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Significance 

What is significant? 

The former duplex flats, designed by Schreiber & Jorgensen and built in 1917, at 73-75 Mitford Street, 

Elwood are significant. 

Alterations and additions are not significant. 

How is it significant? 

The former duplex flats at 73-75 Mitford Street, Elwood are of local historic, representative, and aesthetic 

significance to the City of Port Phillip.  

Why is it significant? 

The former duplex flats are historically significant as an early block of flats in St Kilda, preceding by several 

years the huge growth in flat development in this suburb that occurred in the interwar period. The location 

on Mitford Street, which from 1906 was the route of the electric tramway from St Kilda to Brighton, 

demonstrates how the development of flats was strongly influenced by the development of public transport 

in Melbourne. (Criterion A) 

The former duplex flats are of representative significance as an example of the Modern type of Arts and 

Crafts residential buildings that emerged in the early twentieth century. It demonstrates the innovative 

approach of Arts and Crafts architects that looked beyond established ideas about plan, structure, and form 
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and established new approaches to domestic design in Australia. It also demonstrates how Schreiber & 

Jorgensen did not simply adopt the orthodox forms of the Arts and Crafts style, but also simplified and re-

modelled them using contemporary ideas. (Criterion D) 

The former duplex flats are of aesthetic significance for the austere cuboid form almost completely devoid 

of decoration, which is relieved only by details such as the eaves with visible rafter tails, the hit and miss 

balustrade detail and the patterned leadlight glass to some windows. It is a highly distinctive building, which 

is unique within Port Phillip. (Criterion E) 

Thematic context 

Victoria’s framework of historical themes 

6. Building towns, cities and the garden state: 6.3 Shaping the suburbs, 6.7 Making homes for Victorians 

Port Phillip thematic environmental history 

5. Buildings and cultural landscapes: 5.2 Shaping the suburbs (5.2.2 Private development), 5.3 Diverse 

Housing (5.3.5 Higher-density housing) 

History 

Contextual history 

The early twentieth century saw a marked decline in the viability of large mansions across Melbourne’s 

suburbs in general, but it was particularly felt in the more affluent inner southern suburbs such as St Kilda 

and Brighton, where land was highly sought-after by a new generation of homebuilders seeking smaller 

detached dwellings, duplexes or flats. The trend toward higher-density living in St Kilda began with the 

conversion of mansions and terrace houses into boarding houses in the early 1900s and continued with the 

first purpose-built flats that appeared at the beginning of World War I. A 1919 newspaper article noted: 

It was held to be no longer necessary to labour with a house and all the domestic drudgery that entailed 

when by borrowing Continental ideas, people who could afford it could live in flats… Land has become so 

valuable the villa of the Victorian days, in a crowded thoroughfare, no longer shows anything like an adequate 

return of interest on the land’s present capital value. It is more profitable to pull the house erected thereon 

down, and to erect flats. When the flat became popular in England the experiment was made in St Kilda, 

and it did not take long to discover there was a genuine demand for flats (Prahran Telegraph, 18 October 

1919, p.4) 

Higher-density housing in the form of boarding houses paved the way to flat development. Flats first 

appeared in Melbourne around 1906 and slowly spread to the suburbs. They followed a strong pattern of 

development, appearing close to transport routes, particularly along or within walking distance of tram 

routes, to allow easy travel to the city. With their proximity to the beach and parklands, good public 

transport networks and seaside character, the suburbs of St Kilda and Elwood were especially popular 

locations for flats. Flats became a dominant characteristic of St Kilda and Elwood, and still make up a high 

percentage of dwellings in those areas. They include some of the earliest surviving flats in Melbourne, some 

of the best examples of architectural styles and types of flats, and as a group demonstrate the increasing 

popularity of the lifestyle of flat living from the early twentieth century (TEH). 

There was huge growth in flat development in St Kilda and Elwood in the 1920 and 1930s, attracting 

migrants, single people, and people of diverse sexuality.  In 1920 there were 527 purpose-built flats in 92 

blocks in St Kilda municipality. By 1925 this had increased to 884 flats in 164 blocks, including large 

complexes such as the Ardoch flats in Dandenong Road. By 1935, despite a slowing of development due to 

the Great Depression, there were more than 2,800 flats in over 500 blocks. A further 2,000 flats were 
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added by 1940; however, the onset of World War II slowed development. Nonetheless, by 1947 St Kilda 

contained 5,500 purpose-built flats, a quarter of all flats in Melbourne (TEH). 

Place history 
The area surrounding the St Kilda Botanical Gardens, particularly the streets with direct views over the 

gardens, became a popular location for flats and some of the first flats in St Kilda were constructed here 

toward the end of World War I. These included Clarendon, designed by Joseph Plottel in 1915 at 26-28 

Blessington Street, and two blocks by Howard Lawson at 44 (Clairvaux) and 46 Blessington Street, 

constructed in 1917.  

By the end of the nineteenth century, Mitford Street was partially developed and contained several villas 

(MMBW). However, the economic depression of the 1890s halted development for over a decade and 

development only recommenced following the opening in 1906 of the electric tramway from St Kilda 

Station to Elwood and Brighton Beach via Mitford Street and Broadway. Development was slow at first but 

improvements to the route including progressive duplication from 1913 stimulated development and 

encouraged the building of new houses and flats, many of which replaced the older houses.  

This building, originally containing two flats, was designed by Schreiber & Jorgensen in 1917 for a Miss 

Clarke. The building plans (which show the orientation of the layout was reversed when built) show each 

apartment contained a living room with adjacent bedroom, with the bathroom, kitchen and breakfast room 

opening off a small hall. The ground floor flat was accessed from an entry porch below the balcony to the 

first floor flat, which was accessed from a stairwell at the side. Unusually for the time the building was 

constructed with a flat roof, which is noted on the plans (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Extract of original building plans showing the first-floor layout with ‘flat roof’ notation upper level (Source: Council 

building file). 

At some time, possibly during the 1950s, it appears the flats were converted to a single residence (PSP). 

This duplex was the first flats in Mitford Street. In the following year W.A. Tombs designed Birnam, a two-

storey block of four flats at 15 Mitford Street, and J.J. Meagher designed another duplex at 13 Southey 

Street, just off Mitford Street. The building of flats gathered pace during the interwar period and by 1940 

more than 30 blocks had been erected in Mitford Street, with a further eight in Southey Street (BP).  

Schreiber & Jorgensen 

The firm of Schreiber & Jorgensen, comprising architect Robert Schreiber and his nephew Justus Jorgensen, 

was active from the 1910s through the early 1930s. The firm was described in an advertisement for a 
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bungalow in Brighton as ‘masters at planning artistic and pleasing exteriors and up-to-date and labour-saving 

domestic arrangements’ (Argus, 29 May 1920:16). 

Although a qualified architect, Jorgensen later became better known as an artist and one of the founders of 

Montsalvat, Eltham. Notable works of the firm include additions to the Xavier College Chapel (1927-34), 

Kew, Burke House (1929), 340-342 Collins Street, and Our Lady of Lourdes Church, School and 

Presbytery (1930), Prahran.  

The firm also designed several Arts and Crafts-style flats and bungalows and Elwood in Brighton, Elwood, 

Armadale, Malvern and Camberwell. ‘The Pebbles’ designed by firm in 1920 at 57A Droop Street, 

Footscray is included on the Victorian Heritage Register (H1308), as one of Victoria's best and most 

distinctive suburban Californian bungalows. It presents bold elevations to two street frontages and displays 

a wide variety of typical bungalow elements including low pitched gabled roof and distinctive roof forms 

with widely overhanging eaves, squat piers decorated with pebbles supporting the verandah roofs, and use 

of shingling and roughcast.  

In Port Phillip they designed at least four blocks of flats and several houses in St Kilda and Elwood during 

the 1910s and the 1920s, most of which show the influence of the Arts and Crafts style. Other examples 

include the duplex (1915) at 152 & 154 Mitford Street, Elwood (Citation 2382), Chandos Court (1920-21), 

17-25 Charnwood Crescent, St Kilda (Citation 868) and the Flatman House (1925), 207 Alma Road, St 

Kilda East (Citation 2138). The house at 4 Los Angeles Court, Ripponlea (Citation 341) is a fine example of 

the Spanish Mission style. 
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Description 

73-75 Mitford Street is a two-storey building of cuboid form with rendered walls and flat* roofs with deep 

eaves with exposed rafter tails. It is comprised of three interlocking volumes: the main building is 

asymmetric with a slightly projecting bay on the north side of the two-level balcony. On the south side at a 

lower height is the stairwell. The main building has pilasters at the wall corners, and the balcony is 

supported by heavy full height piers. There are two cut down brick chimneys. Other details include: 

• The original windows are timber casements with diamond pattern leadlight glass. Those to the right of 

the balcony within the projecting bay are arranged in group of three with expressed mullions and 

shallow rendered hoods (there is another hood above the non-original window behind the open 

balcony) and sills.  

• A small two-pane diamond leadlight pattern window with an arched head and rendered sill to the 

stairwell, and another in the side wall. 

• The ‘hit and miss’ detail to the open balcony balustrade and the three thin vertical lines to the recessed 

panel at the front of the balcony. 
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The building is in good condition and has relatively good external integrity. Visible alterations include the 

glazing in of the upper balcony, and replacement of the window behind the open balcony. 

*It appears that a metal deck with a shallow pitch has been laid over the top of the original flat roofs. 

Comparative analysis 

These former duplex flats, built in 1917, are among the earliest in St Kilda and form part of a group of flats 

constructed in St Kilda and Elwood prior to the end of World War I, which are associated with the first 

wave of flat development in Melbourne. 

The Canterbury, built in two stages in 1914 and 1919, at 236 Canterbury Road, St Kilda is generally 

acknowledged to be the first purpose-built residential flats in Port Phillip, and one of the earliest in 

Melbourne. While the Majestic Mansions in Fitzroy Street was completed two years earlier, not all the 

residences in that building were fully self-contained. Stylistically, early flats in Port Phillip broadly fit into one 

of two types: Arts and Crafts, and Freestyle. 

Architectural historian Harriet Edquist applied the term ‘Pioneers of Modernism’ to Australia’s Arts and 

Crafts architects: 

The architects of this movement in Australia collectively forged from the early1890s to the outbreak of World War I, 

a new architecture suitable to the newly federated country, an architecture for ‘everyman’ that embodied the values 

we have come to recognise as modern. (Edquist 2008:viii) 

While the typical Arts and Crafts style building is characterised by its dominating pitched roof, variants 

emerged in the early 1900s which simplified massing to simple cuboid forms, often with flat roofs and with a 

lack of applied ornament. The Arts and Crafts influence is still, however, evident in the “honest” use of 

building materials for visual interest, featuring natural colours and textures of materials such as roughcast 

render, face brick and timber.  

Several Sydney architects designed unadorned, cuboid houses with flat in the first decade of the twentieth 

century, such as George Sydney Jones’ 1909 house at Pennant Hills (Edquist 2008:62-64). In 1915, 

prominent Arts and Crafts architect Harold Desbrowe-Annear designed Inglesby in South Yarra, which 

together with the related house Broceliande (1916), has long been recognised as one of Australia’s ‘first 

truly modern houses’. Inglesby (see Figure 2) was a large, rectilinear house with roughcast walls and long 

banks of small casement windows. The front porch was of unadorned, heavy masonry (Edquist 2008:39-40) 

 
Figure 2: Inglesby – note the horizontal windows with expressed mullions and shallow hoods (Source: Edquist 2008:39) 
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In same year as Inglesby, Melbourne architect Philip Hudson prepared a design for a two-storey flat roof 

house, with wide overhanging eaves and heavy piers to the sunporch, which was published in the April 1915 

edition of Home & Garden Beautiful (Figure 3). In relation to the roof he noted: 

There has been an erroneous idea that a flat-roofed house cannot be designed with an artistic appearance, but this 

is a mistake, as with good proportion and good grouping, and a liberal overhang of eaves, a flat-roofed house may 

be designed with a most pleasing effect. (Cited in Edquist 2008:51). 

  
Figure 3: Phillip Hudson’s design for a two-storey flat-roof house (Source: reproduced in Edquist 2008:51) 

Schreiber & Jorgensen’s design for this building clearly shows the influence of these contemporary designs. 

The horizontal windows with expressed mullions to the main elevation are like those at Inglesby, and the 

massing, not to mention the flat roof with projecting eaves, is very similar to Hudson’s design. The internal 

planning with a large central living space opening off a small entry hall also demonstrates the simple, efficient 

plans of Arts and Crafts houses of this period. 

There are few direct comparisons for this style of building in Port Phillip. Some of the elements (for 

example, the heavy piers and wide overhanging eaves, are seen in some of Howard R. Lawson’s buildings, 

which also strongly influenced by the Arts and Crafts style. Other comparisons include Charnwood Oaks, 

designed by Haddon & Henderson in 1920 (Citation 867, 869), also has an austere box-like form with the 

roof concealed by a parapet, while Lyon Court, designed in 1927 by Edward F. Billson (Citation 2037), 

which has a heavy masonry porch with a deep projecting cornice, also shows the Prairie School influence. 

Assessment 

This place has been assessed in accordance with the processes and guidelines outlined in the Australia 

ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Heritage Significance (The Burra Charter) 2013, using the Hercon 

criteria. 

Recommendations 

Retain in the heritage overlay as a Significant place within the St Kilda Botanical Gardens & Environs 

precinct. 
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