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Last month, I should have been in Venice for the opening of the 
Architecture Biennale where I could have attended the launch of 
MPavilion: Encounters With Design & Architecture, a compendium of 
six years of architectural innovation in Melbourne. After which I would 
surely have imbibed a bellini or two at Harry's Bar, maybe a plate of 
their signature carpaccio too.

Except the biennale was cancelled, the book launch postponed, and in 
May it was announced that Harry's Bar – a landmark of Venetian dolce 
vita since it opened in 1931 – had closed.

Shoulda, woulda, coulda – I've uttered it like a mantra these past 
months.



Sean Godsell designed Naomi Milgrom’s inaugural pavilion installation in 
2014, setting in motion a series of community-building and awe-inspiring 
designs for the City of Melbourne.   

The fallout from canceled cultural events will reverberate to the end of 
this year, and well into next. (The Venice Biennale organisers recently 
announced the architecture edition has been rescheduled 12 months 
from now, bumping the prestigious Venice Art Biennale to the even years 
after that.)

Culture vultures everywhere are in a flap, not knowing where to settle. 
But what’s interesting is how the sector is innovating in the interim.

The MPavilion book launch, which was intended as a two-day series 
of talks and Venetian walks with the featured architects, has been 
reconfigured as a day of online Q&A sessions as part of the Virtual 
Design Festival. So on June 25, Australian architects Glenn Murcutt and 
Sean Godsell along with Amanda Levette (London), Bijoy Jain (Mumbai), 
Carme Pinós (Barcelona) and Rem Koolhaas and David Gianotten of 
OMA (Rotterdam) will address the question: “How will we live together 
now?”

Also “in attendance” will be Julia Peyton-Jones, a former director of London’s 
Serpentine Gallery who initiated its influential Summer Pavilion program in 
2000 with a temporary marquee by the late, great Dame Zaha Hadid.

Peyton-Jones is a good friend of Melbourne businesswoman and philanthropist 
Naomi Milgrom, who decided to adapt the Serpentine concept to Melbourne’s 
Queen Victoria Gardens, down by the Yarra River.

In 2014, under the auspices of her Naomi Milgrom Foundation, the owner of 
the Sussan Group of fashion brands inaugurated the MPavilion program with a 
slick, articulated metal box designed by Sean Godsell; habitable by day, lockable 
overnight.

The next year, Amanda Levete’s pavilion was composed as an open cluster of 
white resin petals swaying atop tall, black carbon fibre stems. Bijoy Jain’s was an 
elegant hut-like structure made from bamboo and rope; OMA’s a gridded riff on 
an ancient amphitheatre; Murcutt’s inspired by the wing of a light plane under 
which he picnicked in the heat of the Mexican jungle back in the late-1980s.

The 2015 MPavilion, 
designed by British 
architect Amanda Levete, 
swayed in the summer 
breeze. Rory Gardiner



Milgrom intends these transient structures to stimulate conversations around 
architecture, design, and the future of urban centres. With an intense schedule 
of free events every day over the summer months, as eye-catching as they 
undoubtedly are, the pavilions ultimately act as platforms for a broad range of 
cultural activities for the people of Melbourne.

In other words, what goes on inside and around each MPavilion is as important 
as the structure is significant.

This year, however, there will be no MPavilion since the architects Milgrom had 
commissioned have been in lockdown and unable to travel.

But here’s where a very specific aspect of the MPavilion program comes into 
play. Unlike the Serpentine structures, which are often sold to the highest 
private bidder or simply dismantled when the autumn comes, each MPavilion 
has been given by Milgrom to the City of Melbourne for permanent installation 
once its first incarnation is finished.

This means that, while this year the Queen Victoria Gardens will be used for 
informal gatherings (a kind of ghost site), each of the previous MPavilions will 
be programmed across the city.

Jain’s bamboo structure, now at home at Melbourne Zoo and the stomping 
ground of puppet dinosaurs, will run a summer-long program mostly for 
children. Koolhaas and Gianotten’s amphitheatre, at the Clayton campus of 
Monash University, will stage events aimed at the local community. Levete’s, 
down at Docklands, will become the MPavilion 2020 hub; Godsell’s now 
occupies the courtyard garden of the Hellenic Museum and has the advantage 
of a very good kitchen. Murcutt’s will be installed on the grounds of Melbourne 
University and Pinós’ at a city location still to be confirmed.

These last will be nodes on a walkable nexus of pavilions across the CBD.

Businesswoman and philanthropist 
Naomi Milgrom modelled her MPavilion 
program on London’s Serpentine Summer 
Pavilions. Steven Chee



“Operating such different architectural propositions at 
incredibly diverse locations will allow us to develop really 
nuanced programming for each site,” says Sam Redston, the 
director of MPavilion programming.

As the programming has evolved, Redston has placed increasing emphasis on 
community engagement. “It’s not about programming from on high,” he insists, 
“but about reflecting and augmenting values and interests of those who are 
going to use the pavilions.”

With all six MPavilions activated, MPavilion: Encounters With Design & 
Architecture becomes a kind of de facto guide to some of the nation’s most 
idiosyncratic cultural infrastructure.

It’s a hefty, picture-heavy tome beautifully designed by Studio Ongarato 
with texts by a fine line-up of international writers (and, full disclosure, an 
introduction by yours truly).

It’s interesting to read their global perspectives on a local initiative. As Rory 
Hyde, the Melbourne-born curator of contemporary architecture and urbanism 
at London’s Victoria & Albert Museum, writes about his encounter with Levete’s 
pavilion: “This is architecture at its most disembodied. Barely there, and yet at 
the same time, undoubtedly, there.”

 Aric Chen, curator at large of Hong Kong’s M+ Museum, recounts the frisson of 
contradiction he felt on seeing Jain’s Indian-style pavilion in a garden dedicated 
to the monarch of the English empire.

British architecture critic Caroline Roux points out the shared admiration 
Milgrom and Catalan architect Pinós have for Basque couturier Cristobal 
Balenciaga (that by implication might suggest antecedent to the tucks and folds 
of Pinós’ 2018 MPavilion).

This means that, in effect, you need not go all the way to Venice to access some 
of the brightest architectural minds. BYO bellinis.

Need to know

MPavilion: Encounters with Design & Architecture (Thames & Hudson), 
with an introduction by Stephen Todd, is available for pre-order at 
naomimilgromfoundation.org.

The video design conference will take place on June 25 at dezeen.com.

The MPavilion 2020 programming – which incorporates talks, workshops, 
music, dance and a children’s events – runs an open call-out for expressions of 
interest, which is open until July 5. To have your say, head to mpavilion.org.

MPavilion will be open from November 12 2020 and run to March 21 2021.


