A Swarm of Fish
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All inspiration from Europe, America, and Asia acknowledged, Australian architects did, however, develop an independent expression of modernism. Standards
and methods of modernism such as light construction, innovative use of new materials, pilotis, prefabricated elements simplifying production and assembly, the open
plan, and the Frankfurt kitchen have been adopted by them, adapting these to the
Australian lifestyle—be it single-family residences or in residential skyscrapers
(Aaron Bolot, Pottspoint, 1951; Frederick Romberg, Stanhill Flats, Melbourne, 1950;
Douglas Forsyth Adams, The Chilterns, Rose Bay, 1954; Harry Seidler, Horizon
Apartments, Darlinghurst, 1999). Modernism in Australia is a widely strewn phenomenon, not a peculiarity limited to social housing or to interested designers and
architects. Living in modern houses is available in all price ranges, whereas the view
toward the sea is an expensive commodity.

Modernism, born in Europe, underwent a long process of maturation before reaching Australia, arriving on fertile soil. The climate in Australia seems to demand an
architecture which, according to the principles of modernism, is based on light, air,
and sun. But not exclusively. The exhibition Living the Modern–Australian
Architecture presents the development of modern architecture in Australia, specific
in terms of culture, location, and climate, by displaying its residential architecture.
The spotlight is set upon twenty-five architects who have adopted, utilized, transformed, interpreted, and altered aspects of modernism in the last fifteen years.
Thus, for the first time, this exhibition provides a portrait of the significantly interesting tradition and transformation of a multifaceted “progressing modernism” in
Australia. Progressing more than anything because modernism in Australia is not
considered a condition which is established, deadlocked, or at the end of its development. Modernism in Australia is an open experiment, influenced by global
debates on modernism.
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The fact that Australia, as a former colony of Great Britain, has not introduced
modernism as an import from its mother country, is of particular interest. Instead,
it received its character as a combination of influences from Europe, America, and
Asia. An increase in the debate on modern expression of form can be observed
since the 1950s. The Austrian-born architect Harry Seidler, for instance, introduced
a modernism to Australia that was influenced by Walter Gropius, Marcel Breuer,
Josef Albers, and Oscar Niemeyer (e.g., Seidler House, Killara, 1967; Rose House,
Wahroonga, 1950). Neville Gruzman, on the other hand, was strongly influenced by
Frank Lloyd Wright and Mies van der Rohe, but also traditional Japanese architecture (Goodman House, Middle Cove, 1956; Rosenburg/Hills House, Sydney, 1966).
Then again, Robyn Boyd explored, in social and spatial terms, the concepts of
“open plan” and “courtyard house” as championed by Mies van der Rohe. By doing
so, he also expanded the concepts into the vertical structure of residential houses
(Featherston House, Melbourne, 1969; Grounds Romberg Boyd, Lloyd House,
Brighton, 1958). Gabriel Poole and Jean Fomberteaux probed the possibilities of living within prefabricated steel frame constructions, in reference to the Eames
House as well as the De Stijl movement (Fomberteaux House, Sydney, 1966; Dobie
House, Buderim, 1972). Echoes of the sculptural language of Le Corbusier and
Oscar Niemeyer can be found in the houses of Stan Symonds (Jobson House,
Sydney, 1963; Schuchard House, Seaforth, 1967). The houses built of concrete
masonry block by Iwan Iwanoff oscillate between sculpture and relief, reminiscent
of the Case Study Houses in the United States in the 1940s to 1960s (Bursztyn
House, Perth, 1969; Kessel House, Perth, 1975). Glenn Murcutt combines his studies
on the pavilion architecture of Mies van der Rohe and Philip Johnson with an
Australian Aboriginal proverb: “One must touch this earth lightl,” thus opening
the architecture toward the landscape (Douglas Murcutt House, Belrose, 1972;
Laurie Short House, Terrey Hills, 1973). These are only a few of the protagonists of
modernism in Australia, creating a backdrop for the exhibition. More in-depth
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Life in Australia is concentrated in the coastal regions surrounding the continent.
There are four main population centers, within which the largest part of the twenty million inhabitants live: Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, and Brisbane. The interior of
the country (the so-called outback), in contrast, is sparsely populated, since the living conditions are difficult. The clichés of the red earth, desert, and aridity only pertain to the living environment of very few people. It is, rather, the environment of
kangaroos, termites, and echidna. Most people in Australia live by the sea, or not
far from it. Colors such as the silvery green of the eucalyptus, the glaring yellow of
sunlight, and the deep blue of the sea and the sky are dominant here.
The concept of the exhibition thus is based on a swarm of colorful fish. Surrounded by the sea, they move freely, yet as a group. Each one has an individual character of its own. They establish relationships, demarcate borders, and together create
a diffuse, dynamic form. The swarm is also symbolic for the immersion within the
elemental—in this case, the specific Australian landscape and its relationship to the
sea. The swarm of fish is represented by floating elements, upon which the following architects introduce their projects in their own words, including a selection of
plans and photographs: Andresen + O’Gorman, Casey Brown, Collins + Turner,
David Luck, Denton Corker Marshall, Donaldson + Warn, David Langston-Jones,
Elenberg Fraser, Fender Katsalidis, Gary Marinko, Grose Bradley BVN, Ian Moore,
Iredale Pedersen Hook, Jackson Clements Burrows, John Wardle, Kerstin
Thompson, Kerry Hill, Lippmann Associates, McBride Charles Ryan, Shelley Penn,
Stephen Varady, Studio Internationale, Terroir, Turner + Associates, and Wood
Marsh. Based on their attention to modernism both in historic and contemporary
terms, the architects represented in the catalogue have been grouped into six categories: Minimal, Sculptural, Frame, Interaction, Landscape, and East/West. These
categories are to be understood as keywords, intended to open a discussion on various aspects of modernism. Just like a swarm of fish, the groups are not isolated
from each other, but may interact within concepts and forms, thematically conveyed within their architecture. The exhibition does not suggest completeness, it
rather presents a selection of interesting works of what has become an obvious
trend in architecture.
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