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Exclusive

Interview with Peter S tutchbury
— architect, Sydney

In place of the monthly survey of
architecture made in Luxembourg, we
feature extracts of a conversation
with pioneering Australian architect,
Peter Stutchbury. The office
Stutchbury and Pape near Sydney,
Australia, run in partnership with his
wife, landscape architect Phoebe
Pape, has been at the forefront of
innovative building design on the
giant continent over the past 10
years. Recent public buildings are the
Aboriginal Cultural Centre, the Life
Sciences Building, the Design Faculty
Building — University of Newvcastle and
the Sydney International Archery
Park.

kulturissimo: Australia lies at a con-
siderable distance from Europe. In
your lecture you pointed out the tenu-
ous association between the two and
the ,splendid” isolation of your conti-
nent, which relates most closely to its
immediate Pacific neighbours. Is this
reflected in contemporary Australian
architecture?

Peter Stutchbury: The fundamental is
that there’s a spirit in the land that's
been picked up by the indigenous peo-
ple. I think the momentum of Australia
isaspiritual one. There's language in the
land. Thus an essence of difference be-
tween architecture in Europe and from
counfries like Australia and South Af-
rica. The work of Peter Rich in the latter
has for example also picked this up very
beautifully.

k.: So indigenous culture and knowl-
edge systems are important for your
work?

P.S.: Yes, I lived with and studied the
customs and buildings of indigenous
tribes in Australia, Papua New Guinea

and backpacked through parts of Africa.
When we look at Aboriginal art, we'll
find a plan perspective, an image and a
story - all based on a minimal structure.
In the West drawings show an elevation
and are wisual I also spent several
months in Japan. My childhood was
spent to a large degree on our spacious
family farm in Australia, where [ ob-
served the basics of building in various
ways; my father’s engineering projects
also had an impact upon my thinking.

k.: The genesis of your refreshingly
unusual, carefully crafted architecture
shows an opening up not only physi-
cally but also mentally and emotion-
ally to the landscape and its spirit of
place. What do you have in mind when
you take on a brief?

P.S.: My work is about finding the
psychology of people and place. A new
building has no intended reference to
previous ones: I custom make each one
for my clients, so to speak. A house isa
machine that should operate around
their/our desires. It's not just a vacant
convenience, but should challenge us.
In the case of Bay House, which won the
National House Award: the day the jury
arrived there was the worst wind in
history blowing, about 160 knots. [ was
terrified the roof would lift off and was
suffering because | hadn’tlistened to the
engineer, who had asked me to put 5
tie-downs on this roof.  had only puton
3 ... butwhat this experience did do, was
to bring the people to an absolute under-
standing of the conditions that that
house was in at the time, so it was a
living building. I think —whilstit’s not a
preoccupation on a job-to-job basis -
that producing buildings that have life is
what I'm concerned about. Another fun-
damental aspect of my approach is the
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integration of sensible thinking into ar-
chitecture —it's my way. It's easy to argue
against theory, but it's impossible to
argue against common sense. A building
must really add something to your life.
k.: Can you give us some examples?
P.S.: The populated areas in Australia
are determined by rainfall and mineral
deposits. 90% of the people live on the
coast. The Pacific Ocean affects the
population, i.e. light reflects off the wa-
ter and onto buildings. Since the conti-
nent only has between 15 mm - 1200 mm
generally of topsoil, it's a light continent
in terms of what it can support. Life
there is about adaptation, survival.
When I do a building, my wife Phoebe
embeds its periphery in natural systems.
For example we'll build a wooden tower
block holding a communal space and
raise it on a natural stone base to reach
the level of the surrounding eucalypt
trees - taking into consideration the
danger of forest fires, we  water” the
roof. Or we'll construct two towers, as in
our own house - one for winter and one
for summer. We build an indoor-out-
door kitchen in one and the same flow.






