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MONUMENT 71

LAND VALUES

The Kia Ora Homestead in rural New South Wales by Paul Berkemeier
references the seductive charm of John Lautner’s work while exploring

an alternative landscape tradition for Sydney.

Review Gerard Reinmuth Photography Brett Boardman







LIKE THE WORK of iconic American architect John Lautner, this recently
completed house by Paul Berkemeier would not look out of place in a '70s Bond
fiim. As | write, books on Lautner are being placed in the foreground of a series
of Boardman photos. We joke at the impending arrival of menacing Bond oabes
Bambi, Thumper and Pussy Galore. | 1ose a drunken wrestle with the automatic
poo! cleaner. Cigars, red wine and long white bathrobes are the uniform of choice.
Given the nature of the brief (a pavilion for guests of a well-known horse stud) for

an Australian-ecducated businessman who resides cverseas, Lautner's work offers
a far more appropriate avenue of enquiry than the limited environmental rationalism
peddled by many of Berkemeier's contempacraries as the only appropriate response
to Australian landscape. This house addresses landscace, olace, and history, cut
in a sophisticated and layered way — a comolex narrative that encempasses both
the precurement process and future occupation of the building.

01 Tre house holds a commanging cosition over the property There are two key ideas in discussing this proposition, First is the reality of the

02 View over Lautrer-esque pect to iiving space project’s conception and use that locates it in a tradition dating back o at least

03 The masterbedroom enjoys captured vi the 16th century in ltaly (villa Capra) and the 18th century in Britain {Chiswick

04 The living space is domirated oy the stone hreplace Heuse). This building may be many things — a pavilicn. a hotel - but is certainly
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not a house in the traditional sense. Second. Berkemeier's response to the
oroject’s pracurement calis into play the idea of the "cosmopoltan” in philosophy
and the potential this field of understanding offers design practice in Australia.

The form of the building emerged from a collabgrative search between
Berkemeler and his client for a ouilding that could orecisely orchestrate a
series of vistas of the stud property while mitigating the impact of the building's
ccmmanding position in the landscape via formal and material strategies,

As Berkemeier explains: “The client and | had quite fundamental debates about
the rature of the homestead in landscape, the nature of the Australian bush and
the relationsnip of a building to its clace. (So this debate resultec in] more than
simply a “Sydney landscage schoal' idea of understanding the site, but [strove to
understand] the pasition in a much more abstract notion of landscape. and the
meaning of the house. You were challenged to test every idea and debate. That
made it a very intense process. but | think gave a real substance to the project.”

The haouse operates within western fraditions, oflering a pancptic view of the
landscape below from a disengaged survey ¢oint. Yet these strategies have
enabled a beautiful three-part diagram. A stone base (built up from material

excavaled on site) forms a podium upcn which a cranked roof platé covers the
habitable spaces. The rcof is broken into two-parts - a circulation band wragging
around the rear onto which the folded galvanised rocf plate is grafted. This
cranked roof rolls around the crest of the hill, folding and warging in response to
Berkemeier's reading of the landsczpe form and his reconciliation of this reading
with orogrammatic, climatic and visibility issues. The third, and least successful
component of the diagram is the system of walls and glazing that form the
enclosure, to which | will return later.
The house performs its key role very well. Arrival in the evening is dramatic,
with fine lighting and a measured entry sequence giving way to a large living room
that ocens to the unseen landscape belovy, At night the house has an uncanny
gualily — mapping in its plan and farm a landscape that cannot be seen, offering
expansive views inta complete darkness. Dawn brings the surprise of long distance
vistas and a relief that the logic underpinning the form is now contexiualised.
Given the success of this general arrangement, some aspects of the design
and detailing are disappeinting. Hovwsever, 10 contextualise these, ane has to refer
10 Berkemeier's approach 10 the project and the strategies for negotiation he »»
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»>»> adopted. As he explains: "Complex is the best word for the process. The
project had be resilient enough 1o survive tne often conflicting inguts from varied
players: a client with a passionate inlerest in architecture bul also the detail;
his fellow board members of the stud, one of whom is a major developer and
architectural patron in his own right; the cwners representative (ancther Architect);
a strong-willed landscape archilect; and the reiationship with the intericr designer.
It was a process in which every idea had tc survive debate and tough scrutiny,
gven as i1 vsas under construction,”

Some of these negotiations have bean 10 the detriment of the wheie. Substantial
areas of stcne were cut by the client during construction (leaving larger areas
of plasterboard and render wilh their cardizoard quality) while the anodised
aluminium door systems (finished neither with the calculating precision of Murcutt
nor crganic power of Lautner's completely mad glazing arrangements) emerged
from a negotiation regarding maintenance and risk. A large timber handrail atop
the glazed balustrade compromises the views and asserts an uncomfortably strong
datum line in a compositicn built around the supcleness of the roct plane.

Winen viewed through the lens of its conception — a paviiion for entertaining
- these criticisms are valid. The develcpment of detall that reinforce the project's
conceptual power — and uncenstrained oy the realities of domestic accupation
- seems to have been a missed opportunity. However, an understanding of
Berkemeier's character and his desire tor negotiation are needed to see the other
side of this argument - the sophisticated conceptual ground this project explores
when compared to much of Sydney's landscace and architecture debate.

This conceptual ground alsc relates to the idea of the "cosmopolitan”. During
a recent UTS conference on the relationship between cosmopgolitanism in design
and ohilosophy Andrevy Benjamin suggested that the cosmopalitan “can be used
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to begin to lccate oprositicnal strategies to giobalisation while at the same time
allowing for the development of sites of resistance”. Envisaged as a conceptual
means o navigate between untrammeled globalisation on the one hand and
parcchial nationalism ¢n the other, the cosmopclitan explores the possibility for
eftective negotiation between the two.

Meetings over Kia Ora's design and briefing were often played out on the upper
level of towers in Asian metropeolises but within a frame provided by debates on
the Australian homestead tradition and attitudes to landscape in Auslralia and
Asia. On the ground, Berkemeier continually negotiated these discussions with
the often contrary inputs of other players, the cpportunities offered by a local
materials palette and the realities of coilaborating with a local Scone builder on a
remote site. At the drawing board, Lautner and others provide reference. Under
Berkemeier’s direction, the complex arrangement of apgroximations, overlaps and
intersections between these muiticle contexts has been played cut in a supple
way, guided by a stralegic direction but not slave to i,

The Kia Cra Homestead constructs a new ground in Sydney's imited landscape
and architecture debate, setling these less complex modes of thinking against
something richer, more complex and pregnant with opportunity. While expositions
of detail, technigue and material often substitute for sericus architectural
discourse in the Sydney architectural fraternity, the imgortance of these issues
is contextualised wnen sel against Berkemeier's achievement. For, while the
envircnmental rationalists continue to operate within frameworks that shut down
cossibilities and cromote exclusivily — to the point that recently one of their leaders
iold an Asian-born Austraiian that she could not possibly have the same affinity for
the place that he has - Berkemeier's work at Kia Ora suggests the potential of an
irclusive apgroach to open up multiple paths for he and others to explore. [m]






05-07 The house is carefully designed to the contours of the sile
08 Timber-lined study provides an intimate space

09 The terrace enjoys extensive views cver the valley

10 Pool deck provides an expansive space for entertaining
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Project name Kig Ora Homestead

Client Kia Qra Estates Pty Lid

Architect Paul Berkemsier Architect Pty Lid
Project team Paul Berkemeier, Brent
Trousdale, David Gowty, Miram Green,
Louise Huga-Harnman, Steven Sheridan
Owners representative \onckton Fyfe Pty
Lid - Peter Moncktcn

Interior design Nicolas Graham Associates
Structural engineer Birzuis Associates

Eiectrical and lighting Lighting Art +
Science Py Lid

Civil hydraulic Acor Consulftants
Mechanical engineer Richard Duggan

and Asscoiales

Landscape architect CAB Consulting Ply Lid
Builder Je!f Towler Building Pty Ltd
Landscape contractor Bates Landscape
Services Pty Lid

Electrician Gary Gray Eleclrical

Plumbing Geoff Everlaigh

Structural steel Adcran Slesi Fabrizprions
Mechanical services (&H Commercial
Councit Sccrne Shire Councit

Time to complete Consiructicn: 2 years,
Total design development: 4 years

External matenals Field stone from the sile,

Fecycied Jarrah, Render with Murobond,
Biluescope galvanised corrugated roof
sheeting, Sika Plan membrane roofing

Floor Plan

01 Entry

02 Living

03 Kitchen

04 Study

05 Bedroom

06 Master pedroom
07 Master ensuite
(OB Rche

03 Walkway

10 Decking

11 Peol

12 Laundry

13 Change room
14 Carcort

15 Service court

Internal Field stone, Recycled Jarrah, Boral
plasterboard, Recycled blackbutt ficoring
Fixtures and fittings Carcma,

Duravit, Kaldewai

Appliances Suppfied by Winnings:
Electrolux, Miele, Jennair

Furmiture Various sugpliers

62 MONUMENT 71





