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In celebration of Steel Profile’s 30-year anniversary, Peter Hyatt 
spoke w

ith the father of Australian steel architecture, the 
unparalleled Glenn M

urcutt, w
hose w

orks are am
ongst the m

ost 
longstanding and defining projects to have graced our pages.   
W

ords Peter Hyatt  Photography Bob Seary (portrait); Peter Hyatt
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ABOVE: The M
agney House is the poem

 born of the epic. M
urcutt's design vocabulary fuses technical precision and lyricism

LEFT: Slender-w
aisted w

ith floating, parasol roof, the ‘thin-skin’ approach to cladding house takes the 19th century verandah into the 21st century

It is possibly the only  
other building, besides the  

Sydney Opera House, w
hich rises to  

this level of originality and authenticity
PH

PHPH

PH

G lenn M
urcutt has already spaw

ned great 
tom

es. Lauded in the architecture m
edia and 

blogosphere, he’s also attracted anonym
ous 

criticism
 that com

es w
ith blistering success. 

Even by the end of the post-m
odernist 1980s w

hen 
m

any of his contem
poraries w

ere im
m

ersed in an 
architecture of sym

bols, M
urcutt w

as sw
im

m
ing  

flat-out in the opposite direction. Those sculpted-
strokes of steel and glass quickly stim

ulated 
international interest.

His call-to-arm
s to “touch the earth lightly” quickly 

found a w
orldw

ide audience. 

The chord he struck w
as an approach that dem

anded 
less and offered m

ore. 

A refusal to subordinate the landscape w
as replaced 

w
ith a Henri Rousseau-like innocence that celebrated 

the prim
itive, natural disorder. M

urcutt’s lightw
eight 

m
etallic pavilions shim

m
ered by day and gleam

ed 
by m

oonlight. His M
arie Short House at Kem

psey on 
the N

ew
 South W

ales north coast (1974) Steel Profile 
#15 &

 #16 and M
agney House (1986) Steel Profile #35, 

characterised his jew
eller’s eye.

The M
agney House at Bingie Point on the N

SW
 South 

Coast confirm
ed M

urcutt’s em
erging international 

reputation. His reinterpretation of the Australian 
verandah defined a rem

arkably robust delicacy. 
Bingie’s pre-fabricated elegance w

as at once 
lyrical and sustainable w

ell before m
ost architects 

clam
oured to em

brace the environm
ental opportunity.

The M
arie Short farm

house at Kem
psey in  

N
SW

 put M
urcutt on the m

ap as an architect of 
exceptional prom

ise. A pair of elevated pavilions 
constructed from

 tim
ber, steel and glass em

bodied 
the notion of perm

eable aspect and filtered light.  
The house becam

e fam
ous for his anthem

 to  
‘touch the earth lightly’ as m

uch as its feathered, 
rippled steel roof and operable screens.

The M
arie Short House received the Australian 

Institute of Architects’ national and N
ew

 South W
ales 

25 year Aw
ards in 2004 and the M

agney House 
received the re-titled Australian Institute of  
Architects N

SW
 Enduring Architecture aw

ard  
in 2011. M

urcutt stopped entering aw
ards in  

the m
id-1990s “to clear the w

ay and let a w
hole  

heap of other young architects receive their due.  
It’s not on for m

e to shut the door on others.”

Aw
arded Steel Profile’s architect of the decade in 

1991, his citation acknow
ledged Bingie and Kem

psey’s 
vital m

odernity: “Glenn M
urcutt’s houses, alm

ost 
alone in contem

porary Australian architecture,  
are neither copies nor pastiches…

 they are fresh. 
Full of inventive ideas…

 com
pleted in 1986, Bingie is 

a building w
hich sits com

fortably alongside the best 
architecture this century has produced. It is possibly 
the only other building, besides the Sydney Opera 
House, w

hich rises to this level of originality and 
authenticity. The essence of M

urcutt’s achievem
ent 

has been to take one of the central Australian 
m

etaphors, the veranda, and convert it into an 
entirely new

 thing – the long thin verandah-house. 
The house represents the clim

ax of the developm
ent 

of this type w
hich began back in 1974 w

ith the  
M

arie Short farm
house.” È



And the recognition of his originality continued.  
“I’m

 still scratching m
y head about the Pritzker �

Prize in 2002,” he says. Last year M
urcutt received 

the Am
erican Institute of Architects Gold M

edal and  
he sits on the Pritzker and Alvar Aalto m

edal juries.

Acknow
ledging the value of aw

ards – “They can bring 
som

e very good w
ork” – M

urcutt has experienced a 
veritable aw

ard blitz. So m
any in fact that he says 

they’re the last thing on his m
ind. There’s Denm

ark’s 
Green Pin Aw

ard, and another Danish aw
ard for 

M
aking the Difference. Then of course the Alvar 

Aalto M
edal (1993) and Pritzker Prize are am

ong  
the highest accolades w

orld architecture has to 
offer. He has a string of professorships that tug  
him

 tow
ards half a dozen places at once.

“The Laurie Short House in Terrey Hills (1971) w
as  

m
y first steel building,” he recalls. “About the sam

e 
tim

e I visited Col M
adigan’s W

arringah Library  
in Dee W

hy and it w
as just beautiful. I thought:  

‘M
y God, here is som

eone w
ho really understands 

another w
ay of dealing w

ith steel’. That really  
set m

e on a path of seeing steel in another w
ay.  

I w
anted to express it perhaps w

ithout quite the  
sam

e decorative quality. The M
aison de Verre (1932)  

in Paris by Pierre Chareau and Bernard Bijvoet  
m

ade m
e realise the finesse possible w

ith steel. 

“Steel is the skeleton that also sets the rhythm
.  

It perm
its the flesh betw

een it all. It sets the grid  
and real order. You can’t m

ake m
istakes once  

you understand that order.

“W
alls com

e off grid. W
alls go betw

een colum
ns and 

on a particular axis to that colum
n so ‘tradies’ never 

get that w
rong. I’ve never had to pull anything out after 

som
e sub-contractor got it w

rong. The fram
e sets the 

param
eters and steel does that. It gives you a m

arvellous 
structural finesse as w

ell as detailing finesse.”

Despite being a household nam
e, M

urcutt can  
w

alk around w
ith a level of anonym

ity m
ost 

celebrities from
 the stage and screen w

ould  
envy. “Being under the radar suits m

e,” he laughs, 
aw

are he is pursued as a keynote speaker at 
architecture conventions the w

orld over.

Success, though, has brought a level of financial 
security unusual in an increasingly challenged 
profession. As architects are aw

are, their  
services are too often regarded as discretionary. 

His zeal for the natural w
orld is w

ell know
n. It’s 

rem
iniscent of the 85-year-young David Attenborough. 

Alw
ays on a m

ission, M
urcutt shares that boundless 

energy that contradicts his age (75). “I’ve been 
dealing w

ith w
hat are term

ed ‘environm
ental issues’ 

all the w
ay through m

y w
ork,” he says. “Hearing 

it tim
e and tim

e again and how
 everything is given 

a green label these days gives m
e the s...s, quite 

frankly. I could put holes through all of that. 

“Sensible structures survive. Buildings of 15th and  
16th century Britain in the north country, and houses  
on the Dalm

atian coast of Croatia of sim
ilar age  

are still w
orking and real houses.” 

Even great m
en can be laid low

, as Glenn w
as w

ith 
the new

s 16 m
onths ago that 46-year-old architect 

son N
ick had term

inal lung cancer. N
ick’s death  

in M
arch 2011 saw

 Glenn slide into depression  
from

 w
hich he’s only just beginning to recover.
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ABOVE: Like the m
an from

 Rem
ington, he ‘liked the com

pany so m
uch he bought it’. Sim

ilarly M
urcutt purchased 

the M
arie Short House from

 his original client. As w
ith all enduring architecture, the house retains an entirely 

convincing m
odernity 37 years on

17

“It has been the w
orst experience of m

y life.  
It has crippled m

e. Quite frankly I feel like I’ve  
been in hell. I’d like to have had that tim

e cut out 
of m

y life. I’m
 only just com

ing out of it,” he says. 
“N

othing prepares you for it. N
ick w

as a non-sm
oker, 

very talented and w
ith the best ahead of him

.”

Public acclaim
 rolls off M

urcutt like w
ater off the 

proverbial duck’s back. He’s learned to deal w
ith 

celebrity and criticism
 by shutting m

ost of it out.  
He know

s its potential for corrosive distraction.  
“Success is very nice,” he says, as if describing a 
pleasant afternoon tea under dappled shade. But 
rather than seeking it out, he says it sim

ply increases 
his anxiety. “Every tim

e I receive som
e aw

ard it 
m

akes m
e nervous and anxious.” Given the num

ber  
of m

edals and decorations he’s received, M
urcutt  

by that m
easure should be a nervous w

reck.

He says anxiety rem
ains a constant com

panion.  
“It’s a pretty good thing,” he chuckles. “If you’re  
not nervous before stepping out on stage you just 
m

ight send everyone to sleep. I don’t think about 
w

hat I’ve done, but I do w
orry about w

hat I’ve got 
to do. I’m

 just little old m
e sitting here in Sydney 

knitting one plain and one purl w
ith m

y eye-brow
s.” 

His laughter returns and speaks of gradual healing.

Alw
ays the voice of dissent, he continues to express  

an intense curiosity.

“Find a better solution,” he urges his students.  
“I’ve had 14 court cases, all about design. I’ve lost 
only one of them

 and I should have w
on that. As an 

architect, if you haven’t had a court case or tw
o  

by the tim
e you’re 45 or 50 then if not, w

hy not?

“Every good building has a very good client,” 
he adds. “Otherw

ise you get the sam
e old stuff 

– concrete slab on grade, concrete block w
alls 

designed as a concrete box totally unthinking  
for those w

ho have to occupy it.”

He likes to believe that on balance, his stay on earth 
has been for the better and a pow

er for good over 
bad, and he likens his contribution to that of another 
great Australian, the artist Fred W

illiam
s. “I greatly 

adm
ire his w

ork. He com
pletely understood place-

m
aking. His painting taught us about how

 the light 
levels here served to separate the elem

ents in the 
landscape, the translucency of trees and the force 
of the environm

ent in a very new
 w

ay. Unbelievably 
he died of a sim

ilar disease to N
ick. Fred w

as 56. 
N

ick, 46.” The irony and coincidence of prem
ature 

loss brings M
urcutt snr back to earth.

M
y first m

eeting w
ith M

urcutt for Steel Profile took 
place in N

ovem
ber 1980, in M

osm
an on Sydney’s 

north shore. His house w
as a narrow

-w
aisted villa 

bristling w
ith horizontal louvres for breeze, striped 

light and shadow
. He w

as then just 44 and w
ell on the 

w
ay to fulfilling his destiny. His conversation shifted 

like a pebble skipping across a pond, travelling on 
and on. He leapt from

 one thought to another – each 
an arc connected to a m

uch bigger rhythm
. He w

as 
Peter Pan-like except that he w

as tanned and w
ith 

a physical presence quite unlike the pale, sedentary 
figure I im

agined of m
ost desk-bound architects. 

Tough. Energised. He has skipped effortlessly across 
a glassy surface, creating delicate ripples that have 
bloom

ed into a new
 w

ave for w
orld architecture. SP

“Steel is the skeleton that also sets the rhythm
...  

it sets the grid and real order.  You can’t m
ake  

m
istakes once you understand that order”

FRANCOIS HALARD

PHPH

MAX DUPAIN (1973) 

Pierre Chareau and Bernard Bijvoet's sem
inal M

aison de Verre (House of Light) 
in Paris (c.1927-32) influenced M

urcutt am
ong other design lum

inaries

W
arringah Shire Civic Centre and Library, Dee W

hy


