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Reflections on the Virtual

Redefining traditional notions of ‘unbuilt’ work,
extending the parameters of navigable space,
venturing into the virtual world of

architecture in cyberspace...
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Then and now.

Tasmanian
Modern

A slight departure in the Then & Now series sees
for the first time the coverage of a suite of work,

as opposed to the usual focus on a single building.
The projects in question are three houses
completed over a ten-year period, between
1974-1984, by Tasmanian architect Michael Viney.

u This decade was a significant one in
Tasmanian architecture, seeing the
formation of local practice Heflernan
Nation Rees Viney (HNRV) and a major
shift in local architecture culture that
occurred as a result. Aithough HNRV's
influence was most felt in Hobart,
national coverage of the practice -
including a 1980 cover story in
Architecture Australia ~ led to interest
in this work from Interstate academics
and practitioners. This brief intersection
of four very good practitioners (HNRV
had dissolved by 1982) was to have a
continued effect on architecture in the
state, providing the only strong
alternative in the last 25 years to the
regionalist agenda proposed by Barry
McNeill and his followers. This is
significant, as it must be remembered
that Tasmania's complex and vibrant
arts scene was in a most formative

slage in the early 1970s (the members
of HNRV tell that it was impossibie to
buy a cappuccino until about 19751)
yet the practice was implementing a
rationalist agenda while architects in
the Sydney metropolis were obsessed
with clinker bricks, tiled roofs, and
clear-finished timber.

m Michael Viney is perhaps the most
complex of the four original partners,
and subsequently provides the most
interesting subject for a ‘Then and
Now' review - although it has to be
said that a similar article charting
Robert Nation's trajectory since his
departure from the state would be
equally compelling. Although Viney
found practice in the small, fiercely
parochial culture very frustrating, he
stayed in Tasmania until recently,
persisting in his ‘mission’ despite a
lack of patronage, very lean budgets

and little support at an intellectual
level. Unfortunately, Viney's reluctance
to teach - he has rarely even lectured
publicly -~ and his impenetrable, highly
stylised writings, have limited his
influence to that promulgated by his
former colleagues and assistants.

m The three houses reviewed in these
pages represent key points in a
gradual shift in Viney's work over the
decade in question, from a more direct
referencing of overseas sources (Viney
House), to a fusion of these ideas with
local conditions and his complete
‘manifesto’ (Cattell House). The
Commonwealth Bank House
demonstrated a widening of his formal
references (the Italian Rationalists in
this case) and a major increase in the
role given to colour in his work. Of the
three, Catiell House is perhaps the
most arresting, despite its extremely

raw finish and neglected state. (it
should aiso be noted that Cattell House
has never been documented to any
great extent, appearing only briefly in a
1982 edition of Construction Review.)

m Viney's relocation to Melbourne in
2000 saw Tasmania lose one of its most
significant practitioners, ever. The
houses featured here are merely the tip
of an iceberg - a separate ‘Then and
Now' would be required to examine his
later work at the University of Tasmania
where a series of very large buildings
have transformed an entire Hobart
suburb. To interstate and overseas
architects, Viney's work remains largely
unknown, other than through the tales
of their colleagues who were fortunate
to work with him over the past 30 years,
before going on {o start their own
practice (myself included) or to hold
key positions in larger national firms.
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Michael Viney. Architect, Then & Now
Gerard Reinmuth. Edited

Richard Eastwood, Michael Viney,
Gerard Reinmuth. Photography



Michael Johns B Michael Johns is
the current owner of the
Commonwealth Bank House, and has
refurbished and ‘completed' the
house over the paslt few years in
collaboration with Michael Viney.

B The house is siled longiludinally,
stretching from east to weslt, resulting in
all living areas facing north. As all
adjoining development follows {he
nalwal cunluws the house slands out
from (he hill bwt remains guile private
from adjaceni properlies.

W There are seven lerraces ascending
from the bottom ol the house al the
streel and garage 1o he top of the sile
where Ihe street address and entry
lerraces are localed. Mcost of the
external terraces are paved in solid red
bricks for outdeor entertaining. The
brick paving encourages the use of
potied plants, s we have localed 52

01 - 05 Viney's ‘manilesto’. The Callell house,
cica 1976/77. 15 regarded by former colleague
Bob Nation to be “his linest work of the 70s”
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large pots of lulips that provide a
strong burst of colour in spring. The
terraces in front of the house are
planted with roses. while behind the
house the garden consists of daffodils.
This combinalion ol plants
sucplements the all-while "Greek’
aesthetic ol the main walls.

B The living environment is low stress,
wilth plenty ol scope 1o escape within
whal is a deceptively complex medium-
sized house. The spatial flow on leve!
two (kilchen, famiiy roam, living and
front entry) is well thought through to
allow a variely of living spaces. From
these spaces, huge windows from floor
1o ceiling open onto northern balconies
to what are lruly awesome views, day
or night.

B The house is exlremely easy to live
in for twe people (but up lo six if
required). My wile and | generally
cccupy enly the castern third cver both
levels. healing only this area of the
hcuse in winler. Internal enterlaining is
sasily done with the tolally open plan
and {low stretching some 30 metres
from the kilchen in the east Lo the
impressive fireplace on the west wall.
W The heuse is probably the most
‘commercially’ specilied of any recent
housing construction in Sandy Bay and
cerlainly ‘locks the part’ as a result. It
is a very easily mainlained design and
lhe solid {double skin) brick and pier
construction is well suited to the rock
and clay base. External garden walls
have required some modification with
additional tlex joints and separaticn
from hecusing lectings 1¢ allow for
seasonal movement.

In conclusion, this house is absolutely
oreal te live in and is presented
beautifully in aesthetic terms. | am sure
1 is a project of which Mike can be
justifiably proud. In the words aof my
wife Elaine, "I loye my house!”

Bob Natlon Partner Nation Fender
Katsilidis B Mick Viney was indireclly
responsiole for my inilia! avareness of
architeclure, but that's a 1956 story.
Through the years of 1974-1980 | had
the benefit of being in partnershig with
Mick in Hobart and have recenlly re-
established cantact wilh him through
his relecalicn to Melbournc.

B During 40 years ol archileclure |
have encounlered only a handful cf
architects that bring to their crall the
deplh of consideralion and personal
intellectual view that Mick pursues.
The formal distillation and deepiy
private development cf his ideas and
Tasmanian lacaticn has resulted in
little of his work being published or
known beyend the local architectural
culture. In particular, it is a pity that the
Callell House was nol apprepriately
recorded and applauded as | believe it
was his finest work of the 1970s. This
arlicle is an apprepriale and long past
due celebration of the guinlessence of
this important work that grew the 1970s.
B The three houses illustrale the
development in his uncompromising
slyle whelher or nat it has recognisable
references. Mick's initial concepls
were often richer to my eye, bul his
refining process pursued his search
lor personal ahsolutes.

B There was often oflice debate abeoul
the indoor/outdoor cenlinuum and the
eflect that framed/frameless glazing
allowed/disallowed in 1his relalionship.
The three houses illustrate Mick's view
and his commitmenl Lo it.

B Mick has now embarked on a new
phase of his architectural life, lo
Melbourne’'s benefit, and the
archilectural culture will come 1o realise
tive substance of his talent in its midst.
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06 - 09 The Viney's own housae, circa 1976/77.,
which 18 described by Jenniler Taylor as “the
maslt accomphshed™ of the thiee houses,
draws on internabonal references




Barrle Shelton Urban design
consultant and auther B | would go so
far as to say that in Tasmanian history
there have really cnly been a couple of
points at which local buildings here
have realiy been significant on a
naticnal scene. It wasn't until the late
1970s, when Hellernan Nation Rees
Viney emerged, that any Tasmanian
work impacted al a national leve!. A
key role of 1he practice within Hobart
also became the way in which they
made local designers think in different
ways. This is hard 10 dispure.

| Il seems 1o me Ihat the dominant
pair were Nation and Viney, although
Viney was the one who really absorbed
what you might call ‘intellectual’
sources, and synthesised those. Nation
had of course, but in a far maore
hurried, off-lhe-peg way. A classic
example of 1his in Bob’'s work is his

own house where, even though itis a
highly referential work, there has been
some sorl of transformation — what cne
might call an appropriale
transformalion - from sources to site.
Bob {and Mike) are very, very clever
manipulators of physical space. My
suspicions are that Bob influenced
Mike, kul not in the way thal some
overseas people impacted on Bob's
work. Bob's influence was | think in the
form of an cbject influence, like the
Douglas House for example — it was
mare to do with a more general
aeslhetic approach. | think that Mike
was aware of a range ol philosophers
ang so forth of whom he knew, so |
don't think it was a superficial thing - |
think it was a happy coincidence,

B One can lalk about region and
contexl, as seen in Barry's (McNeill's)
use of regional imbers and so on, but

the fact 15, even though Viney's
sources may nave been from
alsewhere, his melding of a building (o
a particular site is, | think, very. very
good. For example, in the case of the
Clarement Goll Club, there aie few
buildings that sit as appropriately on
their site. However, | {hink the
(Cemmonwealth) Bank House has a
less easy relalionship. From my view
however, | don't see thal lension as a
weakness. Of course, being oo
displaced frem a place is problematic,
but equally, being too entrenched in a
place, teco myopic and blinkered, has
been a problemn for Tasmanian
architects. Ullimately, | think good
things come oul ol a marriage of both
local and international sources, and |
think Viney's work achieved scmething
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Jennlfer Taylor Professor of
Architecture at QUT (The noles
below are edited extracls from
Jenniler Taylor's text on post-war
archileclure, Australian Archilecture
since 1950, coupled with extracts lrom
her cover story on Hellernan Natign
Rees Viney in Architecture Australia,
November 1980. We thank Jennifer
Taylor for her kind permission to use
this material.)

B From a distance it may be templing
10 criticise the work of Hellernan
Nation Rees Viney cn lhe basis of its
dependency on gverseas models and
its seeming lack of direct relevance to
Ausiralian conditions, but close up
one's perspeclive changes. The
parlicular precise bul sculptural
aesthelic of lhese buildings, with large
expanses of glass and absence ol
exlernal, sun-protective devices, would
be climatically unsuilable throughout
most of Australia. In cooler Tasmania,
they are jusl acceptable.

W The Viney House is the most
accomplished. This flal roofed, timber
building with vertical bearding is sel
an a timbered site in a hillside suburb
thal overlocks Hobart. The house is
painted white throughoul. Nis a
sculplural cubic building with large
expanses of fixed glass and lormally
posilioned flush windows that punch
dark holes into the tight. while planes
of the walls. Internally the house
consists of a two-level ulility and
sleeping zone that opens into the
generous living atea and is exlended
by voids above through the full height
al the building. Internal planning

is open and space mulli-layered, with
visual canneclions mainlaining the
continuily of the building through the
various levels. Due to the feeling of
centainment produced by the box-like
enclosure of the laotal interior volume,
exlensive glazed sections extend the
space within to the formal exlernal
spaces beyond. Ties with the while

architeclure of the 1930s are no
longer eviden\.

W These white buildings were a
transilary isolated phase in Australia’s
architectural history. Al their besl they
were elegant works that maduiated
forms in a smaclh and conlrolled
mannear. Much of their delight came
from the subtle variations in the qualily
of light as it passed lhrough clear
glass. or translucent, glass-block
sections of walls, or was reffected off
angled white walls. The buildings
have a high leve! of scphistication
and reflinement, and demonstrale

an uncomman sensiivily 10 the
aeslhetic qualilies of architectural
design — all atlribules that can be
riolhing but welcome.
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10 - 12 The Viney house embraced ils
context - neslled in the lreed hills
ovetlogking Hobart



Mlchael Viney Architect B In 1964.
Japan Architect preduced a special
edition titled Nature, Space and
Japanese Architeclural Style. Other
articles followed, elaboraling on the
idea of removing the boundaries
between the inside and the oulside,
developing techniques for visually
linking interiors and extertors wilh
various objectives, such as the desire
to achieve a sense of ‘flcating'.

B These essays provided me with
complelely new information and a few
yecars latcr their powcrful influgnce
emerged. Wilh Ihe aulonomy thal
private practice allowed me, and as an
owner-builder, came the cpportunity for
synthesis. Also, by this lime, 2 greater
awareness ol the landscape had
occurred with the premotion of the
bush garden. Nigel Pennick had written
Geomancy and, much earlier, Le
Corbusier descnbed the promenade in
his Viffa at Gauches. All these thoughls
came logelher as an ‘insight’, which |

have summarised below.

M Architectural spaces are structured
and interconnected with the resulling
conliguration relaled 1o the landscape
and/or the envircnment by a

selecled linear relationship, or by a
place perception.

B The architecture to landscape
transition is visual and locales the
archilecture to the site. This lincar
relationship struclures a journey and
that journgy compounds the sum ol
parts which remain in the user’s
memory and enriches the experience.
B Aschileclure is created from the
insigde out - from space to form. They
are integral to, and inform each other
lo resolution.

B The aim is to create buildings with
special qualities that are contextually
appropriate and resolved. Buildings
with these qualities have, | belicve, an
inherent or inner logic. It is this inner
logic thal generales interest and
arrests the allention.

13 - 17 Viney's house for a bank manager, or
‘Bank House' as il is commaonly known. circa
1982, represented a shift in his use of colour
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