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Photography by Patrick Bingham-Hall
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AN AUDIENCE IN ROME

SYDNEY ARCHITECT GLENN MURCHTT HAS ALWAYS PRACTICED BY HIS OWN RULES. NOW, BEATING A FIELO OF 600

INTERNATIONAL ARCHITECTS TO CLAIM THE PRESTIGIOUS 2002 PRITZKER PRIZE, HIS PROFILE IS FINALLY, JUSTLY,
ELEVATED TO THE ELITE.

3

Text Gerard Reinmuth Photography Nick Scott (Portrait), Anthony Browell (Rome)




WITH THE RECEIPT of the 2002
Fritzker Prize, Glenn Murcutt completed
an ascent into the ‘super league’ of
international architecls that started in
1982 wilh his receipt of the Afvar Aafto
Medal If not yet in the same
stralosphere as Le Corbusier, Kahn or
Mies van der Rohe, Murcuit has certainly
nov earned a place in the second—level
orbil of 20ih-century masters — a list
including Sir Norman Foster, Renze Piano,
Tadao Ando, Frank Gehry and so on,

| make this point at the cutset, not
because it is a discussion in which
tdurcutt would te at all interested, nor
for the sake of hyperbole, but to simply
make the enormity of his achievement
and his celebrity status within the
profession. For, while Murcutt will wince
at my use of the veord ‘celebrity, his weorld
has certainly changed as a resuit of the
past decade of international recognition.

In the wake of the post-Prilzker media
frenzy, | was foriunate to be granted an
interview soon after the award ceremony
in Rome and while he was in the midst
of the design of a major new project.
These two issues — the experience of
the Pritzker ceremony and Murcutt's
involvement in a new larger scale project
— suggested the direclions a discussion

might take, Wnat is lhe eftect of the
Fritzker, at both a personal and at a
practice level — if in Murcutt's case, the
twvo can even be separated?

On the day of the inferview, Murcutt
was still talking about the Pritzker
ceremony with the freshness of a kid
whé just landed in the ultimate sandpit

“You have to say, they ceriainly do
these things properly,” he mused. The
size and stature of the ceremony is
erormous; an attempt, according to
Murcutt, by the Pritzker Foundalion to
secure the imporiance of these awards
in the context of other major gongs such
as the Nobels.

Murcutt received his avrard standing in
the centre of the Campodegfio, Rome,
and attended by a veritable who's who of
world architeclure: Norman Foster,
Renzo Piano, Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid,
Francesco dal Co, Sverre Fehn, Juhani
Pallasmaa — the iist goes on and on.

At a mere fundamental level, the
receipt of the Pritzker Prize has provided
a level of validation for someone who
has been fighting a lonely catfle for a
long time. “The issue is that, because |
have had, over my career, a fair number
of difficulties in getting my work realised,
to receive these awards and >>
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>> international recognition confirms the
basis of why | wanted fo do if] he
explains. “Il's reassuring that I'm not just
some crackpot that has gone out just
with ego and said that | will nof be
slopped at any price. The fact that | have
received these awards is an enormous
level of confirmation”

This confirmation is also imporant at a
personal level, given that Murcutt often
talks as if he exists solely for the
practice of architecture. "My greatest aim
is net for the seif but the work” he says.
"I nad a plan that if | hadn't achieved a
decent quality of architecture by the time
| was 40, | was going to return to
Europe and practice for somebody who |
respected greatly. I'd rather work with
somebody else who was doing good
work than practice poorly myself”

As is well documented, this
phenomenal drive came from the “very
powerful influence of statements by my
father, such as, "You must starl off as
you would like to finish! That was very
powerlul. So that is a policy | have had
throughout my career”

So, this Frilzker is a confirmation at a
fundamenta! level of a person and his
life decisions— and of his commitment to
architecture above all else — as much as
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it is for an archilect and their oeuvre.
However, with the award comes a new
pressure on Murcutt and his wite, Wendy
Lewin, as they commence new projects
at larger scales,

“l am actually quite an anxicus person
— anxious in the sense that | know how

easy it is to be a bad architect,” he notes.

“Now, all these awards mean that every
nev; vwork vulnerable. There lies the
pressure: | am avsare that there are a lot
of eyes that are watching to see what is
coming up. But at the same time it does
give me the confidence to go on, o
keep going.

While Murcutt has completed an
enormous range of projacts over the
past 30 years and contributes to the
profession at an international level via
teaching and his presence on
competition juries, those seminal houses
from the 1980's feature targely in the
publicity surrounding the award.
However, that the award came after the
completion of ‘Riverdale’ (lhe Arhur ano
Yvonne Boyd Centre at Cambewarra)
must have come as a validation of both
Murcutt and Lewin's cellaboration and of
their move into larger projects.

"I don't know of anybody else I'd be
able 1o [work] collaboratively with, like |

collaborate with Wendy” he notes. *|
think that as dissimilar as we may seem
to outsiders, we work actually very
closely, and ihe work is very close in

its basis.’

Murcutt's collaboration with Lewin is of
interest given both the change of scale
in work and a shift in the emphasis of
his design process that has
accompanied this collaboration. In
perusing the folios of Murcutf's drawings
archived in the Stafe Library of NSW,
one can detect a clear shift from the
diagrammatic plan-based investigations
of the early houses to a more complex
orocess where the relationship betvieen
landscape form and the building is far
more direct. The linework and
geometries suggest Aalto’s ghost has
suddenly appeared in its most potent
form since Murcutt's 1960's Staff House
at the Universily of Newcastle,
completed while still at Ancher Mortlock
Murray and Woolfey. While this suggests
a conceptual development in Murcuti's
approach, the environmental rationafist
within him prefers to explain this as the
resuit of the typography, scil quality,
access, building codes and of his
collaboration with others, Neverlheless,
he does concede thal some pregression
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Opening spread left: Glenn Murcutt in Australia; right:
Murcutt with the 2002 Fritzker Prize in Rome, Left to

right: The award ceremeny in the Campedoglio, Reme;,
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Murcutt being congratulated by son Nichclas Murcutt;
Renzo Piano and Frank Gehry watch the ceremaony.

Drawing: Ball-Eastaway house at Glenorie {(schematic
plan), assistants: Graham Jahn and Rad Miiatich; Alex
Tzannes, site visils (PXD 728, courtesy of the Mitchell

Library, State Library of NSW),



is inevitable with a change in scale. "If's
a bit like casting in theatre, if you are
cast in the same role all the time, you
are going to get the same sort of work
in architecture”

Murcutt certainly seems fo be enjoying
the opportunity oifered by larger
projects, with a new 75-rocm hotel in
Victoria currently on the drawing board.
Furthermore, he is still refusing to rule
out any type of project “Look, the
criteria is, 'ls it @ good client?” That's the
criteria and it doesn't matter whether it
is smail or large, as long as there is
room to move, as long as the brief is
able {o provide the basis that as an
architect we can give the best of ourseives”

However, despite the possibilities
offered by this stztement, one cannot
ignore the basis of Murcult's highly
refined way of working. “Wendy poinled
out recently when | was preparing my
speech for the acceptance, that lam a
restless soul, | have a restless sairit, | am
not able to stay in one place for any
length of time. | need a huge lurnover in
clients because | can get very bored
with one job for too long,” he reveals.
“The idea of working on a multistorey
building for four or five years — that
would be purgatory ic me. | don't say

this for everybody, that's purely for me.

Nevertheless, when discussing his
friends at an international level who have
large offices, he speaks with considerable
respect at their achievement.

"Renzo's scale and development of
practice and how he has done it is quite
remarkable;” he enthuses. “He was very
ciear about how o train geople in the
office, about how to keep them there
and interested. | mean, you don't holg
oeople for 33 years and 25 years
without locking after them and giving
them a fair run. Wnen you join Renzo's
you join on the basis that you are going
to learn and stay there and be trained.
He has a praclice that in many ways has
a refationship to a very small practice:
it's not just production. He is still
working with things that young
architects de, models and experimenting
with various things, so the fact that he
nas multiplications of 100 allows him to
do projects that are multiplications of 1007

Even if Murcuti does not suddeniy
launch info a range of larger-scale work,
one sincerely hopes that he will be able
to use the award and his elevated status
in the role of “architectural statesman” to
effect posifive change at 2 political and
urban design level as he has been able

to do this through his role advising the
UNSW as they transform their Sydney
campus. One of the iragedies Murcutt
laments in Australian culture and politics
is that way in which those who excelin
their fields often struggle io get the
recognition and mandate they deserve at
home. -l don't think that one is at all
regarded decently in Australia; he says.
“That's been my experience’

This tragedy is most felt in the
omission of Murcutt from any serious
role in Australian schools of architecture.
His teaching is now almost solefy
confined to the United States (with the
exception of a Universify of Newcasile
Master Ciass every July) where he is
given opgortunities commensurate with
someone of his status, where “the
students are respectful” and where he is
remunerated well. While it is difficult to
envisage a change to the situation waithin
Sydney's universities, he may start to be
heard more clearly at a political level.

" have writlen a letter to the [NSW]
Premier, and am hoping {o get a
meeting with both the Premier and the
Minister of Planning [Dr Andrew
Refshauge]; he explains. "l want to
discuss how at the moment we are in
very dire straight in regard to planning

requirements. The problem with the
DCPs [Development Control Plans] and
the LEPs [Local Envirenment Plans] now
is that they are supposedly designed to
stop the worst, but they don't stop the
worst; they actually help the worst, but
they orevent the best. So we have
olanners causing for cur profession
tremendous prehlems, The frustration
levet of it is jusl terrible to have planners
felling me how to design, giving 'helpful
hints' is an affront, And | think the
submissicn requirement on architects at
development-consent stage has now
gone beyond the pale. | think this
siluation is dramaticaliy stupid, and
unreasonzable” Murcutl's anger goes
beyond pianning and into the
requirements of NatHERS [National
Home Energy Rating Scheme]. “These
requirements work fer triple-fronted
bungalows but not for most well-
designed buildings. | have a bulding
down the South Coast, at Foxgraund,
that did not pass the certifier without
upper level windows all opening to get
the ventilation. As if my buildings don't
bloody ventilate properly!”

An increased public role for Murcutt
would fill a sorely needed place for a
critical voice that operates »»

-

Left to right: Murcutt is congratulated by Sir
Norman Foster; receiving the 2002 Pritzker
Frize medal; celebrating after the ceremony.
Drawing: Arthur and Yvonne Boyd Education
Centre, Riversdale, NSW (study drawing), in
collaboration with Wendy Lewin and Reg
Lark, {PXD 728, courtesy of the Milchell

Library, State Library cf NSW),
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»> without vested interests, unlike most of

the profession where commercial
considerations limit the exlent to which
some issues are debated, Murcutt
certainly calls it as he sees it. “Qur
architecture is a reflection of the value
systems of our culture at any garticular
time” he says, “and if we don't like the
architecture that's coming, then it's really
time to look at ourselves as clients, as
planrers, as a total population — at our
value system. Our value system is put
into [all levels of] government. So, if the
culture is that of materiatism, then that's
what we are going fo get from

our architecture”

Murcutt sees this materialism manifest
in architecture in a range of ways, from
the nature of developments generally
but also in prevailing stylistic trends. "I
think that a lot of this minimal
architecture that is going on imposes
itself as object and | don't think — and |
am speaking for me — that has
relevance. Simplification is not to do with
the commaodification of austerity; this is
another issue altogether. | think life is
more complex than just a sheer
white wali

Hovrever, Murcutt is extremely

46 generous to architects whom he feels
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are fighting the good fight alongside
nim. “There are a few of us — maybe twe
dozen or lhree dozen of us in this
country — who are fighting a rearguard
action against that process” In addition
to the usual suspecls such as Richard
Le Plastrier, Peter Stutchbury and Paul
Pnolergs, he also nominates
practitioners such as Donovan Hill, Brit
Andresen and Peter C'Gorman, Durbach
Block, and the Denton Corker Marshall
Group as architects whom he

respects greatly.

In regard to international practitioners,
it can be noted that Murcutt was a
phencmenal student of contemporary
architecture up to the point where he
found his own voice in private practice
20 years ago. The critical edge with
which he researched architecture as a
student — -all these things become one's
canscience, this is an important issue,
now the work of others becames one
conscience” — is notably absent when
considering the work of nis
contemporaries. This is perhaps
inevitable given that many of lhese are
now caunted among his friends.

The obvious names from his early
investigations — Fehn, Luis Barragan,
Mies — are now augmenled by Piang,

g/

I
'

Pallasmaa a2nd cthers whom he has met
as part of the international architectural
firmament, all uniled with Murcutt by
their absclute commitment to and
pursuit of architectural excelience. He
also cites Tod Wilkams and Billie Tsien,
Frank Gehry and others whose work
inferests him,

“Greg Lynn | know, he is teaching at
Yale at the same time | have been, and |
get along very well with Greg,” he says. -l
see what he is up to with his seeds and
pods and blobs and everything else, and
I think it's an inleresting project”

Murcutt's relationship wilth Gehry (in
addition 1o Piano and Pallasmaa) has
provided both validation for his hand-
drawn explorations and an insight into
the use of computers in contemporary
praclice. "l think it is 2 fairly important
area, he offers. "My design is always by
hand, and while Frank Gehry will talk
about the fact that he couldn't do any of
his works without the aid of computers
novy, he still does all his initial drawings
and models by hand. Then compulers
come in, read the form and structure the
whole thing. | think the hand-eye
connection produces the options; if we
lose that eye-hand connection we are
losing a wray of thinking that is extremely

vital, and | think we are going to see
more discussion about this in the future’

Despite these diversions, Murcutt
returns 1o his core value system when
talking about his own work. = think
buildings should make people feel good,
and feel comfortable, Something that
Richard [Le Piastrier] and | have talked
about for a long time is the ‘ings’ of
‘things': sitting, resting, reclining, tatking,
enjoying, communicating, eating,
preparing, sleeping, bathing. These are
really wonderful things”

Wilh this as a key element in his work,
and with the validation bought by the
2002 Pritzker Prize, Murcutt has
perhaps confirmed his most oft-repeated
maxim. "Barragan made a statement,
which | really uphold, he begins, “which
is that any work of architecture that is
designed without serenity in mind is, in
my view, a mistake — and he added to
that — when serenity posses joy, it

is ultimate”

Left to right: Renzo Piano congratulales Glenn
Murcutt; 1he audience of the 2002 Pritzker Prize

ceremony; Murcult gives his acceptance speech.

Drawing: Arthur and Yvonne Boyd Education
Centre, Riversdale, NSW (study drawing), in
collaberaticn with Wendy Lewin and Reg Lark,
(PXD 728, courtesy of the Mitchell Library,
State Library of NSw),




