


DOUGLAS SNELLING: PAN-PACIFIC MODERN DESIGN  
AND ARCHITECTURE

Douglas Burrage Snelling (1916–85) was one of Britain’s significant emigré archi-
tects and designers. Born in Kent and educated in New Zealand, he became one of 
Australia’s leading mid-century architects, of luxury residences and commercial build-
ings, and a trend-setting designer of furniture, interiors and landscapes. This is the 
first comprehensive study of Snelling’s pan-Pacific life, works and trans-disciplinary 
significance. It provides a critical examination of this recently controversial modernist, 
revealing him to be a colourful and talented protagonist who led antipodean inter-
pretations of American, especially Wrightian and southern Californian, architecture, 
design and lifestyle innovations.
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three ‘smart light’ festivals in Sydney and Singapore.



Ashgate Studies in Architecture Series

SERIES EDITOR: EAMONN CANNIFFE, MANCHESTER SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE,

MANCHESTER METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY, UK

The discipline of Architecture is undergoing subtle transformation as design awareness 

permeates our visually dominated culture. Technological change, the search for 

sustainability and debates around the value of place and meaning of the architectural 

gesture are aspects which will affect the cities we inhabit.

This series seeks to address such topics, both theoretically and in practice, through the 

publication of high quality original research, written and visual.

Other titles in this series

Phenomenologies of the City

Studies in the History and Philosophy of Architecture

Edited by Henriette Steiner and Maximilian Sternberg

ISBN 978 1 4094 5479 3

From Formalism to Weak Form: The Architecture

and Philosophy of Peter Eisenman

Stefano Corbo

ISBN 978 1 4724 4314 4

Forthcoming titles in this series

The Practice Turn in Architecture: Brussels after 1968

Isabelle Doucet

ISBN 978 1 4724 3735 8

Global Perspectives on Critical Architecture

Praxis Reloaded

Edited by Gevork Hartoonian

ISBN 978 1 4724 3813 3

Healing Spaces, Modern Architecture, and the Body

Sarah Schrank and Didem Ekici

ISBN 978 1 4724 7083 6

On Discomfort

Moments in a Modern History of Architectural Culture

Edited by Andrew Leach and David Ellison

ISBN 978 1 4724 5533 8



Douglas Snelling

Pan-Pacific Modern Design and Architecture

Davina Jackson



First published 2017 
by Routledge 
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

 2017 Davina Jackson

The right of Davina Jackson to be identified as author of this work has been 
asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing 
from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation 
without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Names: Jackson, Davina, author. | Snelling, Douglas, 1916-1985.
Title: Douglas Snelling : pan-Pacific modern design and architecture / 

Davina Jackson.
Description: New York : Routledge, 2016. | Series: Ashgate studies in 

architecture series | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2016023990 | ISBN 9781472459886 (hardback : alk. paper)
Subjects: LCSH: Snelling, Douglas, 1916–1985—Criticism and interpretation. 

| Midcentury modern (Architecture)—Pacific Area. | Design—Pacific 
Area—History—20th century.

Classification: LCC NA1605.S64 J33 2016 | DDC 720.92—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016023990

ISBN: 978-1-4724-5988-6 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-57801-9 (ebk)

Typeset in Myriad Pro
by Swales & Willis Ltd, Exeter, Devon, UK



Contents

List of illustrations	 vi
Acknowledgements	 xvii
Preface	 xix

PART I: LIFE	 1

1	 Childhood 1916–1937	 3

2	 Allure of Hollywood 1937–1940	 10

3	 Early Australian career 1940–1955	 23

4	 Architectural maturity 1955–1966	 54

5	 Diversions and denouement 1966–1985	 77

PART II: WORK	 99

6	 Furniture	 101

7	 Interiors	 123

8	 Architecture | Landscapes	 156
8.1 Residences | Organic  172
8.2 Residences | Functional  186
8.3 Residences | Fantasy  198
8.4 Commercial architecture  212
8.5 Environmental design  219

9	 Contexts and conclusions	 229

Appendix: Projects by date	 243
Bibliography	 248
Index 	 268



Illustrations

Most images were obtained from the Estate of Douglas B. Snelling Architect (hereafter 
the ‘Snelling Estate’), managed in Sydney by Douglas Snelling’s eldest son, Christopher 
Snelling, or from published articles on Snelling and his work. Most photographs of his 
furniture and pre-1950s interiors were taken by Ray Leighton, photographs of projects 
after 1950 were mostly by Max Dupain. Many were supplied courtesy of the Original 
Materials Branch of the Mitchell Library/State Library of New South Wales, Sydney.

COVER � Perspective by Douglas Snelling of the Bowes house, Clareville, 
Sydney (Unbuilt), 1965

	 I.1	 Studio portrait of Douglas Snelling, taken in Sydney, ca. early 1940s, 
photographer unknown, Snelling Estate	 xix

	 1.1	 The 1926 Wellington street directory listed Snelling’s parents at 328  
Tinakori Road, Thorndon; now the address of a popular restaurant,  
author photograph, ca. 2003	 4

	 1.2	 This ‘California bungalow’ at 22 Jones Street, Wanganui, was an early  
1930s home of Snelling’s family, author photograph, ca. 2003	 5

	 1.3	 Snelling’s first significant publicity as a promising display and graphic  
designer in Wanganui, New Zealand: The New Zealand Free Lance, 1937,  
‘Plunge with posters’, 7 July, p. 11, Snelling Estate	 6

	 2.1	 Photograph ca. 1937–1938 of Snelling (right) checking a  
sound console, with an unidentified companion on a Hollywood  
film set, Snelling Estate	 12

	 2.2	 Photograph ca. late 1937 of Snelling waterskiing at Catalina Island,  
off Los Angeles, Snelling Estate	 13

	 2.3	 One of Snelling’s 1938–1939 New Zealand-published reports on the  
Hollywood movie industry, featuring his cartoon portraits of stars he  
had met on film sets there. Douglas Snelling, 1938, ‘A star in person:  
Errol Flynn’, New Zealand Free Lance, 21 April, p. 46, Snelling Estate	 15



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS    vii

	 2.4	 Snelling at the microphone: a 1939 studio photograph to promote his  
2ZB radio broadcasts of Hollywood movie information, Snelling Estate	 18

	 2.5	 Slide illustrated by Snelling for his 1938 ‘Cinema Chats’ to audiences at 
Wellington screenings of new Hollywood movies, Snelling Estate	 19

	 2.6	 Snelling-designed flyer for Warner Bros., promoting 1939 film releases  
to NZ cinema proprietors, Snelling Estate	 20

  3.1	 Sydney studio portrait of Nancy Springhall, ca. 1942, before she  
married Snelling in 1945, courtesy the late Nancy Springhall	 24

	 3.2	 Advertisement for Kreisler radios, almost certainly designed by  
Snelling. ‘The radio of the future: now!’, 1945, Snelling Estate	 25

	 3.3	 Snelling and cartoons he painted around interior walls of the U.S.  
Navy Enlisted Mens Club at Potts Point in 1944–1945. Decoration  
and Glass, 1948, ‘Technique of murals’, March–April, p. 19 	 26

	 3.4	 Snelling’s first chair designs, inspired by Alvar Aalto’s 1930s precedents, 
Cavalcade, 1945, ‘Your post-war interior’, June, p. 66, Snelling Estate  
and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 27

	 3.5	 Snelling’s first known architectural drawing ca. 1945, to convert a  
military surplus barrel vault steel ‘Quonset’ hut into a sun-responsive  
dwelling, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 28

	 3.6	 Snelling construction drawing for his first webbing chair, prototyped  
in 1945 and sold publicly from 1946, courtesy Palmerston Estate and  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 28

	 3.7	 One side of a 1946 trifold brochure for ‘the Snelling line’ of chairs,  
which sold briefly at Sydney’s Anthony Hordern & Sons department  
store, courtesy Snelling and Palmerston Estates, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 29

	 3.8	 Lounge chairs by American designer Ralph Rapson and made 
and marketed by H.G. Knoll Associates, New York, from 1942	 30

	 3.9	 Snelling’s first retail fitout, the Etam Pty Ltd glove shop, photographed  
by Ray Leighton, Decoration and Glass, 1947, ‘Etam retail glove shop’,  
March–April, p. 16, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 31

3.10	 Sydney Snow Model Display Salon, Decoration and Glass, 1947,  
‘Department store displayed’, November–December, p. 22,  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 31

3.11	 Lillian Park Avenue clothing shop, New York, designed by  
Morris Ketchum Jr, Emrich Nicholson, 1945, Contemporary Shops  
in the United States, p. 31	 32

3.12	 Article and sketch by Snelling, with photo by Ray Leighton, showing  
lighting and merchandising strategies at the Etam glove shop,  
Douglas B. Snelling, 1947, ‘The retail store . . . a problem of design’,  
Rydges, 1 March, p. 217	 33



viii    LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

3.13	 Sketch of the first Googie’s coffee shop, designed by John Lautner,  
at Sunset and Crescent Heights Boulevards, Los Angeles, original in  
Getty Research Institute, John Lautner archive	 34

3.14	 Los Angeles architect Craig Ellwood (Johnnie Burke), who worked  
briefly near Snelling in Beverly Hills in 1947, courtesy the Estate of  
Craig Ellwood, Los Angeles	 35

3.15	 Snelling’s ‘four courters’ plan for the W.O. Hay house, St Ives, NSW,  
was inspired by Richard Neutra’s pinwheel plan for the  
Edgar J. Kaufmann Desert House, 1946, Architecture and Arts,  
1954, ‘Douglas Snelling, architect: “Four courters house”, Sydney’,  
September, cover, pp. 22–25, SLNSW	 36

3.16	 American magazine article, with Ray Leighton photo, promoting one of 
Snelling’s early Sydney modular house concepts, Arts and Architecture,  
1950, ‘Small house for mid-suburban lot: Douglas Snelling architect’, 
 January, pp. 35–36, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 37

3.17	 American Thermador stainless steel appliances in the kitchen of  
Snelling’s Kelly House 1, Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 38

3.18	 Product sketches for ‘the Snelling module’ storage furniture, from a  
Functional Products Pty Ltd catalogue ca. late 1940s, Palmerston Estate	 38

3.19	 Snelling perspective sketch for the children’s shoes department  
at the Sydney Snow department store, Decoration and Glass, 1948, 
 ‘Kiddies’ shoe department: Designer Douglas B. Snelling Associates’,  
July–August, pp. 10–13, 57, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 39

3.20	 Japanese landscaping at Snelling’s first built residence, the  
Neutra-inspired W.O. Hay house, St Ives (1949–1953), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 40

3.21	 Before and after elevations for Snelling’s conversion of the  
Lamington Hall boarding house to modern offices for the Hartford  
Fire Insurance Co. (1951–1953), Snelling Estate	 41

3.22	 Photograph ca. 2004 of the cedar-clad southwest corner of the  
Snelling House 1 at Northbridge (1949–1955), seen after 1996  
renovations by Alexander Tzannes Associates	 44

3.23	 Entrance facade of the Snelling-designed Armco Steel Co.,  
factory and offices at Kirrawee (1953–1956), photo Max Dupain,  
Snelling Estate	 45

3.24	 Recent street view of Snelling’s Keith Smith House,  
Mosman (1955–1958)	 45

3.25	 Facade of the J.H. Liddle and Epstein building at East Circular  
Quay (1954–1956), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 46



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS﻿    ix

3.26	 Echoes of Frank Lloyd Wright in Snelling’s award-winning Kelly House 1,  
Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 47

3.27	 Magazine spread showing a Max Dupain night photo of the  
Kelly House 1, Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), The Australian Women’s  
Weekly, 1956, ‘Experts choose this Sydney home as . . . House of the  
Year’, 20 June, pp. 15–19 	 47

	 4.1	 Snelling’s perspective drawing for the Kelly House 1, Bellevue Hill  
(1953–1955), showing sandstone retaining walls and grass terraces  
to the north and east, Snelling Estate	 55

	 4.2	 Snelling’s axonometric drawing of the main bedroom suite for the  
Kelly House 1, Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), Snelling Estate	 55

	 4.3	 Mid-1940s Los Angeles residences by Wright’s followers Gordon Drake  
and Richard Neutra were echoed in Snelling’s design of the guest living  
room at the Kelly House 1, Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 56

	 4.4	 Exterior view of the koi carp pond flowing into the living room of the  
Assef house, Bellevue Hill (1964), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 57

	 4.5	 Interior view of the koi carp pond at the Assef house, Bellevue  
Hill (1964), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 58

	 4.6	 Wright-inspired sandstone fireplace at the Kelly House 1,  
Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 59

	 4.7	 Snelling’s second Architecture and Arts magazine cover, showing  
his concept sketch for the Keith Smith house, Mosman (1955–1958),  
Architecture and Arts, 1956, ‘Keith Smith house designed by Douglas B. 
Snelling architect’, February, cover, p. 31, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 59

	 4.8	 Snelling’s 1956 ‘before’ plan of structures on his 84 Kambala Road  
(corner Sheldon Crescent), Bellevue Hill, property, Snelling Estate	 61

	 4.9	 Snelling’s 1956 ‘after’ plan for converting his Bellevue Hill site into a  
luxury home and professional architectural studio, Snelling Estate	 61

4.10	 Gas flares and a firepit around Snelling’s swimming pool at the Snelling  
House 2, Bellevue Hill, shown on the December 1971 cover of the  
Illumination Engineering Society’s journal, IES Lighting Review,  
photographer unknown, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 62

4.11	 A classic of Snelling’s Functional period of residential architecture,  
the Blau House (1958), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 63

4.12	 The partially prefabricated Brauer-Flower holiday house, Akolele,  
near Tilba, Tilba, on the NSW south coast (1959). Brauer family  
photograph ca. early 1960s, courtesy Stephen Lyne	 63

4.13	 North and west facades of the Bibaringa apartment building at  
Double Bay (1962–1963), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 64



4.14	 Japanese landscaping on both sides of the entrance to  
Snelling’s Bibaringa apartment building (1962–1963), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 64

4.15	 Interior of a unit at the Roslyn Gardens bachelor flats (1963),  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 66

4.16	 Landscaped entrance to the Roslyn Gardens bachelor flats (1963),  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 66

4.17	 Photograph by Douglas Snelling of his wife Patricia at  
Angkor Wat (1963), Snelling Estate	 67

4.18	 Portrait ca. 1964 of Douglas Snelling in his home studio, with recent 
Cambodian rubbings on the wall, photo by Max Dupain, Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 68

4.19	 Elevation drawings of the Assef house, Bellevue Hill (1964), Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 69

4.20	 Perspective sketch of the Arthur F. Little house at Clareville  
(1964–1965), Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 70

	 5.1	 West elevation of the Arthur F. Little house, Yoorami, (1964–1965),  
seen from its jetty at Clareville Beach, photo by Max Dupain,  
Snelling Estate	 78

	 5.2	 Award-winning lighting at the Arthur F. Little house, Yoorami,  
Clareville (1964–1965), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 79

	 5.3	 View from Sydney Harbour of the south elevation of the Kelly House 2,  
Tahiti, Vaucluse (1965–1967), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate	 79

	 5.4	 View over the entrance drive and shingled roofs of the  
Arthur F. Little house, Yoorami, Clareville (1964–1965), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate 	 80

	 5.5	 Entrance and malthoid-tiled roof with north-facing skylight at the  
Kelly House 2, Tahiti, Vaucluse (1965–1967), photo by Max Dupain,  
Snelling Estate	 80

	 5.6	 Khmer antiquities in a corner of Snelling’s living room ca. late 1960s,  
Snelling Estate	 81

	 5.7	 The infinity pool at Snelling’s Kelly House 2, Tahiti, Vaucluse  
(1965–1967), photo by Jim Whitelock, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 82

	 5.8	 Snelling’s integrated landscape concepts are evident in his  
elevation drawings for the Kelly House 2, Tahiti, Vaucluse  
(1965–1967), Snelling Estate	 83

	 5.9	 Snelling’s integrated landscape scheme for the Bowes house,  
Clareville (designed 1965, unbuilt), Snelling Estate	 83

x    LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS



5.10	 Snelling’s perspective drawing of a streetfront rock garden for the  
Assef house, Bellevue Hill (1964), SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 84

5.11	 Snelling’s K13 submarine memorial at Pennant Hills (1963),  
photo by the author ca. 2004	 84

5.12	 Snelling’s perspective drawing for a rooftop seminar centre at the  
Max Factor offices in Glebe (1967–1968), SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 85

5.13	 Snelling’s perspective for the Louis Nawa house on a sloping  
corner site in Noumea, New Caledonia (1968–1970), Jim Whitelock,  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 85

5.14	 The Jean and Betty Nawa house, Bettina Paradise at Mont Mou,  
Noumea, New Caledonia (1968–1969), photo by Jim Whitelock,  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 86

5.15	 Snelling’s perspective for the Jean and Betty Nawa house,  
Bettina Paradise, at Mont Mou, Noumea, New Caledonia  
(1968–1969), courtesy Jim Whitelock	 86

5.16	 Snelling’s perspective sketch of a prefabricated steel-framed  
project house concept, for Noumea property developer Jean Nawa  
(1968), SLNSW MLMSS 8801 and PXD 778	 87

5.17	 Ceramic mural by sculptor Gerard Havekes in the living room of  
Snelling’s Arthur F. Little house, Yoorami, Clareville (1964–1965),  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 87

5.18	 Family residential compound scheme (designed 1970, unbuilt) for  
Pierre Bourgeois on a waterfront site at Vila, New Hebrides  
(now Vanuatu), SLNSW MLMSS 8801 and PXD 778	 88

5.19	 Holiday resort contour plan for developer Pierre Bourgeois and a  
site on Erakor Lagoon, Vila, New Hebrides (drafted 1970, unbuilt),  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801 and PXD 778	 88

5.20	 Snelling’s watercolour concept perspective for the Likuri Lei island  
resort near Nadi, Fiji (designed 1970, unbuilt), Snelling Estate 	 88

5.21	 Dining pavilion at the Vladimir Ossipoff-designed Outrigger  
Canoe Club on Waikiki Beach, Honolulu, photo by the author ca.  
February 2004	 92

5.22	 The Vladimir Ossipoff-designed house at Black Point Road,  
Diamond Head, where the Snellings lived from 1979 to 1985,  
photo by Marion Dudek, ca. 1980	 93

5.23	 Douglas Snelling and Marianne Sparre at Honolulu’s Halekulani Hotel,  
photo by Marion Dudek, ca. August 1980	 93

	 6.1	 ‘Snelling line’ armchairs and footstool on the cover of Australian House  
and Garden, August 1955, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 102

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS﻿    xi



	 6.2	 ‘Snelling line’ Series 464 bentarm lounge chair, made by Functional  
Products in Queensland maple with cotton webbing straps,  
photo ca. late 1940s, Palmerston Estate, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 103

	 6.3	 ‘Snelling line’ Series 464 armless lounge chair, showing the ‘Basic Form’  
seat and back unit, made by Functional Products in Queensland maple  
with cotton webbing straps, photo ca. late 1940s, Palmerston  
Estate, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 104

	 6.4	 ‘Snelling line’ Series 464 rocker-base lounge chair, made by Functional  
Products in Queensland maple with cotton webbing straps,  
photo ca. late 1940s, Palmerston Estate, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 105

	 6.5	 ‘Snelling line’ Series 464 armchair, made by Functional Products in  
Queensland maple with cotton webbing straps, photo ca.  
late 1940s, Palmerston Estate, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 106

	 6.6	 Jens Risom Series 600 dining chair, designed 1941 and marketed  
by New York manufacturer H.G. Knoll Associates from 1942	 107

	 6.7	 Advertisement for ‘the Rapson line’ of chairs, designed by  
Ralph Rapson and marketed from 1945 by New York  
manufacturer H.G. Knoll, which advertised regularly in the California 
magazine Arts and Architecture	 108

	 6.8	 Bruno Mathsson ‘Working Chair’ (1933–1936), with beech frame and  
jute webbing, original in Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Montréal	 109

	 6.9	 Functional Products brochure illustration showing component  
possibilities for the ‘Snelling module’ range of cabinets, ca. early 1950s, 
Palmerston Estate, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 109

6.10	 One of the ‘Relaxation Chairs’ range (1947–1949) by Melbourne  
furniture designer Grant Featherston, National Gallery of Victoria 	 110

6.11	 Hi-fidelity record playing cabinet custom-designed by Snelling, ca.  
early 1950s, photo Max Dupain, Snelling Estate, Sydney, SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 111

6.12	 Two concept renderings by Snelling of built-in cabinets for post-war  
homes, Cavalcade, 1945, ‘Your post war interior’, May, p. 62, SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 112

6.13	 Late-career sketches for a ‘Snelling Gizai Furniture’ range of outdoor  
lounge seating, ink on tracing paper, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 113

6.14	 Publicity photo of the Kriesler Sealed Model 114 radio set, with a  
streamline Bakelite case probably designed by Snelling when he  
worked for Kriesler ca. 1944–1945, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 114

6.15	 Photo montage of ‘PostWar American Radios’, Radio and  
Electrical Retailer, 14 February, p. 38, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 115

xii    LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS



6.16	 ‘Snelling line’ dining chairs in the Snelling-designed American  
National Club dining room, Sydney (1947), photo by Ray Leighton,  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801 	 116

6.17	 Functional Products catalogue sheet for the ‘Snelling line’ cabinets,  
tables and desk/dining chairs, ca. late 1940s, Palmerston Estate,  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 117

	 7.1	 Snelling’s first retail interior, the Aalto-influenced Etam glove shop,  
Sydney (1946–1947), photo probably by Ray Leighton, Decoration  
and Glass, 1947, ‘Etam retail glove shop’, March–April, pp. 16–17	 124

	 7.2	 Article by Snelling on modern approaches to retail design, using his  
own sketches and Ray Leighton photos of Snelling’s Etam glove shop;  
Doug Snelling, 1947, ‘The retail store . . . a problem of design’, Rydges,  
1 March, pp. 216–217	 125

	 7.3	 Douglas Snelling, ca. 1964, photo Max Dupain, Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 126

	 7.4	 A Snelling-renovated flat in Point Piper, using his furniture made by  
Functional Products; John Wentworth, 1951, ‘New face forward’,  
The Australian Home Beautiful, April, pp. 36–37, 39, 40 	 126

	 7.5	 Undulating ceiling of timber dowels in the reception area of the  
Matson Lines booking office (1956), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 130

	 7.6	 Pan American World Airways booking office (1956), photo by Max  
Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 131

	 7.7	 Snelling’s sketch detail for the California Chocolate Shop (1949),  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 133

	 7.8	 Snelling’s dining room and staircase at the Kelly House 1,  
Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate  
and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 134

	 7.9	 Dining room and kitchen-entertaining zone at the Assef house,  
Bellevue Hill (1964), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 135

7.10	 Living room and fireplace at the Blau house, Mosman (1959–1962),  
photo Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 136

7.11	 Sunken bar and billiards room at the Arthur F. Little house,  
Clareville (1964–1965), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 136

7.12	 Display suite for the Bibaringa ‘homes in the sky’, Double Bay  
(1962–1963), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 137

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS﻿    xiii



7.13	 Display suite for a Roslyn Gardens bachelor unit, Elizabeth Bay  
(1963), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 138

7.14	 Men’s dining room in a basement area at the American National  
Club, Sydney (1947), photo by Ray Leighton, Snelling Estate and  
SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 139

7.15	 Snelling’s perspective of a basement scheme for the Dasi Pen Shop,  
Sydney (1947), Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 140

7.16	 Entrance to the office-showroom of Bruck Fabrics, Sydney (1953–1954),  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 145

7.17	 Woolworths Executive Suite, Sydney (1963–1964), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 149

7.18	 Plan of the Woolworths Executive Suite, Sydney (1963–1964), Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801/01	 150

	 8.1	 East elevation of an accommodation building for the Tassiriki  
Park Estate concept, Vanuatu (1971), Snelling Estate	 157

	 8.2	 The infinity swimming pool at the Kelly House 2, Tahiti, Vaucluse  
(1965–1967), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 157

	 8.3	 Perspective of the Functional Products Pty Ltd factory, St Peters  
(1947), SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 158

	 8.4	 Plan and model of ‘build-as-you-earn house’, illustrating a 1950 profile  
article on Snelling, People, 1950, ‘A young man with ideas’, 10 May,  
pp. 25–27, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 158

	 8.5	 A Wright-style sandstone fireplace divided the living and dining  
areas in Snelling’s first built residence, the W.O. Hay house, St Ives  
(1949–1953), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 160

	 8.6	 Oriental water garden beside the entrance to Snelling’s lower-ground  
floor home studio, Snelling House 2, Bellevue Hill (1956–1962).  
‘Tropical rain’ could be switched to fall from the living room balcony  
at right, photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 161

	 8.7	 Taliesin West-inspired angled beams and a moat along the entrance  
facade to the Arthur F. Little house, Clareville (1964–1965), photo by  
the author ca. 2003 	 162

	 8.8	 Living room of Gordon Drake’s Spillman house, Los Angeles (1946),  
photo by Julius Shulman, courtesy Getty Research Institute	 163

	 8.9	 Street view of the Mueller house, Bellevue Hill (1958–1963), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 164

xiv    LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS



8.10	 Snelling emulated the saddleback rooflines of traditional Batak huts  
at Lake Toba, Sumatra, which he may have seen on his 1940 cruise  
from New Zealand to Sydney via Indonesia 	 165

8.11	 Renovated dining and living area at the Zalapa house, El Retiro,  
Castle Hill, ca. late 1940s, Nora Cooper, 1952, ‘Australian home  
remoulded for Mexican family’, The Australian Home Beautiful,  
October, pp. 36–39, SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 172

8.12	 Perspectives of the unbuilt Hauslaib house (1949), SLNSW  
PICMAN Archive, PXD 874	 173

8.13	 At the Snelling House 1, Northbridge (1949–1956), the carport  
roof folded downwards to shelter a steep staircase to the front door,  
photo by the author ca. 2003 	 178

8.14	 Publicity of Snelling’s early Audette apartment renovations,  
Point Piper (1954), Architecture, 1954, ‘Alterations to house at  
Point Piper’, October–December, p. 148	 180

8.15	 Courtyard swimming pool and guest/relaxation unit at the Kelly  
House 1, Bellevue Hill (1953–1955), photo by Max Dupain,  
Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 183

8.16	 Plan and section of the Keith Smith house, Mosman (1955–1958),  
Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 185

8.17	 Dining room and kitchen, seen from the verandah, at the  
Blau house, Mosman (1959–1962), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801 	 187

8.18	 Street view of the landscaped front lawn beside the driveway of  
the Assef house, Bellevue Hill (1964), photo by Max Dupain,  
Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 188

8.19	 Rear facade of the Assef house, Bellevue Hill (1964), photo by 
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 188

8.20	 Scandinavian styling of a timber screen and staircase from the entry  
lobby to upstairs bedrooms at the Assef house, Bellevue Hill (1964),  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 189

8.21	 Site plan of Bibaringa, Double Bay (1962–1963), Snelling Estate and  
SLNSW PICMAN Archive, PXD 778	 191

8.22	 Typical floor plan of Bibaringa, Double Bay (1962–1963), Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW PICMAN Archive, PXD 778	 191

8.23	 Two-storey rear section of the Mulholland house, Kensington  
(1961–1962), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 195

8.24	 West elevation and section for Snelling’s last Sydney building, the  
Bolin house, Terrigal (1972–1975), drawings by David Gray, SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 198

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS﻿    xv



8.25	 Carport and sculptured roof of the Kelly House 2, Tahiti, Vaucluse  
(1965–1966), incorporating a skylight over the central palm court,  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 199

8.26	 Living room balcony and external staircase to the garden of the  
Snelling House 2, Bellevue Hill (1957–1961), photo by Max Dupain,  
Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 201

8.27	 Elevation drawings of the Bowes house (1965, unbuilt), Snelling  
Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 204

8.28	 Cocktail bar (with sunken serving zone off the kitchen) at the  
Arthur F. Little house, Yoorami, Clareville (1964–1965), photo by  
Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and Sydney: SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 206

8.29	 Wright-inspired cedar light ‘trees’ beside the driveway and letterbox  
at the Arthur F. Little house, Yoorami, Clareville (1964–1965), photo  
by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 207

8.30	 A monumental stone wall contained the carport and entry stairs to  
the Louis Nawa house, Noumea (1968–1969), photo by  
Scott Balmforth ca. 2003	 210

8.31	 Landscaping beside the entry stairs to the Hartford Fire Insurance  
building, Sydney (1952–1953), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate  
and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 213

8.32	 Plan of the Armco Steel Co. factory and administration building,  
Kirrawee (1954), SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 215

8.33	 Elevation of the J.H. Liddle and Epstein office building, Sydney  
(1954–1956), photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW  
MLMSS 8801	 216

8.34	 Sunlight played through the brise-soleil on the east and west  
facades of the J.H. Liddle and Epstein building, Sydney (1954–1956),  
photo by Max Dupain, Snelling Estate and SLNSW MLMSS 8801	 217

8.35	 Site plan of the Likuri Lei resort for Likuri Island, near Nadi, Fiji  
(1970, unbuilt), Snelling Estate	 218

8.36	 North elevation of the proposed hotel at the Tassiriki Park Estate,  
Port Vila, Vanuatu (1970–1971, unbuilt), Snelling Estate	 218

8.37	 Waterside terrace houses for the Tassiriki Park Estate for  
Port Vila, Vanuatu (1970–1971, unbuilt), Snelling Estate	 221

8.38	 Waterside housing concept for Tassiriki Park (1970–1971, 
unbuilt) Snelling Estate	 221

  9.1	 Key aspects of the mid-twentieth century American Tiki style  
movement; diagram by Sven A. Kirsten, 1992	 230

xvi    LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS



Acknowledgements

Thanks are due to several hundred people who supported the first comprehensive 
record of Douglas Snelling’s exceptional life and career. My crucial project part-
ner has been Snelling’s eldest son, Christopher, who introduced me to his father’s 
archive of press clippings and Max Dupain photographs in 2002. Christopher facil-
itated valuable co-operation from other surviving relatives and key friends of his 
father and mother, Patrica Gale. Two other vital collaborators were Snelling’s former 
chief associates, John Hunt and James (Jim) Whitelock, who best knew his architec-
ture affairs from the mid-1950s to the late 1960s.

Initial factual research relied on archive searches by New Zealand geneographer 
Brian Shaw and Sydney historians Bernadette Carr and Margaret Winstanley. Thanks 
also to Sydney architect Andrew Kovac who provided three undergraduate disserta-
tions on Snelling, by himself, Gary Pemberton and James P. Trevilion, written while 
they were students at the former New South Wales Institute of Technology. Two 
other helpful theses were written by Jacqueline Urford, on Peter Muller and Bruce 
Rickard, Snelling’s younger 1950s architect rivals in Sydney.

Early encouragement came from Australian Broadcasting Corporation executives 
Mark Wakely and Steven Alward, who live in Bibaringa, one of two Snelling-designed 
apartment buildings. Pivotal in my decision to proceed was Professor Harriet Edquist, 
who as head of RMIT University’s School of Architecture and Design in 2003 pro-
vided a three-year scholarship and agreed to supervise this thesis with her colleague 
Doug Evans. Also helpful initially with academic and history insights was University 
of New South Wales Professor James Weirick, who diverted me to investigate other 
mid-twentieth-century Sydney architects, leading to the ‘Chronology of Sydney 
Architecture 1945–1975’, which underpins my comparisons of Snelling’s significance 
in Sydney’s post-war architectural culture.

Thanks to all who gave valuable insights into Snelling’s life, character and crea-
tions. Most valuable were his family: first wife Nancy Springhall; third wife Marianne 
Sparre-Snelling; younger children Duncan and Andrew; stepdaughter Amanda 
Youdale and her uncle John Gale; and a late-life partner in Hawaii, Gwen Carey, and 
her son Charles Trescowthick. Also Snelling’s architect contractors, notably Graeme 
Hewett, Vivian Fraser, Rein Jaaniste, Greg Banks and David Gray. Also helpful were 
Vicky Palmerston and Sue Collins, daughters of Terry Palmerston, Snelling’s business 



xviii    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS﻿

partner in Functional Products Pty Ltd. Two American friends, Marion Dudek and Rex 
Crookshanks, helped to illuminate his later years. The Dudek archive of letters from 
Snelling was especially precious to understanding his post-Sydney life, when he was 
based in Hawaii and travelling frequently.

Other interviewees and helpers (in alphabetical order) include Ross and Lenore 
Adamson, Abe and Olga Assef, Clive Austin, Doug Bell, Patricia Blau, Julie Blyth, 
Michael Bogle (biographer of Arthur Baldwinson), Pierre Bourgeois, Warwick and 
Robyn Bowes, Noni Boyd, Deidre Broughton, Michael Bryce, Elizabeth Bunny, Norm 
Butler, Peter Corrigan, Michael Crayford, June Dally-Watkins, Barry and Dorothy Davis, 
Penelope Dean, Terry Dorrough, Gordon and Jane Douglass, Michael Dysart, Krysten 
Farren-Price, Mary Featherstone, Judi Ferri, Gary Fitzsimmons, Valmae Fuller, John 
Gibbins, Penelope Gill and the NSW Historic Houses Trust Library, Richard Gillespie, 
the late Douglas Gordon, Colin Griffiths, Consuelo Guinness, Patsy Hackett (Haigh), 
Conrad Hamann, John and Pam Herman, Frank Hanson, Gerard Havekes, Anne 
Higham, Jennifer Hill, Greg Holman, Barry Holmes, Gillian and Greg Horowitz, Robert 
Irving, Russell and Pamela Jack, Paul-Alan Johnson, Patrick Keane, Ian Kelly, Penny 
Kelly, Werner (Vern) Kuchel, Jennifer Kwok, Hannah Lewi, Jim Liddle, Sid Londish, 
Stephen Lyne, Betty and Rocky McEwin, Paul McGillick, John McPhee, Nancy and 
Erroll Magnus, Libby Maher, Bob and Joy Mann, Bob Meyer, Robin Moore, Luke and 
Sigrid Mueller, Phil Myles, Betty Nawa, Chris Osborne, Laurelle Pacey, Max and Robyn 
Peacock, Jean Palmerston, Deborah Palmerston, Jennifer Phipps, Caroline Cadez, 
Ralph Rapson, John and Diane Reidl, Wendy Reid, Brendan Sanford, John and Christine 
Scott, Sheila Scotter, Eric Sierins, Keith Smith, Harold Smith, Jannene Smith, Chris and 
Moira Snelling, Robert Snelling, Adrian and Judith Snodgrass, Robert Staas, Phil and 
Peggy Stoneham, Rita Strickland, Howard Tanner, Felix Tavener, Jennifer Taylor, Ross 
Thorne, Anne-Marie van de Ven, Elizabeth van Ewijk, Dick van Leer, Robert Waldeck, 
Diana Walder, Betsy Walter, Michael Webb, Robin Wilson, and Bruce Wright. 

As well as contributors to the research, it is important to thank key international 
supporters of my attempts to publish and promote Snelling, despite concerted  
opposition from established Australasian academics and institutions. I especially 
appreciate the judgement and support of Valerie Rose and Eamonn Canniffe, 
Ashgate’s editors for this book; Maggie Patton, Richard Neville and Alex Byrne of the 
NSW State Library, who provided a large number of image scans and the library’s  
logo of endorsement; editorial staff of Routledge and its allied agencies who 
produced this book; and, Louise Cox, who persuaded fellow leaders of Sydney's 
Docomomo historians group to host a lecture on Snelling. I also received timely 
messages of empathy from leading United States historians of modern architec-
ture: Mark Jarzombek at MIT, Kenneth Frampton at Columbia, and Los Angeles 
experts Barbara Lamprecht and John Crosse. Also crucial in helping me obtain British 
Government recognition for my post-PhD endeavours were Professors Michael  
Batty and Frederic Fol Leymarie at the University of London, and my publishing 
director at Thames and Hudson, Lucas Dietrich.

Thanks also to my husband, Chris Johnson, and my Australian and New Zealand 
families, friends and acquaintances for their patience and goodwill over twelve years 
of deep focus and struggles to illuminate a man few of us met.



Preface

Douglas Snelling (1916–1985) offers an intriguing case 
of geographic diversity and critical eclecticism in the 
global culture of mid-twentieth-century modern archi-
tecture and design. He was born in England, raised 
in New Zealand, inducted to film-making, modern 
style and architecture in southern California, became 
successful as an architect and designer in Sydney, 
and pioneered mid-century modern ‘Tiki fantasy’ 
(Wright-via-Hollywood) interpretations of traditions in 
Polynesia and southeast Asia. For today’s scholars of 
modern architecture and design, he is a new character 
of significance to the chronologies of several profes-
sional disciplines, technology innovations, aesthetic 
movements and socio-cultural theories. 

This monograph, updated from a controversial 
doctoral thesis at RMIT University, Melbourne, was 
compiled to help rescue Snelling from the obscurity 
that was generated by his younger rival architects 
in 1950s–1960s Sydney and notable later writers 
about mid-century Sydney architecture. The first section (Chapters 1–5) provides a 
general biography of Snelling’s adventurous and glamorous pan-Pacific life. In the 
second section, his oeuvre is explained across the disciplines of furniture design 
(Chapter 6), commercial interiors (Chapter 7), and architecture and environmental 
design (Chapter 8). Also, his points of relevance and significance to certain major 
architecture and design theories and mid-century modern movements – including 
the ‘battle of the styles’ and ‘a new eclecticism’ (Robin Boyd, 1951), ‘American glam-
our’ in modern architecture (Alice T. Friedman, 2010), ‘critical regionalism’ (Kenneth 
Frampton, 1983), ‘good life modernism’ (Mark Jarzombek, 1990) and ‘the Sydney 
school’ (Milo Dunphy, 1962) – are posited in the introductory essays of Chapters 6–8 
and the Conclusion. Snelling’s known architecture and interiors projects are listed 
on page 243. Thanks to a digital reproductions partnership with the State Library of 
New South Wales, this book includes more than 150 images of his original magazine 

I.1  Studio 
portrait of Douglas 
Snelling, taken 
in Sydney, ca. 
early 1940s, 
photographer 
unknown, Snelling 
Estate.



xx    PREFACE﻿

publicity and projects. (The architecture was photographed mainly by Max Dupain, 
Sydney’s answer to Julius Shulman, and early furniture and interiors were docu-
mented by Ray Leighton.) The bibliography includes separate lists of author-attrib-
uted and non-bylined books and articles which illuminate Snelling, and suggestions 
for further reading to broaden interpretations of his key contexts. 

Douglas Snelling: Pan-Pacific Modern Design and Architecture is being published 
by Routledge to mark the centenary year of Snelling’s birth in the river port town 
of Gravesend, England, during the First World War. It provides readers with detailed 
personal, professional and project information, and basic comparisons and context 
insights. Many opportunities remain for historians and theorists of Pacific modern-
ism to exploit this compilation of information to strengthen their own domains of 
knowledge and debate.

Davina Jackson
Sydney 2016



PART I

Life
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1

Childhood 1916–1937

At the height of World War I in early 1916, when French and German armies had just 
begun the tumultuous Battle of Verdun, future architect Douglas Burrage Snelling 
was born at 18 Russell Road in the ancient English village of Gravesend, Kent. His 
father, Albert Edward Snelling, was noted on the 24 February birth certificate as a 
twenty-seven-year-old journeyman bootmaker. His mother was Ethel May Snelling 
(née Burrage). While nothing has been found about their activities at Eastbourne, it 
seems clear that the family left England when Douglas was young. His three sons 
believe that Albert, Ethel, and Douglas lived briefly during the early 1920s in Quito, 
the capital of Equador, while Albert helped to establish a footwear factory.1 Certainly 
the trio migrated to New Zealand in the English summer of 1924, when Albert was 
thirty-five and Douglas was eight. Ink-scripted passenger lists for the Savill & Albion 
Company steamship MV Corinthic show that they were registered by Customs in 
Auckland on 23 July, toward the end of a voyage that began in Southampton and 
terminated in the New Zealand capital, Wellington.2 Other records for the same 
ship, mastered by Captain Frank Hart, suggest that its usual route was via Colon and 
Panama, which allows speculation that the family may have boarded the Corinthic 
at the end of their possible stay in Quito. All three Snellings were contracted for the 
journey on Ticket No A981.3

Public records do not illuminate the family’s first four years in New Zealand, but 
some clues have surfaced. According to Albert’s 1962 obituary in Wellington’s morn-
ing newspaper, The Dominion, he was first employed by a national chain of footwear 
stores, R. Hannah & Co, as a salesman in their Cuba Street (central city) shop. Hannah 
& Co has not recorded its history, but other public information4 suggests that 
Albert remained with the company for most of his career, as a salesman and man-
ager of stores in several provincial New Zealand cities. In 1926, they were listed in a 
Wellington street directory at 328 Tinakori Road, Thorndon. This was a weatherboard 
shophouse (see Figure 1.1) on the main street of a hill suburb above Wellington city.

The Snellings next are listed in the 1928 Cleaves Directory for Auckland province, 
living at 95 Te Aroha Street, Claudelands, Hamilton. This suburb, on the eastern side of 
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the Waikato River which bisects the city, 
was an early twentieth-century subdivi-
sion of land previously settled by Maori 
tribes. In the same year, twelve-year-old 
Douglas was enrolled at Hamilton East 
Primary School on the corner of Grey 
and Dawson Streets, near the Waikato 
and only a short walk from the family’s 
timber house. Archives New Zealand 
holds Board of Education records of his 
academic performance for that year as 
a pupil of Standard 5A.5 His best subject 
was Drawing (22/25), then Arithmetic 
(82/100), Spelling (21/25), and Writing 
(20/25). He had lower grades in Reading 
and Composition (both 70/100) and 
nearly failed in Grammar (26/50). These 
results suggest that Douglas was gifted 
with the classic combination of talents –  
artistic, mathematic and written – 
needed for success as an architect. 
Family photographs show him as a 
handsome adolescent. His attendance 
record was well above average for his 

class, suggesting good levels of concentration on study. Although no record has 
been found of Douglas excelling in athletic and team sports, he appears fit in his 
teenage portraits and would have had many opportunities to ride horses, swim, 
fish for trout, play tennis, sail small boats and paddle canoes. These are common 
pursuits for children living in New Zealand. Also he won several golf club trophies, 
according to clippings in the family’s scrapbook of his activities during the 1930s 
and early 1940s.6

In 1930, at age fourteen, Douglas enrolled in Form 3 for the Classical (Languages, 
Mathematics, Science) course at Hamilton Boys’ High School near the family home. 
At some stage later that year, his father was transferred to manage the Hannah shop 
in Matamata, about 150 km west, and Douglas was enrolled at Matamata Junior 
High School. A few months later, the family transferred to Wanganui, 533 km south 
of Hamilton on the windy southwest coast of New Zealand’s North Island. For Albert, 
this move might have represented another Hannah & Co shop transfer, but for 
Douglas, it marked the transition from his last few years at school to the beginning 
of his professional career as a designer.

The Snellings first lived in the centre of Wanganui at 58 Nelson Street, which leads 
to Cooks Gardens, including a tennis and squash club. It is only two streets away 
from the city’s main intersection of Maria Place and Victoria Avenue, and only a short 
walk from Douglas’s new school. Later the family moved to a bungalow on the other 
side of the river, at 22 Jones Street7 (see Figure 1.2). When Douglas joined Wanganui 

1.1  The 1926 
Wellington street 
directory listed 
Snelling’s parents 
at 328 Tinakori 
Road, Thorndon; 
now the address 
of a popular 
restaurant, author 
photograph, ca. 
2003.
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Technical High, he was placed in Form 3A for the remainder of 1930, then in Form 4A 
in 1931, learning English, Mathematics, Latin, French, Chemistry and Physics, as well 
as several hours of Music, History and ‘Drill’. Some insight into Snelling’s school days 
is given in a 1950 report published in Australia’s People magazine. In the most inform-
ative (and colourful) personality profile of his career, his childhood was described in 
these terms:

As a youngster, he had little time for small-boy pleasures like playing cricket and ‘cops and 
robbers.’ He spent those precious after-school hours ‘designing’ and building toy houses. 
As far back as he can remember, he always wanted to be a designer.8

On 2 February 1932, Douglas (aged sixteen) was given a free position in the senior 
school. But for the first time, he was placed in a lower class, Form 7C. Was his aca-
demic performance now slipping? Did the school’s administrators want to place free 
students lower in status than fee-paying pupils? Another explanation might be that 
Douglas was beginning to focus his attention more seriously on artistic rather than 
scholarly pursuits. In the school records for this year, he was listed for only twenty-nine 
units (hours) of classroom time compared with fifty-four units for the two previous 
years in junior school. He dropped Latin, Physics and Music and cut back on English, 
but retained similar levels of study for Mathematics, History and French. This work-
load would have allowed him generous time for various commercial art projects. In 
1933, he was taking six hours a week of evening art classes.

By this time, Snelling’s artistic abilities included dramatic colour juxtapositions, 
adventurous typography on signs and posters, sketching cartoon likenesses of people, 

1.2  This 
‘California 
bungalow’ at 
22 Jones Street, 
Wanganui, was 
an early 1930s 
home of Snelling’s 
family, author 
photograph, ca. 
2003.
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and creating exotic three-dimensional displays. From a newspaper report in his scrap-
book,9 he was adept also at the then-unconventional medium of pastels. During 1932 
or 1933, Snelling began working as a designer, first tackling small poster design and 
visual merchandising projects at home with local shops and cinemas as clients. In a 
July 1937 article noting the imminent departure of Snelling for a job in New York (that 
never crystallized), the unnamed Wanganui correspondent for New Zealand Free Lance 
praised Snelling’s artistic and entrepreneurial abilities (see Figure 1.3):

To see his posters, you would hardly believe that he hasn’t had a lesson in his life; 
but from a small boy he lived with a pencil between his fingers. From a mere hobby, 
starting four years ago doing posters for the picture theatres, he now employs two 
other lads and they are all as busy as bees. . . . 

In the summer, he and his boys got a great kick out of designing a stunning ‘float’ 
which was entered in the carnival procession. The whole thing was done in lemon 
yellow, orange and black, with glitter green, white and silver finish.10

Snelling also saw opportunities to exploit the antipodean popularity of the 
British monarchy. For example, he sold posters and town decorations for the 1934 

1.3  Snelling’s 
first significant 
publicity as a 
promising display 
and graphic 
designer in 
Wanganui, New 
Zealand: The New 
Zealand Free Lance, 
1937, ‘Plunge with 
posters’, 7 July, p. 
11, Snelling Estate.
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Wanganui visit of Prince Henry, the Duke of Gloucester (third son of King George 
V), who had arrived in New Zealand to open a session of Parliament in Wellington. 
New Zealand Free Lance explained that although he ‘missed a golden opportunity’ to 
design decorative signs for King George’s Silver Jubilee in 1935, he built some spec-
tacular displays for the Coronation of King Edward VIII in 1936.11

So excellent were they that orders poured in and he had to employ a carpenter to 
build the structural displays. One store ordered replicas of the Imperial State Crown, 
the Orb and the Sceptre, which helped win for it a first prize in the Coronation 
window dressing competition.12

Already, the young artist was developing bold ambitions to go much further as a 
designer, indicated by these recollections given to People in 1950: 

When he matriculated at 17, he told his parents he had decided to become a great 
architect. They received this intelligence with the kind of detached interest normal 
parents show in a kid’s ambition to be a great film star. But young Douglas was 
obdurate, refusing to take any interest in the professions suggested by his father. The 
boy was smart enough to realize that, if he wanted to become an architect, he would 
have to get there on his own steam. Disregarding gentle ragging from friends and 
family, he set up a ‘designing’ business in his home town, Wanganui, North Island. 
Over the door of his shop hung a sign, Douglas B. Snelling, Designer. This appears 
today on his furniture. For a moderate fee, he offered to design anything from a pin 
box to an office building. He worked night and day over his drawing board and, 
recalling these early years, says proudly that not one of his Wanganui customers was 
dissatisfied. By the time he was 18, he had saved enough money to go to America.13

While People reported that he had saved enough money to go to America by the time 
he was eighteen, Wises Directory still places him in Wanganui during 1936 and 1937 
as a signwriter at 105 Gugton Street.14 Local newspapers reported his departure for 
the United States in mid-1937, when he was twenty-one. This journey marked his sec-
ond key transition from a provincial family childhood to his cosmopolitan adult life.

Already he was becoming successful enough to attract admiration from associ-
ates and staff at his old schools. In the family-held scrapbook, there is a short report 
(dated ‘about 1932’) of him returning to Hamilton East Primary School to speak to ‘150 
senior pupils . . . about modern ideas in planning and executing posters’. It was noted 
that ‘his address to the children was followed with keen interest’.15 In September 
1937 he also lectured on ‘the art of display and showcard writing’ in a business course 
offered by the Wanganui Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA).16 Despite his 
short stay at Hamilton Boys’ High School, his later progress was noted in the old boys’ 
sections of the school annuals for the late 1930s. For example, in December 1936, 
it was mentioned that he had a sign-writing studio in Wanganui.17 In December 
1938, he had ‘made a name for himself in commercial art and is now in California’. 
And in December 1939: ‘D. Snelling, who had a varied and most interesting career in 
America, is now publicity manager for Warner Bros, the film people’.18

Although the principal of a profitable business (during the Great Depression), 
Snelling had no intention to continue his career in Wanganui. He had grown up in at 
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least seven homes in different towns of England, New Zealand and perhaps Equador, 
and it seems he was not burdened by childhood roots. This provincial city (then only 
28,000 citizens) appeared too small and unsophisticated to sustain his curiosity and 
artistic, entrepreneurial and social abilities.19

Snelling’s adolescent impulse to design posters for cinemas indicates that he was 
strongly attracted to the movies. For a teenager living in sub-Antarctic latitudes, 
American films must have been a rich source of new creative ideas. Hollywood was 
becoming the twentieth century’s most exciting realm of commerce, one of only a 
few growth industries during the years following the 1929 crash of the New York 
stock market. Los Angeles studios were paying more money to impressive young-
sters than could be earned on the lower ranks of most other vocational ladders. 
Then (as now), Hollywood films were conceived as propaganda tools to promote 
American glamour, philosophical values and products. Snelling became magnetized 
by the new world of the screen, and he began to plan a film career in America.

In 1937, when Snelling was twenty-one, his American ambitions were noted in local 
and national newspapers. At this time, according to the New Zealand Free Lance, 4,000 
‘of our bright young people’ were leaving New Zealand each year for jobs overseas.20 
Although quoted in the magazine’s 7 July issue that he had work lined up in New York, 
Snelling actually left Auckland on 5 October 1937 as a passenger on the RMS Aorangi, 
heading via Fiji and Hawaii for Vancouver on the west coast of Canada. On this voyage, 
he wrote to his parents (who supplied the letter to a reporter for one of the Wanganui 
newspapers21) that he spent a day in Suva, where he drank kava that tasted ‘like dish-
water’, had lunch in a Chinese restaurant, and saw a Fijian funeral. He also watched mail 
being dropped from the ship in a tin can to three inhabitants of Canton Island. His recol-
lections of Honolulu included gun-wearing customs officers, traffic ‘going in the wrong 
direction’, Waikiki Beach, and ‘wonderful’ hotels. These first exposures to contrasts of 
modern Western culture and traditional tribal customs in two capitals of Polynesian 
culture later were reflected in his style of living and key designs for houses and interiors 
in Sydney. By early November he had arrived in Vancouver, which he described to his 
parents as ‘a very live centre, with every second shop being a café’.22 Vancouver was his 
launch pad for a campaign to triumph in the capital of show business.
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