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1

Introduction and Context

This book is best described as an interim report
on nearly three decades of excavation and
analysis conducted on the Commonwealth Block
in Melbourne, Australia. Each of its constituent
chapters is written by those who had the most direct
responsibilities for the management and execution
of the excavation and analysis that had occurred on
the Block since the late 1980s, and which continue
to this day.

In essence The Commonwealth Block, Melbourne
describes the cumulative history of the work of
many historical archaeologists and historians who
have slowly revealed the historical riches of a city
precinct that has often been described in the popular
and professional literature as a slum.

The authors outline their theoretical concerns and
the links they made to a developing archaeology of
the city in Australia. Importantly both elements
of theory and method (and indeed inspiration and
aspiration) changed over time as excavators and
analysts responded to previous work, and to the
changing disciplinary context of urban archaeology
in Australia and elsewhere (see e.g. Bairstow 1990;
Birmingham 1988, 1990; Fitts 1999; Green and
Leech 2006; Karskens 1997, 1999, 2001; Kelly 1979;
Mayne and Murray 2001; Pearson 1979; Praetzellis
and Praetzellis 1992, 2005; Rimmer et al. 2011; Wall
1992; Yamin 2000, 2001a, 2001b). There is every
possibility that further work will see additional
developments in approach and perspective as the
shortcomings of previous approaches are revealed
and responded to.

Given the scale of the site and the historical and
archaeological components of its database, this book
does not present a comprehensive reporting of all
that has been found there. One important outcome of
such a long-running project has been the continuous
publication of fundamental data (a process that will
continue as the project moves forward) and the
development of a regime of open access to its core
data, which are now held at Museum Victoria, with
a limited amount also available at tDAR: https:/
core.tdar.org/project/407136/casselden-place-
archaeological-excavations. We plan to deposit
more of our core data on tDAR in the future as
funds allow. It is our earnest hope that making our
data openly available will assist the development
of a comparative archaeology of the modern city
on a global scale, as well as expanding the pool of

Tim Murray

analysed data for more local aspirations. This has
been a major goal since the conclusion of the first
phase of detailed analysis (Murray 2003; Murray
and Mayne 2001, 2003; Williamson 1999) and
comparative work undertaken by Murray and Crook
in The Rocks, Sydney (see e.g. Crook and Murray
2004; Godden Mackay 1999; Murray and Crook
2005, in press), and more recently by Riccardi (2015)
between Melbourne and Buenos Aires, has begun
to demonstrate the potential of this multiscalar
approach to the archaeology of the modern city in
Australia.

Archaeological research at the Commonwealth
Block began as an exercise in heritage archaeology,
specifically to mitigate the impact of major
redevelopment of the site. All subsequent
excavations on the Block have also been funded
by the development process. It is significant that
while some analysis of the important excavated
assemblages was funded by developers, the vast
bulk of the detailed work of assemblage analysis
has been funded through a series of major grants
from the Australian Research Council and by La
Trobe University. I see this as being particularly
significant as Australian taxpayers, rather than the
financial beneficiaries of urban development, have
played a vital role in enhancing the cultural capital
of the city of Melbourne, and through this have
made possible the gift of significant analysed urban
assemblages to world archaeology. Although the
experience of the Cumberland Gloucester Street site
in The Rocks, Sydney, saw more developer-funded
analysis, once again it was the Australian Research
Council (through the Exploring the Archaeology
of the Modern City project) that supported the
detailed assemblage analysis of much of the original
excavations there (see e.g. Crook et al. 2005; Murray
2013). As a result of this extended period of post-
excavation analysis the histories of both Sydney and
Melbourne have been enhanced, asit has now become
possible for the specifically Australian context of
migration, nation-building, and the growth of the
modern city in Sydney and Melbourne, to join much
better known examples from the United States (see
e.g. Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2005; Yamin 2000).
In the closing chapter of this book I will reflect a
little further on the funding of post-excavation
analysis but, put simply, without these major funds
there would have been no detailed analysis and the
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assemblages would have most likely remained in
their boxes with their secrets intact.

The archaeology of the Commonwealth Block has
made an important contribution to the archaeology
of the modern city in Australia, joining the justly
famous excavations in The Rocks, Sydney as one
of the very few instances where archaeologists,
historians and members of the general public have
been given relatively easy access to the documentary
records (and associated material culture) linked
with urban archaeological sites in Sydney and
Melbourne. It is a bit disappointing to note that over
20 years later with some notable exceptions such as
First Government House (Proudfoot et al. 1991),
Sarah Hayes’ work on the reanalysis of 300 Queen
Street in Melbourne, and the work of Mary Casey
in Sydney (see e.g. Casey 2005; Casey and Lowe
2000), that important elements of the archaeology
of both cities to all intents and purposes, remain
unpublished. I am not so naive to expect that the
publication of our book (or indeed the comparative
analysis created by Murray and Crook in press) will
lead to a major change of heart among practitioners
of heritage archaeology or their developer funders
that would result in a more widespread published
engagement with the many historical and
archaeological issues raised by the archaeology
of the modern city. Indeed the economics (and
contemporary practice) of heritage archaeology
militate against such an outcome. Nonetheless I
am hopeful that urban archaeology in Australia
(especially) will be enhanced by practitioners
responding to the work our contributors have
done, and in this way contribute directly to the
development of the archaeology of the modern city
on a global scale.

Each of the constituent chapters effectively create
a history of research on the Block. Chapters 2 and 8
explore the genesis of the project as a major instance
of heritage archaeology, and the response of Museum
Victoria to the challenges of curating what has
proved to be an extensive artefact assemblage. An
important element of the management of excavated
assemblages was the creation of databases that
could capture the specifics of the site and its
assemblages. Bronwyn Woff’s discussion of our
project cataloguing processes in Chapter 10 provides
additional background to Dr Charlotte Smith’s
tale of loss and redemption in Chapter 8. These
are critical learnings that derive directly from two
additional related projects funded by the Australia
Research Council where it became possible to make
significant process on artefact analysis linking the
outcomes of the two major phases of excavation and
analysis.

In Chapter 3 dJustin McCarthy provides a
detailed account of phase 1 of excavation on the
Commonwealth Block which took place on the Little
Lon site. Justin creates a very clear picture of a large-
scale excavation carried out under considerable time

pressure in a city that was fundamentally unused
to meeting the challenges proposed by major urban
excavations. It is particularly noteworthy that the
site reports for phase 1 and for subsequent work
on limited sections of the remainder of the Block
(McCarthy 1989, 1990) were so comprehensive and
so quickly available for wide circulation.

Chapter 4 reports analyses that were undertaken
nearly a decade after McCarthy finalised phase
1. This research was funded via a grant to Alan
Mayne and myself through the Australian Research
Council. The difference between our historical and
archaeological goals and those of the historians who
had supported McCarthy’s original research was
stark. In large part driven by Mayne’s revisionist
history of the slum, our goal was to try to establish
whether there were stories locked up in all of those
fundamentally unanalysed assemblages that could
add more than an archaeological exclamation point
to received historical wisdom about the social
history of the Block. ‘Telling a different story’
became an important goal for Mayne and Murray
which developed into the Vanished Communities
project, which employed new modes of historical
presentation using multimedia visualisation
technologies delivered via a CD Rom (Murray and
Mayne 2002).

Chapter 5 reports smaller excavations undertaken
at 17 Casselden Place and elsewhere on the Block
by other consultants that further established the
archaeological potential of the unexcavated parts of
the Block. These laid the foundations for the major
phase 2 excavations at Casselden Place undertaken
by a consortium comprising Godden, Mackay
Logan Pty Ltd, Austral Archaeology, led by Justin
McCarthy, and La Trobe University, reported in
Chapter 6. The analysis (especially its theoretical
underpinnings) of the work done at Casselden Place
is briefly summarised in Chapter 7, and builds
on major publications flowing directly from the
excavation and analysis funded by the developer
(see GML et al. 2004; and contributors to the issue of
the International Journal of Historical Archaeology,
Murray ed. 2006 ).

Chapters 9 and 10 report new analyses funded via
two further grants from the Australian Research
Council and represent the outcomes of significant
collaborations between Murray and Museum
Victoria, especially Dr Charlotte Smith (Murray
2011; Smith and Hayes 2010; Smith and Murray
2011). This research was undertaken by Dr Sarah
Hayes as a post-doctoral fellow and by historian
Dr Barbara Minchinton, and has borne additional
fruit in publications related to the history of waste
disposal in the city, and the ownership of property
by women in mid-to-late 19th-century Melbourne
(Hayes 2011; Hayes and Minchinton 2016;
Minchinton 2017).

Chapter 11 reports the outcomes of the latest
excavations on the Commonwealth Block undertaken



by Geoff Hewitt for GML which made significant new
discoveries in a small unexcavated area of the Block.
Chapter 12 concludes the volume.

CHANGES AND TRANSFORMATIONS

Little Lonsdale Street, in central Melbourne, was
notorious for much of the 19th and 20th centuries
as a foul slum and brothel district. Little Lon, as
the neighbourhood was locally known, became
entrenched in national Australian popular culture
from the time of the First World War when it was
featured by the well-known poet and journalist, C.dJ.
Dennis (1915). In 1948 two entire city blocks at the
eastern end of Little Lonsdale Street were resumed
by the Commonwealth Government. This precinct, a
mosaic of houses, shops, warehouses and factories,
was almost totally razed and rebuilt.

Notwithstanding half-a-century of ‘renewal’,
traces of this vanished community and of its
forgotten history remained for McCarthy and
others to uncover. Research by historians and
archaeologists came to reveal a working-class and
immigrant community that was much more thanjust
a slum occupied by the itinerant and the criminal.
It was a place with a long and complex history of
social, cultural and economic transformation.

Today, apart from an incomplete shell of late 19th-
century buildings along the southern side of Little
Lonsdale Street, and around the perimeter formed
by Spring, Lonsdale and Exhibition Streets, the
surface physical markers of this former community
had been obliterated. The internal laneways, and
the entire block north from Little Lonsdale Street
to Latrobe Street, have gone. The homeplaces,
workspaces, and with them the inhabitants of Little
Lon were swept away by the public policies designed
to clear central Melbourne of its ‘slums’.

In 1948 the Commonwealth Government
compulsorily acquired the blocks on either side of
Little Lonsdale Street, from Latrobe Street in the
north to Lonsdale Street in the south, and from
Spring Street in the east to Exhibition Street in the
west. Most of the northern block to Latrobe Street
— including Cumberland Place — was bulldozed
in the late 1950s and 1960s to make way for an
enormous government office tower. Because of its
green ceramic cladding, the Commonwealth Centre
became known to Melburnians as the ‘green latrine’.
It was demolished in the late 1980s and is now the
site of yet another high rise apartment block. Much
of the rest of the Commonwealth Block has since
been cleared and developed by the organisations
that have funded all of the excavations (and some of
the analyses) we report here.

However the stereotype of slumdom, so effectively
described by Mayne (1993, 2017) came to define the
essence of Little Lon in the minds of Melburnians,
and one of the most remarkable outcomes of our
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research has been the longevity of such perceptions
— even in the face of detailed archaeological
and historical data demonstrating the contrary
(see e.g. Murray 2005). This was the realm of
Madame Brussels, Chinese opium dens and sly
grog outlets now being seen as a strong marketing
ploy for contemporary gin distillers and local bars.
Nonetheless it is also the case that the historical
narrative of the precinct has changed to include a
more nuanced account of life on the Block. This is
perhaps the most significant transformation of the
historical context of archaeological analysis of inner-
city Melbourne that has happened over the last 30
years. Gone has been the total reliance on the old
narrative of slumdom which has now been joined
with engaging alternative stories competing for
public and professional attention (see e.g. Annear
1996; Arnold 1997; Brown-May 1998; Canon 1975;
Davison 1978; Davison et al. 1985; McConville
1980, 2000; Mayne 2006; Mayne and Murray 1999;
Mayne et al. 2000). In its place we have constructed
a truer representation of the lives of so many people
who lived at the margins of Melbourne society from
1850 to 1950 and restored something of a vanished
community lying at the heart of this great city.

Nonetheless it is also the case that our attention
as historical archaeologists has moved away from
just demonstrating the shortcomings of what Mayne
has called the ‘slum myth’. Our attention is also
drawn to seeking a deeper understanding of social
and cultural transformations in 19th century urban
migrant communities in Australia (and elsewhere),
as well as sharpening a focus on political economy
of places at the margins of new societies being born
at the uttermost ends of the earth. We have barely
begun.
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