Heinemann, 1976). 
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postmodern and postructural critics suggested modernists had adopted a social and aesthetic vision 

that reified linearly conceived progress, scientific rationality, and the expert.31 Planning historian 

David Adams has characterised the 1970s as a time when ‘faith in the “planner”’ was paramount, if 

‘misplaced.’32 The basis of this faith was the understanding that cities could be controlled through 

proper planning and regulation, made into highly ordered, rational, logical and predictable entities 

whose ‘flows could be analysed and directed “from above”’.33 Adams implies that the urban 

disputes which similarly characterised the 1970s the world-over are directly indebted to this 

deference to the position and power of ‘the planner’ because such a scientised view of the city 

‘stood in complete contrast to the desires, histories and practices of those people who occupied 

them.’34 Additionally, the period between the mid-1960s and mid-1970s has been identified in 

Britain as the ‘heroic period of conservation’; for the citizen groups and the urban professionals 

demanding an expanded role for historic preservation amid modernist urban redevelopment.35 The 

same could be said for Australia; corresponding with the insights of urban and planning historians 

who have identified that the global interconnectedness and interdependencies in thought and 

practice intensified with cultural exchange and communication technologies from the postwar 

period and especially from the 1970s onwards.36 

Across the world, markets were a special focus for modernist renewal efforts due to their 

urban centrality, their perceived backwardness and their development potential. The 

redevelopment model to be adopted for QVM paralleled other cases such as Covent Garden in 

London, Les Halles in Paris and Washington Market in New York. These fresh food markets were in 

dispute in the 1960s and eventually shut down and relocated. By the 1970s, disputes over markets – 

 
31 David Harvey, The Urban Experience (Baltimore, MA: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989); M.J. Dear, The 

Postmodern Urban Condition (Malden: Blackwell, 2000). 
32 David Adams, “Everyday Experiences of the Modern City: Remembering the Post-War Reconstruction of 

Birmingham,” Planning Perspectives 26, no. 2 (2011): 237. 
33 Adams, 237. 
34 Adams, 237. 
35 Alan Powers, “The Heroic Period of Conservation,” Twentieth Century Architecture, no. 7 (2004): 8–18. 
36 Robert Freestone, Gethin Davison, and Richard Hu, eds., Designing the Global City: Design Excellence, 

Competitions and the Remaking of Central Sydney (Singapore: Springer, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-
2056-9; Pierre-Yves Saunier and Shane Ewen, eds., Another Global City: Historical Explorations into the 
Transnational Municipal Moment, 1850–2000 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 
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where the site was either conserved or renewed – were shaped by ideas of heritage, collective 

ownership and public space, as historian Sarah Mass demonstrates for Britain.37 As at Pike Place 

Market in Seattle and St. Lawrence Market South in Toronto, the QVM was eventually conserved 

due to citizen movements. Crucially, market sites themselves transformed over this period due to 

the changing demands of residents, tourists and authorities and for the social, economic and 

cultural aspects of gentrification in these historic neighbourhoods.38 Unlike Adelaide Central 

Market and Sydney’s Paddy’s Markets, which were rebuilt in the 1960s and 1970s respectively, the 

historic built fabric at the QVM would also be retained. As historian Rosemary Wakeman writes, 

across the modernising world, people ‘meet modern ideas, negotiate them, and appropriate them in 

their own fashion, asserting their individuality against the great generality of the modern age.’39 The 

sections below thus emphasise the influence of disputes such as Covent Garden and Les Halles and 

thinkers such as Jane Jacobs and Alvin Toffler in shaping the conflict at the QVM.  

What emerges as remarkable at QVM was the ways that the outlooks of different 

stakeholders intersected over the course of the dispute. The planners of QVM operated under the 

incorporation the Market Planning Associates, which amalgamated the interests of state and local 

planning authorities along with prominent architecture, planning and development voices. The 

people of QVM were represented by the KVMA, with involvement from the establishment National 

Trust. The views of community groups increasingly influenced the actions of authorities and 

planners. This accords to the insight of historian Sebastian Haumann that post-1970s participatory 

planning has a pre-history in the postwar period.40 The outlooks of the different groups were all 

shaped by the intensifying impulses towards participation over technocraticism, adaptation over 

renewal and, relatedly, conservation over demolition. Moreover, the community groups put 

forward propositions that appear, with hindsight, as generally unsustainable, often self-serving and 

 
37 Sarah Mass, “Commercial Heritage as Democratic Action: Historicizing the ‘Save the Market’ Campaigns in 

Bradford and Chesterfield, 1969–76,” Twentieth Century British History 29, no. 3 (September 1, 2018): 459–84, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/hwx061. 
38 Neil Smith, The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City (London: Routledge, 1996). 
39 Rosemary Wakeman, “Practicing Utopia: An Intellectual History of the New Town Movement” (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2016), 9. 
40 Sebastian Haumann, “Modernism Was ‘Hollow’: The Emergence of Participatory Planning in Philadelphia, 

1950–1970,” Planning Perspectives 26, no. 1 (January 1, 2011): 55–73, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02665433.2011.527547. 
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markedly racially charged, yet always framed through a lens of benevolence; similar to that also 

adopted by planners and authorities. This reveals that the positions of all players were influenced 

by the broader ideological climate (the decline of modernism), while still retaining different 

conceptions of what outcome for the site maximised the public and economic good. Moreover, the 

positions put forward by the various groups did not amount to a coherent, inclusive, creative 

programme for the future of the city. This provided openings for radical community activists (e.g. 

North Melbourne’s Ruth and Maurie Crow and the CBD’s Collins Street Defence Movement), along 

with the next generation of architects, planners and policymakers. 

Opportunity, 1967–70 

On 16 October 1967 a confidential sub-committee comprised of the Lord Mayor Reginald Talbot 

and a number of municipal and state politicians including the state ministers for Agriculture, Local 

Government and Water Supply, met to discuss the future use of the QVM site. This sub-committee 

was to report its findings to the City of Melbourne. In the 1960s, the municipal authority had 

remarkable influence and wealth to shape the city, powers that were diminished by later state 

authorities. This municipal authority acted as a developer: acquiring properties, building car parks, 

and designing office blocks to defray the costs of building public amenities such as the city’s first 

major public square; the 1980 City Square opposite the Victorian-era Town Hall. This 

developmental model would also be adopted at QVM. Reporting to councillors on 16 December 

1968, the sub-committee underlined the significance of the QVM project, noting that ‘there has 

never been such an opportunity presented to the city since it first became established.’  

The opportunity presented by the site was attributed to both its size and its position, meaning 

that ‘its redevelopment will make a far-reaching impact not only on the development of the area 

immediately around it but also on the central business area itself.’ The sub-committee drew on the 

Royal Australian Institute of Architects’ recommendation for the site, which highlighted the need 

for ‘the widest range of talent, knowledge and experience’ in any development agenda. From the 

outset, the municipal authority was aware of the significance and the complexity of the project. The 

sub-committee noted that ‘much research work and creative thinking would be needed to bring 

about the right balance between the best economic development and the best community 
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development.’41 The municipal authority would later be reproached by the KVMA for striking a 

balance too much in the favour of economic benefits and profits over social and cultural outcomes. 

From the sub-committee’s initial meeting, discussions between municipal and state 

authorities led to the delineation, undersigned in April 1968 by Minister for Local Government 

Rupert (Dick) Hamer, of seven principles which were expected to guide the redevelopment of the 

site. Hamer was a loyal lieutenant to the venerable conservative Liberal Premier Henry Bolte, who 

re-shaped Melbourne with his developer-friendly agenda.42 A liberal Liberal, Hamer succeeded 

Bolte in 1972 and brought a progressive agenda to the state and city suited to the politics of that 

decade.43 Back in 1968, among these seven principles was the recommendation that the site ‘be 

made available, in whole or by sections, to private developers on long-term Crown leases’. The rent 

accrued from this development was ‘to be divided equally between the Melbourne City Council 

and the Lands Department’, with one-third of the net ground rent allocated for a period of 30 years 

to the subsidy of the wholesale market. With these principles adopted, the municipal authority 

pursued a proto-public-private partnership, commissioning a group of real estate agents, architects 

and town planners to act as the Market Planning Associates and, 

To establish a comprehensive plan for the redevelopment of the Victoria Markets site 

and adjacent areas in a manner that will enable the Melbourne City Council to invite 

competitive submissions for the development of buildings for a variety of uses 

together with other related facilities, in accord with a predetermined general 

framework and over a staged period of redevelopment. 

Market Planning Associates was comprised of three firms: 1) architects and town planners Perrot 

Lyon Timlock & Kesa, 2) real estate and economic advisors Jones Lang Wootton and 3) engineers 

and town planners Crooks Michell Peacock & Stewart. Architect Leslie M. Perrott was an especially 

prominent member of the project team and had been involved in well-known modernist 

developments around Melbourne – including the Southern Cross Hotel (1961) and Princes Gate 
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Towers (1966) – and had also authored a key 1965 report for the Housing Commission 

recommending inner-city comprehensive renewal for high-rise towers.  

Following two years of confidential interim reports and surveys, in 1967 Market Planning 

Associates presented to City of Melbourne concepts for the Victoria Centre. Their concepts were 

inspired by four American exemplars: Pittsburgh’s Mellon Building, the Alcoa Building at the 

Golden Gate in San Francisco, Los Angeles’ Gulf Oil Building in Century City and Boston’s 

Prudential Centre. The report posited that, ‘The environment of the area around the Markets site is 

less than inspiring and almost any change could be for the better’.44 The only redeeming aspect of 

the environment was the nearby Flagstaff Gardens: ‘a handsome asset to the redevelopment and 

respect must be paid to its historic associations and matured landscape’.45 The report presented 

three concepts: Schemes A, B and C. Each was similar in form and function (fig. 5) – all 

incorporating a hotel, convention centre, shops, restaurants and residences and all anchored by a 

‘major office tower’ at the north end of Queen Street. Scheme A adapted and expanded the existing 

Meat Market building, at the eastern corner of the site, for use as the new retail market. Scheme C 

proposed no retail market at all. All of the schemes were built and accessed over multiple levels 

(navigated with elevated pedestrian ways), provided pedestrian conveyancers (turnstiled to collect 

coins for revenue generation), and boasted an abundance of car parking. On 6 May 1970 the Future 

of Queen Victoria Market Site sub-committee met to finalise ‘the question of what models should be 

prepared in connection with the final report of the Consultants.’46 At this meeting, the sub-

committee decided on which of the three schemes was to be developed into a model ‘to sufficient 

scale to give an attractive and useful impression of what the future development of the area could 

be like.’ The sub-committee selected Scheme C – from then renamed by the sub-committee as the 

‘Victoria Centre’ – as the concept to be developed. 

Ahead of their presentation of the Victoria Centre to Bolte’s cabinet on 17 August 1970, the 

sub-committee and the Town Clerk met to discuss ‘certain directions as to how the emphasis should 
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be laid when presenting the report to Cabinet.’47 While it was decided that Schemes A and B would 

be made available to future tenderers for development of the site, it was also resolved that, in 

presenting the report, ‘a preference for Scheme C would be clearly indicated’. An architectural 

model of Scheme C was thus built and photographed (fig. 6). The sub-committee believed that 

Scheme C yielded the greatest possible benefits in term of ‘car parking, open space, income and 

integrated development’. That this could mean the end of retail marketing on the site was clearly a 

consideration in the discussion, though one the sub-committee felt Scheme C deferred: ‘the retail 

market would be left for up to 10 years before a final decision had to be taken on it.’  

It seems as though the QVM’s eventual demolition was a foregone conclusion among both 

the municipal authority and the general public: at a meeting of the sub-committee on 19 January 

1971, the Town Clerk submitted a letter from the Tramway Museum Society of Victoria ‘enquiring 

if, when demolition of the QVM takes place, the municipal authority would be prepared to let the 

Society have some steel roof trusses and corrugated iron.’48 On 6 April 1971, the sub-committee’s 

plans went unexpectedly public when the broadsheet Age newspaper ran a front-page exposé of the 

leaked Market Planning Associates report under the headline ‘$100 mil. Project for Victoria Market’. 

Providing detailed outlines of Schemes A, B and C, the story prompted an immediate public 

backlash. Residents, shoppers and stallholders were aghast at the possibility of the closure of the 

retail market. What would become a public movement to save the QVM had begun. By October 

1971 the KVMA had formed and it would prove to be a formidable opponent for the authorities. 

Backlash, 1971–76 

On 18 October 1971, Parkville resident and social worker Eric Benjamin and 80 other persons 

gathered at public bar Naughton’s Hotel in Parkville and formed the Keep Victoria Market 

Association.49 Many of them were already involved in the North Melbourne, Parkville or Carlton 

Associations: resident action groups which were established over the previous four years. A week 
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later, members of the KVMA met at the Lithuanian Club at 44 Errol Street, North Melbourne to 

formalise the organisation’s aims.50 The owner of this building had been the Methodist Church, 

which had been involved in inner-city urban issues since the slum campaigns of the 1920s. It was 

decided that the objective of the KVMA was to ‘maintain and further retail marketing at the site of 

the Queen Victoria Market in its present size, structure and form.’ This clearly indicated not only 

outright opposition to renewal, but also their ambition that the site remained largely unchanged 

into the future. KVMA members’ objection to the proposed development was based on six factors: 

(1) Historical and Architectural (2) Economic; (3) Cultural; (4) Psycho-Social; (5) Town-Planning; 

and, (6) Tourism. Their ambition was to conserve each of these factors largely in their present-day 

state; despite the nature of the market having transformed just two years earlier with the relocation 

of the wholesale market and despite many people involved in residence groups being new to their 

areas themselves. These issues were raised at meetings and featured in flyers, newsletters, circulars 

and published articles, and they would form the basis of the petition which – holding more than 

27,000 signatures – would be presented to the municipal authority in February 1972.51 A second 

major petition, containing many of the same – though somewhat further developed – arguments 

would be presented to state authorities in February 1976.52  

Members of the KVMA were young, university-educated residents of the suburbs 

surrounding QVM. Many of them were the children of the generation who had moved out to 

suburbia over previous decades. They could be described as constituents of the social group 

delineated by historians Renate Howe, David Nichols and Graeme Davison as ‘trendies’: a 

generation characterised by a fundamental shift in taste regarding housing, politics and fashion. 

Encompassing a range of ‘alternative’ lifestyles, the trendies were aligned in their urban politics, 

‘valuing density, diversity, proximity, historical character and ‘community’.’53 This class of people 

formed the resident action groups, which became increasingly common features of Australia’s older 

inner suburbs from the late 1960s. These citizen groups gave voice to the trendies, who were 
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opposed to the modernist planning policies which sought comprehensive renewal of these older 

neighbourhoods. Two of the defining influences of the trendies’ uniting politics were university 

education – often, though not necessarily, at the nearby University of Melbourne54 – and their 

exposure to foreign travel. Such influences were clear in the KVMA’s campaign. The conflict must 

also be understood as tied to comprehensive renewal plans for North Melbourne, Carlton and 

Parkville. The nineteenth-century fabric of terrace houses and high streets of these areas was to be 

replaced with high-rise housing and commercial districts, connected to the CBD by the new Victoria 

Centre. 

At public meetings, members drew on progressive urban literature to argue for the QVM’s 

importance. One member cited Jane Jacob’s Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) to argue 

that ‘a district must serve more than one primary function. Melbourne must remain a city of mixed 

usage.’55 Another invoked global trends in town planning to demonstrate how ‘the meaning, value, 

quality and purpose of environments are being called into question’.56 At that same meeting, a third 

person spoke of historic examples of great markets whose disappearance had left ‘sadness’: ‘the 

new Paris market is now inaccessible and has no community links. The Roman Forum was a place 

where people met’; they argued for retention of the QVM as something which gave life to the city; a 

place, like the old Paris Market, which is ‘an exciting, stimulating place full of vitality and 

movement belonging to the people who lived around it.’57 For the time, these were certainly 

exciting propositions which suggested a re-imagining by the new residents of historic 

neighbourhoods and their role and value. 

More so than the work of Jacobs and these international examples, the most important 

citation for the KVMA was US futurist Alvin Toffler and his book Future Shock (1970). It was this 

text which underlay the KVMA’s understanding of the QVM’s importance in the city’s ‘psycho-
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social’ life. Drawing on Toffler’s work – along with a 1975 symposium held at the University of 

Melbourne entitled ‘Anxiety in Every Age’ – the KVMA argued in their 1976 petition addressed to 

Premier Hamer for the QVM as a counterbalance to the ‘stress effect in our modern world’: 

Melbourne is becoming increasingly unrecognisable, as big commercial 

developments alter the shape of our city. The Market provides a continuing basic 

sense of shared past and shared future. To seriously alter its shape and size would be 

to alter its character and cause feelings of alienation, frustration and distress to those 

tens of thousands of people who depend upon it as a way of life. In this sense, the 

Market provides a safety-valve for the release of tensions and is therefore necessary 

for the mental health of the community.58 

This argument to retain the QVM went further than questions of size and function. In their 

campaign material, the KVMA conjured the QVM as a place unchanged for generations: the same 

stallholders selling the same produce in the same locations; shoppers treading the same paths 

through the QVM week after week, year after year.  

It was this imagined stasis which established the QVM for the KVMA as ‘an antidote against 

ever-rapid change and its unhealthy effects.’59 For the KVMA, the QVM was important for the 

economic, historic, cultural and touristic values it offered the city, but it was vital for the comfort 

and familiarity its ostensible inertia offered. Enamoured by the QVM’s social difference, its socio-

economic diversity, and its perceived continuity, the KVMA found the proposed changes to the site 

to be a priori and entirely destructive. In reality, the QVM had been developed in stages between the 

1850s and 1930s. The demographics of stallholders and customers, along with the goods and 

produce for sale, had dramatically changed, especially since the postwar period with the arrival of 

Italian migrants. Since 1969, the QVM had transitioned solely to a retail market, again reshaping its 

offerings, character, intensity and rhythms. Yet the site could be (situationally) envisioned as 

unchanging by the KVMA. It was simply enough that the city market was a traditional kind-of 

European urban space. 
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Suggesting public and collective ownership, in a 1973 letter to the Lord Mayor, the KVMA 

staked their claim to QVM: ‘it belongs to the people of this city’:60 and it seemed that it was this 

association – made up, predominantly, of upwardly-mobile, inner-city residents – who spoke for 

these people. Certainly, in their correspondence with authorities, their campaign material and their 

articles, the KVMA drew attention to stakeholders who stood to lose much from the proposed 

development. A major point of contention was that the municipal authority reached their decision 

to redevelop the site – and what form that development should take – ‘without consulting the 

stallholders or the 75,000 people who shop there each week, or the people of Victoria who are the 

owners of the site of which [the] Council is the Trustee.’ This was, the KVMA argued, evidence of 

authorities putting economic interests ahead of social concerns: a direct contradiction to what 

KVMA Vice-Chairman Margaret Ericksen noted as the Lord Mayor’s express claims of not using 

money as ‘“the yardstick” for measuring the quality of [his] post.’61 

That the QVM was for, and seemingly owned by, the people was a key point in the KVMA’s 

campaign to save the site – and with good reason. By the 1970s and the end of the Long Boom, with 

inflation and unemployment increasing, the QVM was a vital source of affordable food for 

pensioners, students and other social groups on low incomes. It was similarly a source of 

employment for over 1500 stallholders, some of whom had traded at the site for more than a single 

generation. The KVMA’s campaign, waged on behalf of these socio-economic groups, stands as a 

testament to what grass-roots urban campaigning can do. However, through the success of the 

KVMA’s campaign to save the QVM, there remains the question of who gets to speak for whom, 

and what the (unintended) consequences of such actions are. 

While much 1960s and 1970s urban activism has been positioned as radical, inclusive, and 

driven towards expanding and preserving inner-city diversity, the KVMA’s depiction of a number 

of the social groups they claimed to represent suggests another interpretation. Certainly, the 

middle-class character of the trendies and their contribution to gentrification is enshrined in the 
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literature.62 It is the racial lens adopted by the trendies that demands attention. Framed by national 

assimilation policies, the perspectives of the trendies had been influenced by their parents’ 

generation (many of whom were returned soldiers exposed briefly to European cities), and by the 

growing number of international European study trips by young and educated Australians since 

the postwar period. In their advocacy material, the KVMA venerated immigrant groups – both 

stallholders and shoppers – for their sense of otherness and difference.  

In their April 1972 petition to the municipal authority, the KVMA argued for retention of the 

QVM on the grounds of ‘Cultural Factors’ because ‘members of minority ethnic groups like to buy 

in a way they did in their original homelands and to speak their own language.’63 The petition 

continued that shoppers from a variety of migrant groups come to the QVM because it ‘is a meeting 

place where they can expect to find, almost by accident, their countrymen and where they don’t 

have to dress up as for an organised function.’ By referring to these ‘accidental’ encounters as ‘an 

uncontrived Moomba’, Moomba being the name of Melbourne’s frolicsome summer festival, the 

KVMA’s letter conjured the QVM as a place of light-hearted festivity; of coming-together for the 

purpose of merriment-making, almost like a Continental European holiday. Indeed, the KVMA’s 

arguments around ‘Tourism’ invoked this internationalist lens explicitly, noting that QVM ‘has 

some of the charm of London’s Petticoat Lane’, a reference to the venerable clothing market in 

Spitalfields. The association of QVM with international, predominantly European, counterparts and 

its classification as ‘an uncontrived Moomba’ was repeated in KVMA petitions to municipal and 

state authorities throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s.64 

Indeed, much of the KVMA’s rhetoric remained the same over the course of the decade, the 

most significant time for the campaign to save the QVM as a market, alongside the advancement of 

the national conversation around migrant integration under the progressive Federal Whitlam Labor 

Government.65 A 1976 letter to state authorities repeated most of the KVMA’s arguments from their 

earlier correspondence, albeit with a more condensed articulation. When it came to the question of 
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the QVM’s importance to ‘Ethnic Groups’, the letter argued that the market offered something of a 

transitional space for members of migrant communities: 

The Market carries a wide range of goods readily identifiable by migrant people. 

Increasingly stallholders are migrants and interchange can be carried out in their 

native tongues. Markets are familiar to these people. Queen Victoria Market 

preserves their way of life and is thus a big factor in helping them to integrate and 

adjust to their new land.66 

Perhaps the most striking thing about this paragraph is the use of ‘they’: a clear indication that the 

membership base of the KVMA was not as representative of the QVM’s stakeholders as it claimed. 

The KVMA garnered strong public support and proved a formidable opponent for the state 

and municipal authorities. As with the planners, they envisioned the QVM as a key site for the 

future of Melbourne’s economic, social and cultural character. But, in response to the proposal for 

full-scale demolition and redevelopment, the KVMA envisioned a version of the QVM which held it 

in place as a familiar, knowable and manageable place of difference. Although the KVMA’s success 

in protecting the QVM as a market site has been broadly interpreted as a positive development for 

Melbourne, it must be noted that this success was driven by a vision of the QVM as a particular 

expression of urban life (fig. 7). In the context of evolving migrant, racial and social relations, and 

recent changes to the function and use of the site itself, their desire to preserve the QVM in a 

seemingly unchanged state could be read as a broader desire to anchor their own fledgling sense of 

belonging into a neighbourhood and site that they had only recently discovered. It was this new 

relationship to and their romanticised vision for the QVM that the KVMA fought for and sought for 

the future. It was a mode of activism that, over subsequent decades, would have the impact of 

preventing not only renewal but also incremental regeneration for the site and result in 

gentrification for the broader neighbourhood.  
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Conservation, 1970–76 

The re-examination of this key moment brings with it the necessity of understanding the role that 

‘heritage’ – as concept and process67 – played in the dispute; both for the KVMA and for their ally, 

the National Trust of Australia (Victoria). For while representatives of the National Trust were 

present from the earliest KVMA meetings, the two organisation’s understanding of the site and its 

value differed considerably. Yet, what these two conceptualisations of heritage shared was a desire 

to hold the QVM in place: to either physically or culturally keep it effectively unchanged. 

Melbourne’s National Trust had been established in 1956, 11 years after its Sydney counterpart. The 

leadership of this voluntary body was largely made up of social and cultural elites, though it was a 

mass membership organisation which attracted considerable public interest and involvement in its 

activities.68 It leaned on the expertise of high-profile architectural figures such as Robin Boyd, Brian 

Lewis, David Saunders and Roy Simpson. Its primary interest was on Victorian-era architecture in 

Melbourne and Georgian-era architecture interstate. By the late 1960s, the organisation had taken 

custodianship of historic mansions and regional estates, producing an income from a steady stream 

of visitors. It also generated substantial publicity in the popular press for its activities, particularly 

from the early 1970s when it started to take stronger public positions around the demolition of 

historic buildings as well as nineteenth-century industrial structures like the QVM. It claimed to 

represent the public interest, aimed to achieve balanced compromises between development and 

conservation, and projected an aura of respectability in order to keep open its direct lines of 

communication to government and business leaders. Within the new state historic buildings 

legislation introduced in 1973, for instance, the National Trust was a primary referral authority. 

Administrator of the National Trust, Sydney Birch, who adopted his military title of Colonel 

in his correspondence, was a regular attendee at KVMA meetings from that second gathering in 

October 1971 at the Lithuanian Centre. At that meeting to determine the direction of the KVMA, 

Birch spoke in favour of the KVMA’s aims, and it was recorded in the minutes that the National 

Trust ‘favoured the retention of the form and structure of the QVM and that it is better to save a 
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“little more” than “not enough”.’69 The National Trust’s own records of that same meeting indicated 

less fervent support. At a public meeting at the Fitzroy Town Hall the following month, Birch was 

more explicit regarding the limits of the National Trust’s interest in the campaign. In his notes on 

that meeting, Birch wrote that: 

Mr Benjamin then called on me to say a few words indicating the Trust’s interests. I 

spoke briefly saying that doubtless there were many interests at stake, aesthetic, 

economic, traditional etc., but that the Trust was primarily concerned with the 

retention of classified buildings, that though we might sympathise with other 

persons, this was our primary aim.70 

From the outset, the National Trust was not focused on saving the QVM qua market. An article in 

the 1971 Trust Newsletter – ‘Will the People Save the Market?’ – did note that ‘a significant section of 

those attending [the first KVMA meeting] did not want just a retail market retained on the site – 

they wanted the existing Queen Victoria Market’.71 In contrast, in their 1970/71 Annual Report, the Trust 

‘acknowledged’ that, for them, ‘it is impracticable (and indeed unnecessary) to retain the whole of 

the Market.’72 Similarly, the organisation’s response to the 1974 proposal to substitute the Victoria 

Centre development with the State Library and Museum noted market activities as external to their 

interests: 

It [the Government’s proposal] is in fact a negative compromise and by 

recommending the redevelopment of a substantial part of the existing market, and 

the upgrading of the surviving market facilities, the Report is against the interests of 

a wide section of the general community. These matters, however, are outside the 

scope of the Trust.73 
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Throughout the decade-long dispute, the National Trust’s basic concern was retaining the historic 

physical fabric associated with five sections of the site: (1) Old Meat Market, Elizabeth Street; (2) 

Shed Bays A-F between Queen Street and Peel Street; (3) Two-storey shops and Produce Hall arch 

facing Elizabeth Street; (4) Two-storey shops facing Victoria Street, and; (5) Shops facing Victoria 

Street between Queen Street and Peel Street (excluding the modern stores at the Peel Street end).74 

The National Trust’s preoccupation with built fabric, devoid of the cultural meanings of its 

production and its subsequent social use, and their willingness to concede the existing site in favour 

of the proposed developments, left them overly vulnerable to compromise. The June 1971 edition of 

the Trust News contained a feature about ‘The Great Market Mystery’.75 The piece lambasted the 

municipal authority for the almost two years of silence which had followed the Market Planners 

Associate’s request for the National Trust’s input into the development proposal. There followed a 

brief history of QVM, along with details about the classified sections of the market. The article was 

later quoted in the Herald newspaper, prompting a letter from Perrott, in his capacity at Market 

Planners Associates, to Birch reminding him that the National Trust’s activities are ‘dependent on 

the support and respect of the public and, in particular, planners and architects’. Perrott continued 

that such ‘support and respect will rapidly diminish if the Trust persists in making inaccurate 

statements of the kind reported’. Perrott closed his letter with the barely veiled threat that the 

National Trust’s recommendations for the site ‘may in future carry little weight’ if they continued to 

criticise the development in public.76 

An internal memo between Birch and the National Trust’s Chairman, lawyer Rodney 

Davidson, dated 3 November 1971 makes this explicit. Birch states that the Erroll Street meeting of 

the KVMA ‘was very nearly not satisfactory from our point of view, because a pre-prepared 

resolution only called for the retention of retail market facilities, with no mention of preservation of 

National Trust classified portions.’ Birch, however, recommended retaining the partnership since 

‘we may be able to achieve what we want by supporting their [the KVMA’s] aims.’77 By working 
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with the KVMA to retain the site’s physical heritage, but not its social heritage, while also fully 

cooperating with authorities, the National Trust attempted to play all sides. The Trust Newsletter 

cover feature in December 1973 / January 1974 (fig. 8) stated: ‘the building should be restored and 

every encouragement given to the continued functioning of this important community service’ 

(emphasis added).78 The National Trust merely gestured to the participatory and democratic forces 

coalescing in cities at this time, and so became a mere bystander in the fight to save QVM. 

In contrast to the KVMA – who over the next five years grew in size and influence, 

gathering over 1200 members – the National Trust was unable to garner widespread public support 

for their conservation campaign. In a 1974 letter, Birch congratulated Benjamin on the KVMA’s 

successes so far, and requested further assistance to preserve the site’s historic fabric through 

retention of the classified buildings.79 Similarly, the National Trust did not manage to exert 

meaningful influence on government processes. This was despite the Trust having a direct line of 

communication to municipal and state authorities and to the Market Planners Associates, and 

despite their having foreknowledge of the Victoria Centre development. Minutes from a meeting 

between the Market Planning Associates and Birch held at the National Trust property ‘Como’ in 

South Yarra on 9 February 1970 suggest that Birch was made aware of the substance of 

development Schemes A, B, and C. The minutes record the ‘alternative treatment of the Market’ as: 

(a) to move the Retail Markets completely 

(b) to condense and renovate the Retail Markets 

(c) to condense and re-build the Retail Markets80 

This was more than a year before the leaked report in the Age, when the public would be made 

aware of plans to develop and demolish the QVM. According to the minutes, Birch’s only response 

when presented with the plan was to ‘[refer] to the Trust’s earlier request that identifiable portions 

of the Markets be incorporated into the proposed development.’ 

The National Trust attempted to situate itself as an intermediary between interested parties, 

in particular the municipal authority and the KVMA. With this strategy, it seems that the National 
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Trust hoped to conserve as much original fabric from the aforementioned sections as possible, with 

any additional retention of the site’s form and function as a market in its entirety simply an 

unintended but perhaps inevitable outcome. Yet the specificity of the National Trust’s interest in the 

QVM site mean they were unable to elicit public support. This suggests a tacit rejection of the 

National Trust’s narrow conception of heritage, development, use and urban character on the part 

of both planners and the public. This reflected a moment of transition in ideas of heritage from a 

modernist to a postmodernist sensibility; from a narrow focus on the materiality of historic 

monuments to a broader conception of heritage involving places and social relations.81 The National 

Trust operated in sharp relief to the more holistic models of urban heritage that came about in 

parallel from national authorities and radical activists.82 The KVMA thus appear more engaged with 

the progressive ideas of planning and heritage that marked the end of modernism. While the 

buildings and structures identified by the National Trust were ultimately conserved, this was a 

result of the conservation of QVM as a whole. It was a vision for Melbourne’s future urban 

development and character expressed through retention of QVM as a retail market and social space 

which ultimately saved the historic fabric. 

Conclusion 

The dispute over the QVM reveals the broad shifts in planning and cities at the end of modernism. 

It demonstrates nuanced interactions between community groups and urban planners, both of 

whom evolved their positions in the early 1970s in response to shifting ideological and social forces. 

This article has highlighted the similarly benevolent positions adopted by all players and the overall 

scarcity of future-oriented visions suited to the coming postmodern age. Each group advocated for 

something quite different for the site, though their outlooks were shaped, to varying extents, by the 

expiration of modernism, along with circulating social and economic assumptions as embedded 

within urban forms. Moreover, many of those people involved across the different groups were 

demographically similar, and so this dispute can perhaps be read as a narrow conflict involving 

overlapping, upwardly mobile social groups. The Market Planning Associates pursued what they 

 
81 Pendlebury, “Modern Conservation & Postmodern Conservation.” 
82 James Lesh, “The National Estate (and the City), 1969–75: A Significant Australian Heritage Phenomenon,” 

International Journal of Heritage Studies 25, no. 2 (2019): 113–27. 
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perceived to be economic, functional, and urban imperatives; the KVMA sought to sustain their 

home slice of Europe; and the National Trust fought to preserve the physical evidence of earlier city 

builders. The problem was that QVM still needed to evolve to meet changing demographic and 

retailing requirements. 

The case thus demonstrates how planning was in flux at the tail end of modernism, 

providing important context for the flourishing of urban thought and practice in the early 1970s 

Australia. In Canberra, in particular, a new generation of researchers and policymakers, influenced 

by authors such as Stretton and Sandercock, were proposing innovative planning models for 

Australia’s cities.83 Melbourne’s well-documented urban renaissance from the 1980s onwards must 

be understood as a direct response to the opportunities produced by the end of modernism and to 

the imperative for new ideas and approaches for this city in the long shadow of disputes such as 

QVM.84 The broader context for this rejuvenation was the intensification of de-industrialisation and 

subsequent growth in the service, knowledge and creative sectors, alongside the emergence of 

postmodernism and contextualism in design, and participation and conservation in planning – 

much of which was centred on the central city and inner suburbs. 

 Today, with a major revitalisation initiative finally underway at QVM, and proposals for a 

World Heritage nomination circulating, it becomes an opportune moment to reflect on both the 

motivations and outcomes of the twentieth-century planning and urban history of this site. The 

defeat of the Victoria Centre proposal, the retention of retail marketing activities, and the protection 

of the historic fabric ultimately resulted in the continuance of food supply to lower socio-economic 

groups, of a social space for many different inhabitants of the city, and of a vital and vibrant aspect 

of what is today referred to as Melbourne’s recognised cosmopolitan character (fig. 9). These 

outcomes have hitherto been understood as direct outcomes of the KVMA’s and the National 

Trust’s campaigns. But this article’s re-examination of the QVM suggests that the overall positive 

outcome was neither a foregone conclusion, nor explicitly articulated at the time. Rather, the history 

of the QVM has been bound to changing ideas of planning, participation and design, inflected by 

 
83 C.J. Lloyd and Patrick Nicol Troy, Innovation and Reaction: The Life and Death of the Federal Department of 

Urban and Regional Development (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1981). 
84 Kim Dovey, Rob Adams, and Ronald Jones, eds., Urban Choreography: Central Melbourne, 1985- (Melbourne: 

Melbourne University Publishing, 2018). 
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broader urban, social and cultural forces. This reveals the process by which sometimes overlapping, 

sometimes competing ideas for the past and future city emerge, develop and leave lasting impacts 

for some of our most valued urban places. 
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