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This project is for the transformation of a place via the insertion of a new structure between 
two that already exist. The first being a federation era four room cottage, whilst the second 
is an astoundingly sculptural jacaranda tree, which predates the cottage.

In undertaking such a project, we were able to continue our interest in the effect of time on 
buildings. That sense in which structures might exist into the future, being the manner in which 
they appreciate character with age, along with the manner in which structures have come 
through time to the present.  In both directions accumulating meaning via the nature of their 
construction and decay, and the events they contain.

This working between, of time, and more immediately the cottage and the tree, enabled us to 
establish an architecture that is a hybridisation of those references. Whilst each extant place 
displays a markedly different character, they both define space in the most beautiful manner. 

The cottage is a robust brick structure located on the principal street frontage with elegant 
turn of the century proportions and ornamentation. It is part of a distinct building tradition. 
Windows and doors are small but intricately crafted. The arrangement of rooms establish a 
carefully considered decorum of homecoming and procession. These elements come together 
to form lofty interiors and gloaming spaces, which evoke for us the social organisation of an 
assumed culture.



The second extant place, older than the first, is the diaphanous room loosely defined by the 
outstretched canopy of a magnificent Jacaranda mimosifolia. With branches cantilevering 
almost horizontally up to 12 metres in length. This great room changes so dramatically with 
the seasons - dense with moving shadow in summer, that boundary dissolving to become 
almost nonexistent in winter, and then later in the year tinting the light purple with flower. The 
transient nature of the space is for us analogous with a less rigid culture, one that emanates 
from the particularities of place.

As such our transformation mediates. Literally neither open nor closed, not rectilinear 
or free in form, not dark, or so bright. The new form is distinct in character. It offers a 
third alternative. Though not a blurred threshold between inside and out, instead the 
transformation is a collation of elements evocative of those existing. We like to think that this 
has enabled a richness in the experience of the dwelling. A kind of complexity arises in the 
manner of habitation as the different spatial, climatic, aural, and light qualities coexist. Our 
thought being that at each moment in time a part of the house is optimally refined for the 
hour, the season, or the mood of our wonderful clients. An additional consequence of such a 
strategy is that our architectural response becomes more narrowly defined, and unshackled 
from the responsibility to be all things at all times, is able to offer a particularly lovely 
moment or moments, in both a spatial and temporal sense. 

Our clients asked us to make a house that would allow them a more proximate connection 
to the environment. A manner of habitation in which the experience of their gardens, of the 
street and lane, of the passing of seasons and the time of day, would be an intrinsic part of 
their experience. In that sense the house is outward looking, able to be tuned to prevailing 
characteristics. But then our clients also wanted the house to be inward looking, to be 
complex and rich enough for them to live a fulfilling life within its enclosure. 

In discussions with them at the completion of the project we determined the house now has a 
kind of frugality that is juxtaposed with moments of wilful generosity. It occurred to us that 
this kind of house could have only been built for people who knew how to live because they 
had been doing it for quite some time. 

There is one bathroom, shared between them and their guests. The main bedroom contains 
only a bed, now augmented with the luxury of an adjacent robe. Despite the generous size 
of the land, the house remains relatively small, allowing the garden and the great Jacaranda 
to hold court. The windows that allow such divergent interactions with the context are huge 
in scale, generally greater in size than a person in the principal dimension. In the great room 
the space rises vertically via a void in the level above, expanding to the sky, but then also 
horizontally, allowing the experience of the full width of the land. 

In doing so the trim vertical proportions of the existing cottage transform across the site, 
from front to back, into the low-slung horizontals of the rear façade, as it reaches to hold the 
space around the canopy of the tree. 





Itinerary

Located in an inner western suburb of Sydney, the subdivision, from 1907, has resulted in a 
series of generous rectangular land holdings of about 500sqm in size. Historical documents 
show that the house was established within 3 years, one of 7 freestanding federation era 
cottages built from the same pattern. Prior to the subdivision the land was part of the 
Gelding Brothers Victorian Nursery. The previous owners of the house, who had held the 
property for 90 years, have passed down to our clients the history of the great Jacaranda, 
which dates from the time of the nursery and was planted in 1901.

Just beyond the ring of terrace suburbs that arc around the western edge of Sydney’s central 
business district, the subdivision contains predominantly freestanding single family dwellings, 
which have been minimally altered since establishment. Traditionally the demographic was of 
middle class western European and English descent. These inhabitants established street tree 
planting early in the piece and so the area has a pleasant public character, especially when 
combined with the generally low density and generous separation between dwellings. Large 
areas of the suburb are considered of heritage significance and so protected. 

The house as we found it was remarkably intact, both externally and internally. The adjacent 
houses were in a similar state of repair. The wide verges and street trees, combined with the 
small front garden had established a pleasing public persona for the dwelling. As such our 
transformation here was minimal. The garden has been replanted and will grow to enable a 
subtly different character amongst the collection of similar facades. 



The two front rooms remain intact. The features they contain have been preserved. One is 
to become a study/making/contemplation space, able to receive visitors in a business like 
manner. The other is to remain the main sleeping room. We have augmented that room 
with the luxury of a walk-in robe by employing a planning legerdemain and a hidden 
entrance behind a pivoting wall panel. An additional consequence of this arrangement is 
the transformation of an existing doorway to serve as a cloak cupboard within the entrance 
hall. Above that door the traditional highlight window has been repurposed to hold an ever-
changing series of dioramas, lovingly curated with such wit and generosity by our client.





Beyond the hall is the original great room of the house. It is now the dark living room, a 
place for the telly and a kind of cocooning comfort. The room is intact with the old pine floor 
boards exposed, skirting, rendered brick, fireplace, picture rail, ornate cornice, plaster ceiling 
and central rose. 

Beyond again is what we call the light threshold. The width of the front hall continues 
unchanged, though the space seemingly expands with large sliding glass doors to the north. 
These can slide to be concealed within a wall pocket and the space open out onto a bright 
brick lined courtyard. This is a place of privacy, away from the public domain and the 
rear garden space which is always shared in a manner between neighbours. The court is a 
suntrap, protected from the prevailing southerly and westerly winds in winter. It is an external 
space that has the proportion and characteristics of one of the more traditional rooms within 
the existing cottage.   



The dark bathroom is similarly located off the main hall. The room comprises four alcoves 
of various sizes. The first two are along the north-east wall and are lined underfoot with the 
old pine floorboards. They contain the toilet, behind a nib wall, and the vanity, for which the 
old kitchen basin was re-enameled. The other half of the room has a concrete floor, which 
matches the walls and ceiling, of prefinished compressed fibre cement. Within the third alcove 
the shower is minimally detailed, there is no glass screen or curtain. Water splashes onto 
the walls, the window and the adjacent floor when it is used. The final alcove is the bath. 
It is a single cast piece of concrete, integral with the foundations and sunken into the floor. 
Overhead, circular skylights of varying sizes allow ever changing light qualities within and a 
vista of the sky above, with maybe a bird flying to the nearby river, or the moon, whilst lying 
in the bath.

With the gentle southern light, the manner of a single material, the slight echo and the 
sound of the movement of water, the room takes on the quality of a subterranean space, or 
rather with the outlook to the small southern garden, of a cave. This balance of prospect and 
refuge, played out in form, material and inhabitation, results in a manner of bathing that 
borrows from the long tradition of such spaces which elevate an experience of such necessity.



In this project we have continued our investigation of the manipulation of the ground plane 
as a low datum to settle our work into a place. Stemming from pragmatic concerns relating 
to founding timber construction, and with a nod to Renaissance rustication, this emphasised 
terrain is used to make those robust elements of the dwelling. In this case, the heated floor, 
lower stair, shower, the sunken bath, a seat, the long ledge, and the base of the kitchen 
bench.

Back on the axial procession we move forward, past a narrow break in the wall, which 
contains a stair to the level above. Aligned with the stair up, the floorboards of the original 
house stop and a band of concrete signals a changed materiality and spatial characteristic.  
Before us are 4 steps which lead down gently to the large room level with the garden. At the 
threshold the ceiling, flat and consistent to this point gives way to a narrow slot of double 
height space only 600mm in width. Then is abruptly followed by a comparatively very low, 
very large beam. So low that some are inclined to duck our heads slightly. This lowering 
coincides with the four stairs, and has the affect of directing the gaze and concentration 
specifically to the matter at hand, the traversing of a level change. At the base of the stairs, 
wide enough for two to pass, or to enter the lower space side by side, there is room for 
pause as the garden room is experienced for the first time. 

Only at this moment is the width of the house experienced and emphasised by the windows 
located at the extremities of the space, washing light along perimeter walls. Only here is the 
full height of the house experienced, with a fixed glass panel visible through a large void in 
the level above  offering a view of the sky and the passing of the clouds. This moment in the 
procession is designed to be jaw dropping, a dynamic spatial moment which celebrates the 
experience of homing coming.  





The kitchen is located against the south-west edge of the space. A long low bench along the 
wall contains the sink and those things for cooking. Tucked around a corner at one extremity 
is a substantial pantry, fridge and laundry. At the other end is the prow of the house, a 
triangular seat and a window space for one to hold a glass and talk with the cook, whoever 
that may be at the time.

The bench is an island, a spare surface of marble for the preparation and offering of food. 
We are conscious that that offering is visible from the very extremities of the house. This 
seemed appropriate as our clients are forever showing us such generous hospitality, and we 
imagine that hospitality is extended to all who might visit.





The design continues our experimentation with the notion of the Great Room as a manner 
of mediating between the more traditional manifestations of compartmentalised cellular 
planning, and the tradition of the free flowing open plan living spaces of the modern 
movement. 

This communal room of the house, though generous spatially and with a material richness, 
gains in generosity via the connection to the surrounding gardens and the perceived 
ambiguity of its use. The more we practice as architects the more this initial hunch, since 
played out in a series of works, is becoming a certainty. This ambiguity is that which has the 
ability to elevate the experience of a place from the profane to the sacred. For embodied 
in the sacred is the contemplative moment. For us this seems to rely on not doing in a physical 
sense, rather than doing. The responsibility then for architecture is a space to allow us to 
simply be, or more specifically to stand, to sit, and unshackled from those things we should be 
doing, to contemplate what is beyond the current time and place.



Up the narrow stairs, no longer grounded and within the concrete datum, the space seemingly 
expands. Within this room and the bridge there is greater light intensity throughout the 
day and the two adjacent void spaces heighten the feeling of elevation. The space also 
allows more variation in outlook. Three views are framed in the same manner via large box 
framed fixed glass windows located against the ceiling and adjacent wall. They frame views 
alternately bucolic and urban, without hierarchy. The most familiar of outlooks is that to 
the rear garden, to the tree. It is the focus of the room on entry. The second outlook is only 
experienced once within the room. It is across the pitched red tile roof of the existing house, 
the street frontage, and over the predominantly single storey houses across the way. With the 
poplar trees in the distance this view holds connotations of western Europe and connects the 
house to the early cultural history of the suburb. The third view is only experienced on leaving 
the room. It is the axial view along the narrow stair and across the rooftop of the immediate 
neighbour. This view is likely the most transient of the outlooks, it reveals a profile of the 
inclined solar panels on top of the neighbour’s skillion lean-to. This most prosaic of vistas is 
elevated to the heroic via the manner in which it is framed. 

Associated with each piece of glass are a couple of solid ventilation hatches. Located in the 
diagonal of the room they allow breezes to traverse the space. On hot days they can exhaust 
the warm air lingering directly under the ceiling, drawing cool air from below, across the 
lawn beneath the Jacaranda and the coolth of the concrete slab on ground. 



Despite the various and generous outlooks the room is private. The public domain, the streets, 
the places the neighbours inhabit, are all obscured. It is a place for contemplation. The low 
datum of the bookshelves enables the relatively low ceiling height to feel expansive. The 
borrowing of the void space allows a small floorplate to seem larger and is shared with the 
living space below. 

This room is a fine place to be and is the culmination of the procession within the house.







Critique

by Jen McMaster

On the morning of my visit to Dulwich Hill House, I carry a well-thumbed book in my bag. It’s 
a manifesto by Peter Zumthor, a well-known Swiss architect. In it, he describes what it is to 
experience architecture. According to Zumthor, buildings are not objects, but containers, that 
house and frame our actions and activities. They cannot be summarised in a single gesture 
but, like a beautiful piece of music, are an accumulation of sounds, signs, references and 
poetics.    

Dulwich Hill House, by panovscott Architects, embodies this same spirit. It’s a reductive 
addition that endeavours to ‘find the essential’ and, in doing so, is a balancing act: between 
height and breadth, weight and counterweight, extravagance and restraint. 

Located in Sydney’s inner-west, the project forms a companion to an existing four-room 
cottage. From the street, the building reads as a modest, single-storey home. The new 
addition, meanwhile, is barely discernible, and neatly peeks its head out from behind the 
existing ridge.   

Moving inside, we are greeted by the original corridor, which maintains a generous 
proportion. The pragmatics and poetics of homecoming are given credence, with a small 
cupboard becoming a space to shun shoes, and a hopper window above acting as a playful 
display shrine – at the time of the visit, it houses a nativity scene in a joyful seasonal nod. 

Within this old shell, panovscott have made several deft incisions to accommodate new uses. 
In the main bedroom, a segment of wall pivots open, artfully concealing a walk-in-robe with 
such precision it’s barely noticeable.
 
Stepping into the addition, the break between old and new is immediate and decisive. Two 
contrasting rooms – a ‘hot and dry’ courtyard, and a ‘wet’ bathroom – define this transition. 
The courtyard is lined in recycled brick, which was salvaged from the old house, and a 
concrete plinth wraps one corner. Doors slide back into a concealed pocket and, when open, 
allow the house to breathe.  

Tucked behind another wall, we find a bathroom awash in light. The space is deeply sensory, 
and lends bathing the kind of dignity found in Japanese bathhouses. An in-situ concrete 
bathtub scoops down in graceful, ergonomic lines. Along one edge, the walls pull back, with 
timber sliding screens revealing a lush garden. 

Moving back to the main corridor, we are tempted sideways by a deliciously tight staircase. 
A winder at the end of the stair turns invitingly, leading us upwards. At the top, we cross a 
narrow bridge to a study, which overlooks an exultant void.

The study is a beautiful room, bordered by a continuous ledge upon which the clients curate 
an ever-changing collection of objects. The space is light and airy, with ventilation openings 
swinging out to capture breezes. 

This upper mezzanine is punctured by several windows, which frame views and admit light. 
One bathes the space in northern sun, and reveals an abstract composition of tessellated 
roofs. Another holds a clipped view of a sprawling jacaranda tree. 

Back downstairs, we reach the heart of this project, which panovscott describe as ‘the 
great room.’ This space unites the living, kitchen and dining areas as a series of intimate, 
interconnected spaces. The ‘great room’ is hugged by a long, low concrete datum that 
offers places to perch, lie or rest treasured objects. It has a wonderfully sunken proportion, 
perfectly suited to sitting and lounging. 

panovscott’s skills further reveals itself along the main garden threshold. This façade is 
composed of fine spotted-gum battens and crisply framed windows. The neatness of the 
architecture is offset by thick, gnarly jacaranda branches, which twist across the garden.

Yet the true joy of this threshold arises as an interior experience. A typical strategy of pull-
back doors is swapped for a series of nuanced edge conditions: sliding battened screens, 
cropped garden views and a triangular corner, which forms a perfect place to stretch out 
with a glass of wine. This wedge is much loved by the clients, who lie there at dusk and watch 
the bats migrate overhead. 

The clients – a couple - spent several years searching for an architect, and eventually came 
across panovscott’s work. A period of gentle ‘stalking’ followed, where the pair criss-crossed 
Sydney to peer over fences to see the studio’s projects. 

This project reveals that panovscott’s architecture is about many things – light, good 
proportions, the beauty of measured line and length. Yet, above all, it is about human 
comfort and cumulative experience. Dulwich Hill House explores the elegance of the essential 
– so much so that its frugality becomes luxurious.   

We feel such luxury as we while away a morning over conversation and cups of tea. Despite 
the pre-Christmas rush, we ignore bleating phones and overflowing inboxes. Time, for once, 
is paused. And it is in these moments – of quiet, with the gently beating rain – that one feels 
the joy, and calm power, of this architecture, which can transfer us away from the rush of the 
everyday. 







Also in Spotted Gum, the custom windows, doors and ventilation hatches were manufactured 
by Russell & co. at Acacia Joinery and augmented and installed by the builder with an 
incredible eye for detail and craftsmanship. These elements are made operable via painted 
FP102 oval flush pulls from Madinoz plus Centor keyed flushbolts. 

The bathroom skylights are propriety standard size rectangular glass units from Velux with 
James Hardie Artista Columns of various sizes positioned beneath to make the circular 
reveals. These match the colour and texture closely of the prefinished CSR Barestone 
compressed fibre cement sheet, which forms the ceiling and wall linings. Each sheet is 
adhesive fixed and then caulked with colour-matched silicon. The off form concrete is 
burnished and treated with a Quantum finish from Solution Sealers. The WC is Roger Seller 
Complete Zero 50. Icon Astra Walker tapware and accessories in aged brass are used 
throughout the bathroom.

Hydronic heating was installed in the concrete slab, including a loop around the bath, 
with radiators in the front part of the house designed and installed by Bevin from Smart 
Heat. Upstairs floors are Blackbutt timber, 85mm tongue and groove secret nailed boards 
with Synteko Natural Oil finish. Brickwork, both walls and the external paving is with brick 
recycled from the existing structures on the site. In the walls it was laid with slaked lime 
mortar to match the original. For the paving it was laid on a concrete slab with 3mm white 
sand filled joints.

We’ve used again the Opal Lighting Trio track with Tubo 15 spotlights and Boaz Audrey 
Tilt LED downlights. Above the dining table are a couple of the Bouroullec brothers’ Aim 
pendants from Euroluce for Flos. Switching is Clipsal Slimline, as are the general purpose 
outlets. All fixtures are white.

Painted plywood and Blackbutt veneer faced custom joinery is by Michael and his team from 
Refalo Joinery. The benchtops are honed Calacutta marble. Appliances include the Smeg 
electric oven (PSA 906-4) & gas cooktop. A Fisher and Paykel fridge and Miele dishwasher 
are integrated into the joinery. The kitchen sink is Abey stainless steel with an Icon Astra 
Walker kitchen mixer.

Damian Hadley at Cantilever Engineers helped us determine a structure that is so clever in 
its efficiency and generous in its deference to the intent of the architecture. And similarly Ian 
McMaugh of Budwise Garden Design offered a steady but light hand in the establishment 
and rejuvenation of the gardens.

Within our studio Anita and Andrew led the project. Justine assisted brilliantly and made the 
evocative model in timber. Whilst Li Li and Kien helped us with the perspective line drawing 
that captures the form within context.

Parts of a whole

The transformation necessitated the demolition of part of the existing house. The majority of 
the house was retained, being the 4 room cottage under the principal roof form. The rear 
skillion containing kitchen and bathroom was dismantled. It was a lime mortar brick structure 
with a timber framed floor and roof. We retained the bricks on site and cleaned them for 
reuse in the new courtyard wall and for the future carport/bbq structure. We retained the 
pine floor boards and augmented them for reuse in the extension of the existing hall finish 
into the addition. 

The ground floor of the cottage, level with the garden at the street frontage, is elevated 
at the rear due to a slight fall in the land. Between that level and the ground of the large 
garden we made a foundation for the addition. A zone of about 600mm in height above the 
lower floor level, in concrete which was burnished during the finishing to make a hard smooth 
surface with a colour darker than the natural state of the material. 

Above the foundation, the new construction is timber framed using H3 treated plantation 
studwork and laminated veneer lumber beams. Despite the open nature of the spaces within, 
the structure has been carefully designed to have limited span lengths. In some areas the 
hard working lvl beams are quite large. We use this manner of timber construction often, as 
the material is plentiful and cost effective, being made from small pieces of fast growing 
plantation timber, and manufactured locally. Lateral stability is generally enabled via 
sections of plywood braced stud framing though two small steel brace columns are utilised in 
the more open rear façade. 

The external character of the transformation is defined by two materials, that of Spotted 
Gum (Corymbia maculata), and glass. The gum is a durable and hard timber that is endemic 
to the Sydney Basin, indeed these majestic trees are the dominant species of the coastal 
forests of the region. The dark brown timber, treated with Cutek CD50 oil, will fade to grey 
over time as it is exposed to weathering. The tannins will leach and streak down to stain 
the concrete foundation beneath. At a certain point in the future the timber will have lost 
its pigment and settle to grey, whilst the rust coloured markings on the foundations will be 
evident for a few years longer until the smooth surface of the concrete wears away. 

The boards are narrow and vertical, 68mm wide and 19mm thick Sorrento proprietary 
profile supplied by Woodform. The overlapping shiplap enables concealed fixings. We talk 
affectionately about the mongrel nature of Australian hardwood timber. When freshly milled 
the surface texture reveals a distinct whorl and wave of the grain within the lengths. Over 
time this cellular structure gives the material a tendency to cup and twist as it decays. Despite 
the additional labour in installation we have utilised the small cross section members so that 
the idiosyncratic movement of each piece of timber will not adversely affect the performance 
of the cladding and the appearance of the building at a distance of more than a few metres. 
But in the detail, for those who look a little more closely there will be a play of variation, the 
twisting and turning of timbers held tightly only along one edge. 







Earlier there was a moment just after the concrete works were stripped, prior to the 
commencement of the timber framing. At that time, between the existing house which was to 
remain and the tree, could be seen a concrete bas-relief. The figured plinth was revealed 
containing the base of the walls including the sharp angled prow, a short stair, the splayed 
base of the kitchen bench, a long ledge, and the indentation which would become the bath. 
At that moment the site was poised so evocatively demonstrating what would become and 
what might eventually be, the ruin. 

The celebration on the day of the photshoot with K and J and BB, with our boys dive-
bombing in the bath, and standing under the Jac in the garden as the sun set and the high 
south western window caught the last rays of light and the house glowed like a lantern and 
there was only the celebration of what we had made together. 

Earlier on that day and BB showing us a picture of Peter Doig’s The Architects Home in the 
Ravine. Later reflecting on the juxtaposition of the foliage, but then more widely on the 
fragmentation of perception, of the temptation to simply refine a situation to a knowable 
whole. That memory linking to Aaron Peters’ mentioning of Elizabeth Watson Brown’s St Lucia 
House and later through photographs and written description contemplating the calmness 
of an the architecture against the radical juxtaposition of the Poinciana, waving its limbs 
emphatically.

Overhearing once J mention to a neighbour that he often wakes early and sits on the ledge 
by the large glass waiting for the birds to rise with the dawn and take roost in the tree.

K calls them the shaky drawings. The early hand drawn sketches which describe the outline of 
the project.

Sitting at the table in the completed house K and J say that they cannot believe that the 
whole building can be so succinctly described in the small pile of A3 drawings. They marvel 
over the detailed consideration. The fact that we care about the smallest things and work to 
make sure they are elegantly resolved. They say that they have heard stories about architects 
who make only the necessary drawings and never come to site, or who charge each time they 
come. They say that if they understood the efforts of our involvement at the very start of the 
process they would have considered the value of our fee very differently. We talk about this 
problem of monetary reward and how the process could be better arranged. J says he is 
going to make a book of all the sketches made during construction.

K messaged us one evening shortly after moving in to let us know she had seen a pelican 
flying over the house, through the skylights, whilst taking a bath.

Cuttings

The door opened and K, emerging from the darkness, immediately announced she had a 
migraine and should have rescheduled. Thankfully she had changed her mind and we sat in 
a darkened room with her and J and talked about what could become. Later we gave her a 
copy of In Praise of Shadows.

We remember on that first meeting marvelling at the Jacaranda twisting towards us from 
the confines of the back door, one trunk reaching upwards to make a starburst of green, the 
other almost horizontal, with long fingers reaching, reaching. To find something so dynamic, 
a grotesque beauty, secreted in a backyard behind a phalanx of gentile cottages, was 
exhilarating.

Appreciating the beautiful filigree and proportions of the cottage, we would gather every 
two weeks around the small table in the shadowy dining room, eating Portuguese tarts and 
drinking tea, whilst talking about the transformation that would eventuate. Enjoying the 
complementary conversational styles in J’s understated charm and K’s ballsy engagement, 
whilst seeking a consensus that would enable us to determine an arrangement of space.

The first design missing target but the second finding traction, actually more than traction, 
being faithful to what was eventually built a year and a half later. The schemes being so 
similar, but essentially different, there is always question of; what could have been? With 
an honesty based on mutual trust and respect now established between us all we do talk 
about it occasionally. There is a gabled ghost house, which exists in parallel, apart from the 
immediate beauty of the one K and J now inhabit.

Boy sat halfway up the bigger of the two trunks, letting himself blend  with the rocking 
motion of the tree as a soft summer breeze swayed it back and forth. All around him was 
green. Outside this green were only smudges of colour, indefinite unreality. Time flew like 
the sparrows that zipped through the warm air. He drifted into sleep. Boy woke to hear his 
grandmother calling to him from the back door. He slid down the trunk, jumped off over dog 
and landed, rolling on the grass… This is an excerpt of a short story passed to K and J by 
the family who previously owned the property. It is a love letter to a boy’s Nan, the house, 
the pantry, and to a tree that so captivated his youthful imagination. 

There is a picture we love, taken amongst those that document the construction of a piece of 
architecture. It is a quiet moment after the meeting with owner and builder is finished. Anita 
sits in what will be the hall of the house checking the drawings and the setout of the timber 
framing. Our son of a few months sits next to her, having a rest after a morning of mucking 
about in the dirt, with timber offcuts, nails and other improvised playthings. He stares at the 
camera, comfortable in his surroundings. 



We call the spotted gum which will define the project a mongrel timber, it twists and cracks 
and its eventual character cannot be predicted. We explain that we see a beauty in this. K 
mentioned that she ran a wooden boat charter when she lived in Turkey. That she understands 
the way timber ages, and that it is best unfinished, as she has ready experience of the futility 
in resisting the inevitable nature of decay.  

For the first time, late in the build, being invited into the neighbour’s back garden and 
revelling in the juxtaposition of our project against his improbably slender jerry built back 
pergola, his pilfered sign collection and most incredible arrays of succulents layered up and 
down the side fence. Revealed above the Arcadian riot of colour and movement, is a single 
box window reflecting the sky.

A pattern emerged, actually from our very first conversations, in which those people who 
engaged in making with passion and skill were rewarded extravagantly with good will, whilst 
those that did not measure up were very deliberately informed that their efforts were not of 
an acceptable standard.

We have always loved this quote by Aldo van Eyck from his visit to Perth in 1966:
Le Corbusier is the only classless architect we have ever had. Take any Corbusier building. 
You can drive up in front of that building and you are a king. You can ride there on a donkey 
and still you’re a king. You belong there even in rags. Everything seems to fit, everything 
acquires dignity. 
We have taken this as a challenge. How can we make structures that enhance experience, 
places which will dignify those who might visit them?

We were asked at a lecture in Brisbane to talk about authenticity in our work. We replied 
that we do not know about authenticity. We do however look to give meaning to our work. 
We hope that meaning generates interest in others and through that interest we hope that the 
work, including the meaning within the work, appreciates in value. 

Our client and their neighbour decided to rebuild their shared fence. It stopped short of the 
rear boundary. There is a plan to make a shed and a bbq in that space. The gap in the fence 
has allowed them to come and go. They are considering keeping it so.

Instead of painting the façade of a building and then shrouding it in trees I would pick the 
architecture through the foliage, so that the picture would push itself up to your eye. I thought 
that was a much more real way of looking at things, because that is the way the eye looks: 
you are constantly looking through the things, seeing the foreground and the background at 
the same time.
P. Doig

Cuttings (cont.)

We consider a work of architecture to be the making of a piece of culture. It is manifest 
in building, our principle concern, but also in relationships, images, critical reflection, 
conversations, the development of knowledge and skills. Without any element, the work is 
lesser.

We have been thinking a lot about a plan we were shown of the Duomo of Vigevano. The 
cathedral of a town to the south-west of Milan. We are planning a trip later this year. The 
western façade of the church was changed after consecration in 1673 to a design by the 
Spanish Cardinal Juan Caramuel y Lobkowitz. The east-west axis of the nave misaligns with 
the long rectangular Piazza Ducale it fronts. The façade, as built, gathers this misalignment 
into a thin asymmetrically curved plan shape which brilliantly brings together the various 
alignments. And solves with a singular architectonic gesture a whole series of design 
difficulties at the urban scale. On closer inspection only three of the four great doors that 
front the Piazza allow entrance to the church. The fourth leads not to an interior but the 
Via Rome, and the eastern part of the city beyond. The perceptual complexities of the 
arrangement of space, enclosure and threshold are astounding. 

The architect introduced the project as relating to the particular nature of the sporadically 
exposed bedrock on the sloped flanks of the inner part of Sydney Harbour. His observation 
is that these rocks weather in a manner that makes ledges of indeterminate form. We were 
standing in a partially complete but already beautiful house, on a great platform, in the 
middle of winter, with the sun beaming down, protected from the wind, with an intimate 
connection to the bush and the harbour waters below. We spoke with the builder, wanting to 
know more about the technical feat of the off-form concrete. He described the mix, the form, 
the placement. We stood in front of a diagonally splayed wall in section, which must have 
eschewed the norms of gravity in the placement and curing of the liquid stone. He explained 
the complexities of its existence. We concluded this was a formal determination which did 
not relate to the manner of making, nor material decay. We wondered about an architecture 
which would enable these frankly exhilarating forms via the act of weathering, the removal 
of material slowly over time to make evident the relative hardness inherent in the material. 
How that might be more effective than the artifice of mimicry by the making of determinate 
form.

In the immediate relationship of a building to the tree we have been thinking about curtilage 
and natural artifice, to borrow a term from an old mentor. Of Laugier’s Hut, Spider in the 
Woods by Francois Roche, The Reading Room and the large Banyan Tree in the ground of the 
Studio Mumbai Work-place, Herzog de Meuron’s early Plywood House, and 6a Architects’ 
Tree House. How deference and distance may not actually engender respect and affection.








