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by  MARGARET BARCA

At its best, architecture is about vision, ingenuity and innovation, about art and cultures, 
symbolism and storytelling. In a world where resources and land are finite, 

it is also about the environment and sustainability. 

B U I L D I N G  A  N AT I O N

AT T I T U D E S  T O 
A R C H I T E C T U R E

by  MARGARET BARCA
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Macquarie and Greenway 
A VISION FOR THE FUTURE
Australia’s modern architectural journey 
began when the first huts were cobbled 
together on the shores of Sydney Harbour 
in 1788, but it wasn’t until Governor Lachlan 
Macquarie arrived in 1810 that serious 
building began in earnest. He did not  
see the infant colony as a remote jail but 
rather, with its growing number of free 
settlers and emancipated convicts, as a 
nation in the making. 

A sense of solidity and permanence, 
conveyed by solid, permanent buildings, 
was integral to Governor Macquarie’s vision 
for the colony. A new hospital, churches, a 
handsome barracks, a grand government 
house, parks and roads were all part of the 
construction program he proposed. 

When architect and convicted forger 
Francis Greenway arrived in 1814 he was 
soon put to work on Governor Macquarie’s 
plan. Francis was a gifted architect, and he 
turned the Governor’s vision into some of 
the country’s finest colonial buildings. He 
rescued the ill-planned and badly built  
Rum Hospital (c. 1816, part of it now the 
NSW Parliament House). He designed 
Hyde Park Barracks (1818-19) and the 
elegant St James Church (1824), both 

still standing in Macquarie Street, and 
Macquarie Lighthouse (1818, rebuilt 1883). 

Governor Macquarie was, however, 
constantly at odds with the Home Office over 
cost and the ambitions of his public works. 
Francis might also have gone a little far, 
proposing a castle for Government House 
and overseeing Gothic stables (themselves 
sometimes mistaken for Government 
House). Governor Macquarie was recalled in 
disgrace in 1822 but the brick and sandstone 
legacy of his vision remains.  

AUSTRALIAN HOMESTEADS
Australia’s pastoral homesteads soon 
evolved a vernacular style that was an 
adaptation of Georgian (sometimes with a 
hint of Indian bungalow) and Early Victorian 
styles, typically fringed by a broad verandah. 
Hampered by lack of materials but not by 
a lack of initiative, pastoralists set their 
homesteads at the heart of vast estates, 
improving and extending as their fortunes 
rose, to symbolise power and prestige. The 
Macarthurs’ Elizabeth Farm (the oldest 
section dates to 1793) at Parramatta, and 
Lanyon Homestead (1850s) in the ACT 
are two examples of styles that became 
ubiquitous, driven by functionality rather 
than architectural design.

 
Modernism arrives
THE ROSE SEIDLER HOUSE  

The post-World War II years in Australia 
were a time of austerity, with a shortage 
of building materials, a massive influx 
of immigrants (around 1.5 million 
immigrants arrived between 1947 
and 1956) and a baby boom to boot. 
Despite the desperate need for housing, 
there was also intense optimism and 
determination, and an interest in new 
ways of doing things. 

Harry Seidler, a graduate of the Harvard 
School of Design, arrived in Australia in 
1948 to build a house for his parents.  
The house he designed, completed 
in 1950, appeared revolutionary and 
spaceship-modern. Its sharply angular, 
cube-like form seemed to hover at the 
edge of the rocky bush setting on the 
edge of Ku-ring-gai Chase, Sydney. 

Harry’s design embodied the attitudes 
he had absorbed in his training with 
Walter Gropius. This was architecture for 
the future – simple and functional, and 
adopting new concepts, materials and 
technologies. The pinwheel floor plan  
was radical, the use of floor-to-ceiling 
windows was new. Rooms were flexible 
with dividers that could be reconfigured, 
and the house was filled with “mod cons” 
(a dishwasher in 1952). 

Architects and the public alike were 
fascinated by this Modernist aesthetic. 
Not everyone liked it, but people lined 
the driveway to get a glimpse of it and to 
stare through the glass walls. The Rose 
Seidler House still looks modern. So 
many of the innovations and concepts are 
contemporary – it almost predicted how 
Australian houses would come to be. 
Despite the relentless spread of formulaic 
brick veneer houses, Harry Seidler 
inspired others to pursue strong and 
intelligent urban architectural responses. 
Always a controversial figure, Harry led 
the charge in a shift of public attitudes.
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Below: Front Veranda of Lanyon 
Homestead, ACT and Hyde Park 
Barracks, Sydney.

Opposite: The Rose Seidler 
House, considered revolutionary 
when built in 1950 (Photography/
Phyllis Wong; courtesy Keith 
Mason).

Previous: Invisible House 1 
(Photography courtesy  
Peter Stutchbury Architects/
Michael Nicholson)

DESPITE THE RELENTLESS SPREAD OF 
FORMULAIC BRICK VENEER HOUSES, 
HARRY SEIDLER INSPIRED OTHERS TO 
PURSUE STRONG AND INTELLIGENT 
URBAN ARCHITECTURAL RESPONSES
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Above (top to bottom): 
Rose Seidler House by Harry 
Seidler, 196X

Opposite: 
RInvisible House by …
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INVISIBLE HOUSE 

Sydney-based Peter Stutchbury, a popular 
ADFAS lecturer, is another architect who has 
excelled at creating “an architecture of place”.

On the western edge of the Blue 
Mountains, his Invisible House (2009-10) 
sits below the brow of a hill, tucked into the 
sinuous contours of a ridge, almost invisible 
on approach. The cantilevered, water-
covered roof reflects the ever-changing sky 
but also acts as a dam and thermal device. 
Robust materials – off-form concrete, stone 
and rusted steel – blend with the landscape 
and link inside and out. The house can  
be shuttered down to bunker against the 
often-fierce weather or opened up  
to embrace the elements. The Invisible 
House resolutely belongs to its landscape. 

A global attitude
BRAVURA ARCHITECTURE 

Alongside the distinctly Australian “touch 
the earth lightly” idiom, is a style that is 
sometimes termed “bravura”. With a more 
international, less regional aesthetic,  
these buildings are often monumental –  
at least in concept – and sculptural.  
That’s not to say such projects are not 
linked to their sites or are inimical to 
sustainability, but they are more typically 
“architecture as object”. Their arresting 
presence in a particular context often  
adds to their boldness.  

Indigo Slam (2016), a private residence  
of immense proportions in Sydney’s  
ever-gentrifying Chippendale,  
exemplifies the style. 

WITH A MORE INTERNATIONAL, 
LESS REGIONAL AESTHETIC, 
THESE BUILDINGS ARE OFTEN 
MONUMENTAL … AND 
SCULPTURAL

TOUCH THIS EARTH LIGHTLY

One of the most powerful themes in 
Australian residential architecture in 
recent decades has been a considered 
response to Australia’s unique 
environment. Led by luminaries such as 
Glenn Murcutt, Richard Leplastrier and 
Peter Stutchbury, and informally framed 
by the Aboriginal expression “touch the 
earth lightly”, this approach is about 
architecture with a specific connection 
to the landscape; an architecture that 
draws inspiration from the environment 
and considers the seasons, the light, 
the sun and the wind. It owes a lot to the 
Indigenous culture of the land, and often 
seeks to blur the boundaries between 
inside and outside. It is responsive in both 
understated and inventive ways. 

Glenn Murcutt’s Marika-Alderton House 
(1991-94) in Yirrkala in East Arnhem Land, 
home of Aboriginal leader Banduk Marika 
and her partner Mark Alderton, was 
designed to be physically and culturally 
appropriate. It’s a house designed to 
deal with the extreme tropical climate, to 
withstand cyclones and flood and to work 
with, rather than against, the environment.

The steel-framed shell and raised timber 
platform shelter beneath a floating roof 
with deep eaves. Slatted screens pivot 
to capture breezes and roof ventilation 
helps cool the building. From the shaded 
platform one can observe the Arafura Sea. 

One of Glenn’s signature early 
designs is the Marie Short House 
(1974, extended 1980) in Kempsey, New 
South Wales. The single-level pavilions 
– raised about a metre off the ground 
for ventilation, but still with a low-slung 
profile – feature weathered, native timbers 
and a corrugated iron roof, recalling 
vernacular farm buildings. The house is 
at once modest and Modernist, cleverly 
responding to its site and climate. 
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Few architects’ briefs request space for 
a 60-seat dining table and a staircase 
suitable for a horse to ascend, but few 
clients have the vision of Judith Neilson, 
one of Australia’s foremost art collectors 
and philanthropists. Architect William 
Smart, who designed the house, rose 
to the challenge to create “a piece of 
sculpture to be lived in” and, among 
other awards, in 2016 the house won 
the Australian Institute of Architecture’s 
prestigious Robin Boyd Award for 
Residential Architecture. 

Indigo Slam pushes the boundaries 
of what a private residence can be. 
Scale is part of its power, as are its 
idiosyncrasies. Light fills the generous 
rooms. The forms of the formidable façade 
are expressionistic but functional, with 
concrete curved to form balconies and 
“light scoops”. 

Environmentally sustainable design is 
included in multiple ways such as cross-
ventilation, rainwater harvesting, passive 
solar design principles, incorporation of 
geothermal heating and cooling and solar 
roof panels. 

Indigo Slam sits comfortably ensconced 
in its inner-city streetscape, facing a new 
urban park, though it might well be at 
home in any global city. 

Meanwhile, whatever one’s pre-
conception of a beach house might be, it is 
unlikely to align with Villa Marittima (2014), 
a minimalist cube of flawless precision and 
detailing that floats on the edge of the sand 
dunes on Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula.

Designed by architect Robin Williams 
for himself and his partner, the house 
is wrapped in layers of translucent 
polycarbonate. A six-metre-high garage-
type door slides open to reveal a ramped 
concrete floor, which provides, in Robin’s 
words, “a poetic discovery of the ocean”: 
as you walk in and up, the view is revealed. 
Inside it’s spare, even spartan, the day-
to-day practicalities concealed wherever 
possible. Rather than rooms there are 
flexible and seemingly interchangeable 
living spaces. The intense simplicity 
reflects the vastness of the ocean, the 
colours of the sky and waves. 

The multi-award winning Villa 
Marittima is finely calibrated to its locale – 
responding to the vegetation, the sand 
dunes, the ocean, the summer breezes, 
the coastal chill – but there’s no sense of 
regionalism in its pod-like presence. It’s 
very much of its place while international 
in its demeanour.

Below: Indigo Slam
Opposite (top to bottom): Glenn Murcutt embraces the expression “touch the earth lightly” in Kempsey  

House (photography/John Gollings), designed to respond to its site and climate; Villa Marittima.
▼
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ATTITUDES TO CULTURAL CHANGE 
In 2016, in a talk by Pritzker Prize Laureates 
at the United Nations headquarters in 
New York, Glenn Murcutt cited one of the 
challenges ahead for the built environment 
as “the challenge arising from social and 
religious prejudices”,1 in particular in 
relation to the Islamic community and  
the building of mosques in Australia. 

A decade ago, Glenn began 
collaborating with Hakan Elevli, a Turkish-
born Muslim architect, to design a building 
in Melbourne’s western suburbs for  
an Islamic community that wished  
to “create the first contemporary  
Australian-influenced mosque”.

The Australian Islamic Centre (2007-17) 
was funded by the community and has 
evolved as a mosque without a dome, 
without a minaret. Instead of being  
entirely enclosed in the traditional way,  
the building is more open, transparent  
and welcoming in this new environment. 
Prism-shaped roof lanterns – green for 
nature, yellow for paradise, red for strength 
and blue for the sky – funnel shafts of  
light into the interior. 

Glenn has described working on  
the centre as “demanding”, but also  
“an extraordinary enlightenment”.  
He considers the project an opportunity  
to bring Islam into the community, and to 
add another aspect to our own culture. 

The Islamic community who 
commissioned the building has also brought 
a progressive approach to the design of  
their mosque and community centre. 

The history and scope of Australian 
identity can be seen in the evolution of 
its architecture. Early public buildings 
were constructed to convey strength and 
stability; the imposing structures of the 
Victorian era celebrated the prosperity  
born of the richest gold rush in the  
world; and in the 1900s, the use of new 
materials and technology coincided  
with a flood of utopian ideas about  
what it meant to be modern. 

Australian architects have produced 
some of the most iconic structures in 
the world. They remain at the forefront of 
contemporary practice, putting inventive 
responses to sustainability at the heart of 
building a culturally diverse nation in an 
ever-shifting global environment. l

FOOTNOTE 1 & 2 “How architecture can give voice to narratives of Indigenous culture:  
Jefa Greenaway,” Nathan Johnson, Architecture and Design, published 9 September 2015, 
architectureandesign.com.au.

IT IS ONLY relatively recently that 
the needs and values of Indigenous 
communities have been considered 
in architectural design. 
Historically, and from the European 
perspective, the lack of permanent 
buildings on the continent implied 
this was terra nullius, or nobody’s 
land. It is only over time that the 
powerful links to Country and 
sacred sites within the landscape 
that define Indigenous ownership 
came to be better understood by 
the predominantly non-Indigenous 
architecture profession.

Not until well into the 20th 
century was there a serious 
attempt to address the issue. The 
Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre in 
central Australia opened in 1995 
and was the result of a consultative 
process and interpretive style of 
architecture that responded to 
cultural needs and place. Architect 
Gregory Burgess worked closely 
with the Anangu people on the 
centre’s siting and environmental 
impact. The organic, serpentine 
design, based on the Tjukurpa 
ancestors, combined hand-split 
timbers, local mud bricks and a 
sprawling copper- and timber-
shingled roof. The building  
seems embedded and at one  
with the landscape. 

Indigenous architect Jefa 
Greenaway has described the 
work of the firm of Gregory 
Burgess Architects as “respectful, 
considered and a collaborative 
experience of mutual listening”.2 

AUSTRALIAN 
ARCHITECTS 
HAVE PRODUCED 
SOME OF THE 
MOST ICONIC 
STRUCTURES IN 
THE WORLD. THEY 
REMAIN AT THE 
FOREFRONT OF 
CONTEMPORARY 
PRACTICE ...

Above: 
The Australian Islamic Centre, in Melbourne’s 
inner suburb of Newport, supports a transparent 
and welcoming environment.  
(Photography/Tobias Titz).

Top left:
The Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre in  
the Northern Territory. (Photography/ 
courtesy John Gollings).
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