Paper: Shedding the Shed
Session: UnAustralian Architecture
Author: Naomi Stead, University of Technology, Sydney

The vast geographic size and climatic diversity of Australia, not to mention the
heterogenous character of its population, makes a mockery of any singular idea of a
national architectural identity. But that has not stopped many from wishing — and
looking — for one. In this respect, the way that the architect Glenn Murcutt’s work has
been received, both locally and internationally, is instructive. As the most highly-
awarded architect in Australia’s history, Murcutt’s influence looms large over the local
scene. Australian architecture in general, and MurcuttOsvork in particular, is often
framed as a direct, unfussy and authentic response to specific qualities of landscape,
climate, local traditions and materials. We might call this the tradition of refined
sheds. But it is also interesting to examine what is excluded by this tradition, what it
passes over, what might be its dialectical opposite Bwhat might be, in short, an
unAustralian architecture, a shedding of the shed.

In this paper, | will be concerned more with the reception than the production of
architecture, and in pursuing this will draw briefly upon three diverse ‘texts’, all of
which are directed to a general, that is to say non-specialist architectural audience.
The first is a pamphlet entitled ‘The First Australian Building,” which is a publicity and
information brochure about Murcutt’s Kempsey Visitor Information Centre and
Historical Museum, distributed at that site. The second is an interview with Murcutt in
a documentary film: In the Mind of the Architect, a three-part series and multimedia
interface, produced for the Australian Broadcasting Commission and first shown on
national television in 2000. The third text is the laureate announcement for Murcutt’s
receipt of the 2002 Pritzker Architecture Prize, commonly known as the Nobel Prize
for architecture. By examining the question of Murcutt as the quintessential
‘Australian architect’ in these three representations, this paper will begin to open the
question of what an un-Australian architecture might be, and seek to raise questions
about Australian architectural identity, reception, and representation.

But perhaps | might start with an anecdote. Towards the end of 2005, while spending
a period on sabbatical living in Belgium, | was invited to give a guest lecture in the
school of architecture at the Technical University of Delft, the Netherlands. | duly
arrived, met my host, and prepared to give my lecture, on the architecture of the
National Museum of Australia (NMA), to a mixed group of around a hundred
undergraduate and postgraduate students. | had chosen my subject carefully, having
calculated that Ashton Raggatt McDougall’s building for the NMA would be
interesting to the students in its demonstration of some of the inflections that
international architectural postmodernism has undergone in Australia, in the
building’s rather outrageous appropriation of canonical buildings from the European
architectural canon, and most of all for its figuring, and complexifying, of questions of
national identity in museums and in architecture. But as | moved through the lecture,
which was liberally illustrated and presented slowly so that everyone could follow in
their second language, | gradually saw that | was losing them. After an initial spark of
interest, the audience were just not engaged, even in the more general issues and
principles that could be drawn out of this specific example. The questions following
the lecture were desultory, the students’ departure swift. Afterwards | questioned my
Dutch host on why this might have been. Very graciously, she pondered whether the
building may have been just too strange for them; she said that if | was talking about
houses, perhaps for example about the work of Glenn Murcutt, then that might have
been different, but the large, contradictory, intellectually rowdy, and sometimes



deliberately ugly and problematic institutional architecture of the NMA was just too far
away and too odd to be assimilated. Now | am speculating here, but | wondered at
the time what this might mean — that the NMA, the building charged locally with
‘housing’ and representing Australian nationhood, could be regarded as too complex
and rambunctious to easily represent Australian architecture to the world, while one
of Murcutt’s pristine houses in the bush would do the job just nicely. In the terms of
this conference, and in the eyes of a group of Dutch architecture students, it seems
that we have identified cases here of unAustralian, and Australian architecture
respectively.

Now it is true that Australia’s presence on the world architecture scene is slight.
Indeed it hardly rates a mention in terms of practice, discourse, or education. But this
is why Murcutt’s work, and its reception, is so interesting and significant. He is one of
very few Australian architects, historical or contemporary, to be noticed in the
architectural mainstream. Harry Seidler had a profile in Europe, but he was after all a
Vienese émigré. The Sydney Opera House is a widely recognised building, but it was
designed by Joern Utzon, a Dane. It seems that it is precisely because Murcutt’s
work fulfils the expectations that the world holds, that it seems to tick all of the boxes
of exotic antipodean architecture but without being too different or alien, that it can
take this role on the world stage. A key illustration of this is the award of the 2002
Pritzker Prize to Murcutt, who famously works alone, designing pristine pavilion
houses in the bush.

Australian architectural identity is framed — from the outside, at least — by a kind of
frontier exoticism, and a ‘regionalist’ fetishisation of site, climate, and place. Richard
Weller has noted that ‘[i]n the fine arts and popular culture, Australians have drawn
on landscape as the prime referent for their identity and mythologies... In the
vernacular, the land is simplified and mythologized as either beach, outback, bush,
suburbia or city’ (Weller 2001: 66). This is particularly the case in architecture, and
the local idiom has often been described as an ‘architecture of place’. Harriet Edquist
has critically examined the history of such notions, in particular the idea of genius loci
in architecture, as follows:

Australian architecture’s search for an ‘architecture of place’ goes back to the
late nineteenth century. Then, amongst the propositions for ‘national’
architecture can be found homestead forms, decorative elements based on
indigenous flora and fauna, verandahs and other acknowledgements of
climate and colonial inheritance. National expression in architecture was not
sought in the great metropolis, in ‘Marvellous Melbourne’ or in Sydney. Rather
it was looked for in rural dwellings and the landscape which by then had
already been worked into a nationalist image in other arts media. Never more
clearly so than in the works of the Heidelberg School. (Edquist 1988: 81)

Edquist goes on to write that it is Murcutt who ‘has apotheosised [into] the
quintessentially Australian architect who most exhibits in his work a genius loci.’
(Edquist, 1988: 83) Likewise, Kim Dovey has written that ‘Murcutt’s early buildings ...
[have been] theorized as having roots in an authentic and spirtitual relationship with
the land.’ He continued, ‘[t]Jo use the language of the myth, it is as if these “leaves of
iron” have fallen from the eucalypt trees to “touch the earth lightly,” a key phrase that
links the work to both Aboriginality and ecological sustainability.” (Dovey, 2000: 2)
Both of these theorists are careful to draw a distinction between the work itself, and
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the way it has been framed and positioned through its representation in the media.
Likewise, the question of whether Murcutt believes in and perpetuates the myth
himself, or whether there is simply a fortuitous coincidence between his work and
what the world wants to believe about Australian architecture, is not the point here.
What can be asked is why Murcutt’s work, high-calibre as it is, has enjoyed such
phenomenal international success. There are many good architects in Australia.
Possibly even architects as good as Murcutt. So what is it about this work in
particular, or about the persona of this architect, which has elevated these projects
above the rest? Or, to put this another way, is there more to this success than the
world’s romantic appreciation for a neo-colonialist pastoral idyll.

On the level of architectural technique, Murcutt’s work manifests a precision and
refinement in detailing, clarity and simplicity in planning, luminously daylit, minimal
interiors, and a sensitivity in siting and orientation on their predominantly rural or
bush sites. His houses, in particular, are characterised by lightweight construction,
the use of post-and-beam steel framing and corrugated sheet steel cladding,
occasional use of elevated floor planes on columns, simple but expressive roof forms
which tend to thin or ‘feather’ at their edges, prominent shading and water catching
devices, and a blurring of sharp distinctions between inside and outside, enclosed
and expansive space. His most celebrated works are the Marie Short House of 1975,
Ball-Eastaway House of 1983, Magney House at Bingie Bingie, 1984, and the Marika
Alderton House in East Arnhem Land of 1994. But while these are all very fine works
of architecture, they can in no way be seen as prototypes for housing in Australia, or
representative of the way that the vast majority of people live in this country. They
are still boutique, one-off weekend houses for the very select group of people who
can afford them. So why is it, then, that Murcutt’s work takes on such a strong
representational role? Why this curious sleight of hand in which his apparently
singular practice and small output is imbued with a broad significance, one which
seems able stand for the identity of Australian architecture more generally?

IThe First Australian Building"

In this context, it is worthwhile to examine my first object of examination, the
brochure released by the Kempsey Visitor Information Centre and Historical
Museum. Although unsigned, the text contains an extract from Philip Drew’s 1985
monograph Leaves of Iron: Glenn Murcutt Pioneer of an Australian Architectural
Form, and also contains technical information about the building, and a biography of
the architect. To begin with, it is significant that this brochure even exists —
architecture, and especially contemporary architecture, is not often the subject of
direct explanation and interpretation like this. The brochure marks this building as an
object of legitimate public contemplation in its own right, a museum artefact in itself,
both a marker of existing interest and a prompt to new popular engagement. But by
far the most startling and disturbing aspect of this brochure is its title, and the image
that accompanies it.

On the cover, beneath the large, vertically embossed word ‘Murcutt’, is the title ‘The
First Australian Building’, and a diagrammatic drawing of the museum that also has
distinct shades of some kind of ‘primitive hut’. The drawing and the words together
form an immediate association with Aboriginal building practices. This connection to
the ‘native’ is reinforced in parts of the long citation from Drew’s monograph, namely
that
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‘In setting out to be no more and no less than an honest reflection of itself, of
what the building wants to be, Murcutt succeeded in saying something quite
profound about the quality of presence of buildings in the native landscape.

The building demonstrates that a genuine native architecture should be “un-
noticeable”, a flimsy presence whose existence does not disturb the quiet
dreaming of the land. The museum heralds an architecture as unaggressive as
the shadows of the leaves.’

But the very notion that this building is both novel and inherently indigenous, that it is
a kind of neo-primitive hut, seems to me to be profoundly insulting to Aboriginal
people, and on many levels. On the one hand thousands of years of Aboriginal
vernacular architecture is forgotten or cast aside in one careless gesture. On the
other hand it represents a romanticist misappropriation of Aboriginal identity. It is
apparently a Caucasian architect who is able to ‘herald’ a ‘genuine native
architecture’; ‘History’, Drew writes, ‘after waiting for so long, has at last been
answered.” Now this association between Murcutt’s architecture and Aboriginal
sensitivity to land and place, the idea that the architecture somehow grows from tha
landscape, has often conditioned the way the work has been discussed in the
international architectural press. This has been comprehensively analysed by local
theorists, especially in relation to the Marika Alderton House (Dovey, 2000; Edquist
1988a, 1988b, 1994; Lochert 1997). In the context of this established critical
discourse, the Kempsey museum brochure, and its employment of the work of Drew,
may seem a too-easy target. But there is something here that is quite specific to the
idea of an Australian (and by extension an unAustralian) architecture, and this is the
important disjunction between the idea of ‘the first Australian building’ and the actual
words of Drew’s text supposedly quoted to support it. In fact, the title is something of
a misrepresentation of Drew, who writes that

‘It is much too soon to say whether or not the museum is the first truly
Australian building. Time must be the judge of that. What is undeniable is that
the building owes little or nothing to overseas fashion and represents the
culmination of line of development that began back in 1974 or 1975 and
which moved forward gradually with very little deviation from its goal towards
the achievement of a new form of consciously endemic Australian
architecture.’

There is evidently a disparity between this, and the rather simpler narrative of
identity, place, innovation and tradition that the producers of the brochure would seek
to represent in and through the building.

In contrast to this, it is significant that Murcutt himself rejects the idea of deliberately
pursuing an ‘Australian architecture’. Interviewed for the ABC film /n the Mind of the
Architect, and described there as the ‘man most often identified with Australian
architecture... the marriage broker between the Australian landscape and European
occupation... between the old world and the new’, Murcutt states that

‘| have a problem with structuring an Australian architecture. You know, if we
set out to design an architecture that’s Australian we’re in trouble. All we can
end up with is people riding bicycles with kangaroos on them and something
which is a cliché that has no future at all.’
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This is of course a reference to the closing ceremony of the 1996 Atlanta Summer
Olympics, heralding the Sydney Olympics opening ceremony four years later, and in
which Australian school children dressed as sulphur-crested cockatoos, waratahs,
and kangaroos riding bicycles. At the time, there was a national sense of mortified
embarrassment at the kitsch pastiche of it all, what was widely perceived at the time
to be the wrong variety of national identity to be presenting to the world, and this still
rings clear in Murcutt’s words. But there are two points to take from this. The first is
that if inflatable kangaroos represent the wrong kind of national identity to be
portraying, might there still be a right one, and if so what would that be; and the
second is the implication that while it may be wrong to set out to find an Australian
architecture, if one happened to come across it in the course of one’s practice, then
that might still be acceptable. This brings me to my third and major text, the citation
for Murcutt’s receipt of the 2002 Pritzker Prize for Architecture.

The Pritzker Prize for Architecture

The prize was established in 1979, and is awarded annually. With its generous prize
money and reputation as the ‘Nobel Prize for architecture’, it is arguably the most
prestigious award for architects in the world today. Its stated purpose is to ‘honor
annually a living architect whose built work demonstrates a combination of those
qualities of talent, vision and commitment, which has produced consistent and
significant contributions to humanity and the built environment through the art of
architecture’ (Prizker Foundation website). Murcutt’s 2002 laureate announcement,
released by the Pritzker Foundation and available on their website, is effectively a
media release, containing information about the prize itself, the formal award citation
and statements from the individual jurors, and a long biographical essay. There is
also an extensive archive of images of Murcutt and his buildings. The text is
unsigned, but it seems safe to assume it was prepared by a media relations
copywriter in the employ of the Pritzker foundation, and in any case is an ‘official’
release of the foundation.

In the images included in the Pritzker Prize media pack, the houses are often
depicted obscured, even completely hidden, by trees. Images are frequently taken
from ground level, causing the buildings to seem like they have either settled gently
onto, or grown out of, the site. And of course many of the images emphasise the
spatial isolation of these pavilion buildings — autonomous and self-contained
architectural objects, nestled in an ideal landscape. The crowning illustrations, for
me, are an image of the Magney House complete with cows, and a portrait of Murcutt
sitting at the wheel of a tractor, with the caption “Glenn Murcutt on his tractor for his
other activity, farming.” The disingenuousness of this, to a critical eye, is
breathtaking.

The jury citation for the Murcutt’s Prize award is replete with references to purity,
clarity, and the mysticism of place. J. Carter Brown, the jury chairman, commented
that

Glenn Murcutt occupies a unique place in today’s architectural firmament. In
an age obsessed with celebrity, the glitz of our ‘starchitects,” backed by large
staffs and copious public relations support, dominate the headlines. As a total
contrast, our laureate works in a one-person office on the other side of the
world from much of the architectural attention, yet has a waiting list of clients,
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so intent is he to give each project his personal best. (Prizker Foundation
website)

This is a powerful image: of the ‘unique’ master working alone, armed only with a
pencil and a vision, and giving his ‘personal best’ to the design of elegant neo-
Miesian pavilions in the bush. There is also an irony here; in Australian circles
Murcutt is perhaps the closest thing there is to a ‘starchitect’, he is certainly the most
well known by the general public, and just because he does not have a ‘large staff’ or
‘copious public relations support’ does not mean he is not a celebrity. Clearly,
though, he is seen by this international jury as an authentic celebrity rather than one
who has been framed and manufactured by spin merchants and PR agents.
Likewise, his marginal location, ‘on the other side of the world from much of the
architectural attention’, is upturned, in a curious dialectical reversal, to position him
as a particularly deserving winner. It is as though the Pritzker prize, itself a key
instrument in the construction of architectural celebrity, has unearthed an genuine but
little-known star, who gleams all the brighter for having been plucked from modest
and marginal obscurity. This is perhaps the most interesting irony of all: it is surely
the Pritzker Prize, with its populist overtones and international pretensions, which is
partly responsible for ‘dominating the headlines’ with ‘the glitz of our ‘starchitects” in
the first place. It could also presumably be expected to transform Murcutt, as
laureate, into the exact opposite of the (modest, obscure, marginal) qualities he is
here applauded for.

Carlos Jimenez, another juror and professor of architecture at Rice University,
describes Murcutt’s work thus:

Nurtured by the mystery of place and the continual refinement of the
architect's craft, Glenn Murcutt's work illustrates the boundless generosity of a
timely and timeless vision. The conviction, beauty and optimism so evident in
the work of this most singular, yet universal architect remind us that
architecture is foremost an ennobling word for humanity. (Prizker Foundation
website)

Here again we see a reference to Murcutt, architect/author, as paradoxically
‘singular, yet universal’, with a ‘timely and timeless vision’. The work appears to be
secondary — or at least to be framed as entirely relative to and dependent upon the
architect himself. The last line even leaves open the ambiguous possibility that it is
this architect’s ‘humanity’, his ‘conviction’ and ‘optimism’, that infuses his work with
such an ‘ennobling’ spirit. Slipping easily backwards and forwards between the
characteristics of the built work and those of the architect, between subjective
intention and objective form, the passage illustrates a very high level of identification
between author and architectural work. There is a kind of equivalence, or
interchangeability, between the autonomous designer and the spatially isolated
buildings — each alone in its surroundings.

Finally, juror Jorge Silvetti, who chairs the Graduate School of Design at Harvard
University, writes that

The architecture of Glenn Murcutt surprises first, and engages immediately
after because of its absolute clarity and precise simplicity—a type of clarity
that soon proves to be neither simplistic nor complacent, but inspiringly
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dense, energizing and optimistic. His architecture is crisp, marked and
impregnated by the unique landscape and by the light that defines the
fabulous, far away and gigantic mass of land that is his home, Australia. Yet
his work does not fall into the easy sentimentalism of a chauvinistic
revisitation of the vernacular. Rather, a considered, serious look would trace
his buildings’ lineage ... to modern architecture, and particularly to its
Scandinavian roots planted by Asplund and Lewerentz, and nurtured by Alvar
Aalto. (Pritzker Foundation website)

It is a cheap shot, but a necessary one — certainly one can accept that Australia may
be fabulous, gigantic, and a ‘mass of land’ (as though it was just that, a landscape
with no cities), but also ‘far away’, as Silvetti rapturises? This is of course entirely
dependent on position. Far away from where, and what, exactly? And why should it
be remarkable that Murcutt’'s work does not fall into the ‘easy sentimentalism of a
chauvinistic revisitation of the vernacular? Would one say that about the work of a
European or North American architect? Is this the latent temptation that haunts us all
in Australian architecture - are we all fighting off the urge to design neo-woolsheds? |
think not, unless you forget that the country is overwhelmingly urbanised, that the
vast majority of its population and its (capital A) Architecture is located in cities on the
coastal fringe. And why is it also important that ‘a serious look would trace his
buildings’ lineage to modernism’? Is this the guarantor, that the work is still ‘us’ (the
centre) as well as ‘them’ (the periphery), still in the tradition of the mainstream and
not entirely in the margin, still drawing on the same canons as everyone else? The
work is exotic but still familiar to the European eye, different yet still sufficiently the
same. As it has been presented in the Pritzker documentation, Murcutt’s work
represents the confluence or fulfiiment of two equally powerful myths: of the lone
creative genius artist, and the pristine arcadian paradise. His work seems to offer the
longed-for reconciliation between nature and culture, landscape and architecture,
aboriginal and European society.

So where does this leave us, then, on the question of an unAustralian architecture? It
should be clear by now that the construction of an unAustralian architecture is just as
reductive and problematic as the construction of an ‘Australian’ architectural identity.
But risking just such problems, it is perhaps possible to speculate that, in the popular
mind, such an un-Murcutt, OurAustralianCarchitecture might be urban, OxticalOself
reflexive, mannered, and explicitly representational, it might abandon concepts of
authenticity in favour of deliberately arbitrary design processes, it might be OeverO
and opinionated, it might be anti-formalist, and it might be avant garde rather than
based on the modernist refinement of vernacular traditions of construction,
materiality, or building type. It might be, in short, a building like the National Museum
of Australia. The question then becomes, especially if you are a bored Dutch
architecture student, what is interesting about that. | would argue that it is precisely
by understanding and accepting these diverse poles of architectural practice that we
might come to a much truer and more nuanced understanding for ourselves of what
is Australian architecture, which we might then begin to disseminate to a sceptical
world.
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