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When it comes to residential housing, what catches an architect's eye? Domain asked five
architects to tell us about a project that's impressed them recently.

 

Vanessa Bird (Bird de la Coeur)

Residence: Castlecrag House, Sydney

Architect: Neeson Murcutt Architects

Vanessa Bird says the house, overlooking Sugarloaf Bay in Middle Harbour, is an example of
an Australian-designed property that compares well with the best residential architecture in
the world.

''There's often a deference to Europe, but I think what we do really stands up,'' Bird says.
''And I think the rest of the world is really interested in it.''

Bird says she particularly admires the way the house responds to the ''ridiculously beautiful''
bushland-on-water context in which it stands.

''The house responds to that setting with a lot of raw materials,'' she says. ''I really like the
use of the raw concrete and the way the patterned bricks are used in that context … you get
a sort of sense of tree trunks.''

She says the house uses the brickwork as a ''graphic'' element appropriate to its context,
something Bird de la Coeur employed on a social housing project in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy
North.

While Bird says the two projects are worlds apart, there are some similarities - in particular,
how people will live in the space and the outlook they have.

''Both buildings have got a real flatness of the facade and a sort of toughness to one side and
then a much more loose, organic, ad-hoc side. So they sort of treat their elevations - their
aspects - in quite different ways.''

 

Albert Mo (Architects EAT)

Residence: Slip House, Brixton, London

Architect: Carl Turner Architects

It's the ''pared back minimalism'' that struck Albert Mo when he first saw the Carl Turner-
designed Slip House in London's Brixton.

''The materiality sings because of it. All the building elements become the focus of attention:
the glass cladding, the concrete,'' he says. ''Yes, the site has its constraints, but it is the
architect's and the client's constraints that make the project 'wow'.''

According to Turner, unlike so many houses in Melbourne, the Slip House - which was
completed this year - was not designed with a future sale in mind.

''It is designed for a client who shares the same vision as the architect that they have
commissioned; it is their house and they will live there for a long time to come … It is a
lifestyle they have created for their own vision, not a lifestyle that is copied from a glossy
magazine.''

Mo says he is inspired by the ''clear and defined vision'' of the project and its ''brilliant''
execution.

He says the careful integration of building services and the use of minimal structural
elements in the building ''are to be celebrated''.

''Carl Turner has inspired us through this project that life is too short for compromises in
architecture, and we are hoping to achieve this quality one day.''

 

Robert Mills (Robert Mills Architects)

Residence: L House, Buenos Aires, Argentina

Architect: Mathias Klotz and associate architect Edgardo Minond

Rob Mills says it's ''sort of natural'' that he would love the design of L House, a family home in
the Buenos Aires suburb of Olivos, given it embodies what he's trying to do with his own
design work.

''And that is, there's a really strong link between the landscape, the architecture and the
interior,'' he says. ''I actually think they are one, and I think this is one of the purest examples
of the concept that the three should be one.''

Describing the house - built in 2010 - as ''elegant'', Mills says the design uses minimal
different materials and has created tall and gracious spaces that ''raise the spirit''.

''I think it's a really sophisticated residence, but it's casual at the same time,'' he says. ''A
house that's really well designed is all things to all occasions.''

As with his own architecture, Mills says the building uses ''robust'' materials - including
concrete, travertine, steel and wood - and keeps the palette to a minimum. At the same time,
the structure itself is used as the final finish rather than being clad by veneer; the latter is
evidenced in the concrete columns and exposed concrete ceilings in some areas.

''And he brings the garden in. He makes this building really large by placing windows in a
strategic location so you're able to look into the garden,'' Mills says.

 

Ian McDougall (ARM Architecture)

Residence: Allure, Lume apartment development, Carlton, Melbourne

Architect: Jackson Clements Burrows

Ian McDougall believes this six-storey building containing 45 one, two and three-bedroom
apartments and one of three buildings in the Lume precinct (one of the others is designed by
ARM Architecture) is perhaps the most interesting residential project Melbourne has seen
recently.

The building is part of a redevelopment that involves social housing, private apartments and
care facilities, a project McDougall says successfully combines ''social program and
innovative design with urban renewal''.

He says the Allure building, which is all privately owned apartments but stands next to a
building offering public housing, provides a clever solution both in its planning and the
treatment of the exterior, which features a patterned, dimpled concrete facade, something
McDougall says is ''particularly exciting for a residential building''.

''These buildings have strict budget targets and JCB have cleverly combined mass, scale and
surface to create something beyond the ordinariness of many recent apartment buildings;
designed something of energy and quality that doesn't insult either the public resident or the
private owner.''

 

John Wardle (John Wardle Architects)

Project: Heller Street Park and Residences, Brunswick, Melbourne

Architect: Six Degrees Architects

John Wardle says this award-winning project in inner-city Melbourne, completed late last
year, is an example of how a large problem site can be redeveloped.

''It's actually the remediation of an old municipal tip and, I think, a former clay pit that had
been sitting there as a problem area for many, many years,'' he says. ''So it's had great
involvement, I think, with the Moreland City Council and local residents, as well as the
architects and the developer.''

The project involved the construction of 10 ''family-centric'' townhouses - what Wardle
describes as a ''new form of linear terrace housing'' - which open out to an adjoining 3500-
square-metre community park.

''It responds well to its park setting. It is quite good medium-density development that still
hasn't overstated its presence within the park [and] the planning still allows the park to be
viewed as everybody's territory, so it's created a setting that is very much a place for the
broader community.''

Wardle says the project is illustrative of how small pockets, left untouched as the city
expands, can be rediscovered as opportunities for innovation.

''I just think it's great when the story of making of buildings is as well pronounced as this one.
It's part of a larger thing - it's not simply the design of buildings, which is exemplary - but it's
part of a complex series of negotiations between community, council, developers and
architects.''
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“ Interesting insight to what experts consider as good design. Would be nice if 'The Age' did more to
promote the profession of Architecture towards the masses.

“Only an architect could speak of a house as having an elevation. It jut goes to show that they never
think past the drawings.

I was particularly amused by the 'strategic' placement of windows so you could 'see into the garden'. What
a splendid and original idea. Why did no-one else ever think of that?

“Well from the pictures, its obvious architects like boxes!

“Modernism was the worst thing ever to happen to architecture.

“No, post-modernism was.

“@Just sayin: I totally concur.

“The house in Brixton London looks like the buildings constructed in the 1940's around the coast of
England. They were concrete and had useful guns inside.Remembering the Brixton, riots it is perhaps
appropriate. Seriously these are unimaginative boxes, nothing else. Have these architects lost their ability
to design anything else? It would have been helpful for the photos to tell us what buildings they were not
let us guess.

“Why is is many Australian architects can only design interiors ? All they seem to come up with are
square boxes that look like thrown together square boxes. The picture at the head of this story being a
classic example. It is absolutely awful and devoid of any creative thinking.

“ I concur with the boxiness, but what really got me about that one was how stark the interior was.

“ John, images of architectural projects usually bear no resemblance to their final state.
Photographs do lie sometimes (shock, horror!).
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