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Introduction

Yet another synthesis
By Dant Juckson

A a practising architect operating in a discourse of increasing

complexity, I feel the need to clarify my position—to outline

a theorv. A theory offers a conceptual framework for practice and
a basis on which to generate, comprehend and criticise work:
henee the title of this essay, which is posed as a spiritual, even
ironic question.

My theory is personal and value-based. Itis presented as a series
of dynamic themes linked over time by a unified intent. It is
prejudiced on at least two counts. Firstly, by the belief that
architecture is, above all, a cultural pursuit, reflecting and
developing the conditions and aspirations of the sociew it

serves and feeds upon. Secondly, by the belief that the future

of Australian architecture is intrinsically bound up with a larger
concern: the mclrop()lilzm form of the city, from suburban fringe
to commercial and institutional centre.

Conditional culture

Australian culture is canght within a series of dialectics: an
inherited, implanted form of Western culture, it is constantly
being adapted and mediated by Antipodean socio-political
conditions which are the product of geographical detachment.
Through the heritage of our parent cultures, we address our real
(and imagined) habitat of open space: an environment of unique
climate. topography, built form, flora and fauna, into which
Australia’s increasingly divergent cultural milieun continues

to forge an existence.

While we are geographically detached, we are simultancously tied
to the rest of the world via a communications system that supports
intellectual, economic and material exchanges. But this is nothing
new. For the last 150 years or so, our prominent and impressive
beachhead capital cities have mediated between incoming
international culture and rich Antipodean mythologies based on
the power of the land and the epic battles of the people. There
need be no contradiction about living in an urban Australia,
appreciating a rural Australia, and participating in the modern
world.

Evolutionary synthesis

Australian culture, in all its richness, growth and diversity, is one
I am pleased to be part of and to which [ enthusiastically respond.
This response requires me 1o embrace a complex and dynamic
evolutionary approach.

As an architect, I want o be in touch with a continually
expanding, universal intelligence, and I want to work upon a
wide range of material in the construction of our place. This is
the nature of Modernism, or indeed of science, the arts or
architecture in general; and it is an attitude which demands that
change and experience be constantly embraced, to find vet
another synthesis. ’ /
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Introduction Continued

Vision and idea

A synthesis that embraces and participates in change must be
based on vision, just as architectural theory and criticism are
formed around visionary ideas. In the process of design, ideas are
transformed to encapsulate in a prgject the designer’s visionary
intent; ideas instantly apprehend the general and specific to
transform the perceived “ideal” value into an actual experience.
The process is both intuitive and rational. The ideas can develop
from a myriad of sources: behavioural, technical, internal,
external, visible, invisible. They can be derivative or original,
but the end result must transcend and transform the purely
functional and pragmatic to include the poetic and visionary

as well.

Idea-making on behalf of society is a necessary function
of architecture. The future can be as we imagine it.

Modernist critique

Modernism has always encouraged propositional, visionary
explorations. Yet the revolutionary and visionary fervour that
marks the Modernism of this century has had its limitations.

The admirable social hypotheses of the early 20th century about
a democratic society have always been confused by ideas of
personal freedom and individuality. There is an undue emphasis
on self-awareness and the importance of the individual. This has
hindered the development of new collective viewpoints about
design that could benefit the cultural condition of society as

a whole.

Consequently, design issues are too frequently seen as particular
and separate. Any connection between designers and society is
limited. Rarely is any critique of society expressed through their
work, and those Modernists unprepared for complexity have
aligned themselves with the simple economic goals of an
“industrial” or “commodities” society. This was not the original
intention. The homogeneous nature of the original Modernist
code has now broken up into a more fertile, wider range of ideas
to be applied to architecture.

Modernism still has much to offer: emphasis on the social
condition, and the desire to embrace technology and change are
tenets of the Brutalist ethos that I continue to support. The spatial
revolution, perhaps Modernism’s crowning achievement, remains
a keystone to my compositional tactics, Cubism in particular.
Revealing and celebrating the content; complexity and
abstraction; deconstruction and reconstruction; shift and refocus
of meaning; and object/subject fluctuations—all are appropriate
devices for the expression of today’s social dialectics.

However, the point at which Cubist abstraction lost its figurative
associations stands as a warning. Architecture’s associative
function—its power to convey meaning—has been all too easily
dismissed. Yet it is the critical umbilical magic that links human
purpose to tectonic premise—the very structure of our art.
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Complexity and evolution

The heterogeneity and pluralism of contemporary society permits
a wider, more wholesome divergence of thought about the
substance and expression of architecture, leading to a critical
review of precedent and content, social conditions and the
urbanity of the city. There is now a broader base for architectural
concerns that includes issues of context, meaning, history and,
above all, a renewed understanding of ideas about continuity as
well as change.

I am reminded of a discussion of Joyce’s novel Ulysses by Noel
Riley Fitch:
Ulysses contains eighteen episodes, each written in a different
style to match the contents, as if eighteen authors had written
the book. The most innovative technique...was the use of the
interior monologue or what Joyce called the uninterrupted
unrolling of thought.!

For me, each design project represents that kind of process:
cach is episodic and real; each is different and deals with,
and is uniquely affected by, its particular parameters.

Presence and legibility

The essential purpose of architecture is to celebrate human
presence. Architecture’s role is to affirm where we have come
from and to invoke a vision of where we are going. It must also
reinforce and enhance our emotional and physical presence in
symbolic and functional systems of expression.

The objects in our lives have no meaning other than via
associations. Things recall, represent and challenge other familiar
things and stimulate enquiry. For architecture, such associations
are fundamental; real delight, beyond the time-honoured
demands for distinctive presence and functional purpose, comes
only from a representative, artistic intention and substance.
Legible imagery is crucial to the way architecture works,

As Suzanne Langer states:

The importance of an art symbol cannot be built up like the
meaning of a discourse, but must be seen in totality first; that is,
“understanding” of a work of art begins with an intuition of the
whole presented feeling. Contemplation then gradually reveals
the complexities of the piece, and of its import ... in art the
complex whole is seen or anticipated first.”

This I define as “configuration™ or “strategy”. We have been
taught to analyse, sieve and construe data as a basis for
understanding the way things work, but in architecture the
essential task is confrontational. To put it all together, poetic
synthesis and the integrity of the whole are essential.

1. Fitch. Noel Riley. Sylvia Beach and the Lost Generation: A History of Literary
Paris in the Twenties and Thirties. New York: Norton, 1973, p. 67.

2. Langer, Suzanne Katheriue. Feeling and Form: A Theory of Art Developed
from Philosophs in a New Key. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1953.
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Introduction Continued

Style and configurative ideas

How things appear (their iconography) is of critical importance

to architects. Traditional definitions of “stvle” have to be reviewed.

Modernism handed down a model of the “master” architect
stamping out a personal “style” which was easily recognised
and usually consistent in content and symbol over a life’s work.
The current intellectual climate supports stvlistic divergence.

In our free, scientifically advanced state, with its permissive artistic

codes, we are presented with relativities, not a world of absolutes.

For me, style expresses a consistent way of thinking, secing,
and doing. I work with a series of configurative models, a broad
schema or language of ideas which enables me to “image”

or structure the brief as “concept”. While there is consistency in
the process, cach building is unavoidably different. For me,
design is the central act, a process that is evaluative, critical and
creative, Each design reflects my particular sensibility for highly
legible configurations of assemblage and form. A range

of compositional tactics are deployed, depending on the
commission. This vocabulary is not static, and [ am alwavs
searching for devices that might better communicate ideas.

There is consistency in the compositional process and in the
intelligence attached to authorship. Always there is a strong
commitment to imagining, formulating and correlating, sieving
and dismissing, refining and testing, and finally implementing
each project.

City building

Ever since 1 began practising architecture (in 1960), one
sustaining idea has gathered sirength: a renewed belief in the
urbanity of the city. Central to this is a conviction that each
architectural intervention is not only an object in its own right,
but also contributes to a vision of the city as a whole. Similarly,
the form of the city is itself crucial as object, and not just as a
product or subject of its architecture. Buildings mayv be mortal
but cities and the ideas they embody are immortal.

In Australia there are six prototypical physical contexts: the
wilderness, the countryside, the counuy town, the outer suburbs,
the historical inner-city suburbs, and the institutional and
commercial city centre. Each possesses a different morphology
of built form. Fach demands a different understanding, with
responsible solutions based upon the particular physical and
social conditions.

Because of the social, economic and physical complexity of the
city. aesthetic issues have to be addressed in parallel with all the
inherent forces: the expression of content—emotional and
physical—is as imperative as the expression of object.
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Urban form and public space are siill largely controlled by
cconomic determinisim. There is an absolute need to review the
manner in which the architecture of the larger metropolitan
frames is achicved. Of particular urgency is the necd for new,
powerful, formal imagery for the public and commercial zones
of the suburbs—imagery which introduces a civic/social
dimension from which we mayv learn 1o celebrate and value

cach other. not just the material artefacts we possess. This means

rethinking the patterns of habitation, commerce and conviviality,

and rendering the built components as figurative objects, so that
the city has meaning and memory bevond the simple expression
of fiscal values.

Australia’s future lies in the consolidation and reconstruction

of 1ts beachhead cities. The role of the architect is to formulate
another urban reality that is understandable, useful, legible,
challenging and memorable. City building requires optimism
and opportunity, love and care. critique and theory. The idea
that we are building worthwhile habitable places must be
paramount. It remains the architect’s role to drive a personal
dream which can, at best, include other people’s truths. The key
is to be able to interact with the people one builds for: to be
able 10 look. listen, learn, and importantly, to lcad.

The best part about being in Australia is the belief that its future
is going to be more important than its past, and that the dream
continues to he driven by the jov of incompletion.
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Methodist Ladies College Music School IDEBENETFERBTRER

Design/Completion 1992/1994 B AR 1992 51994 &

Kew. Victoria HEILX, fEHHI

Methodist Ladies College TN a4 TR

7.500 square metres 7, 5000t

Rendered concrete block. painted fibre cement sheet with metal deck roof BT R RK, FHEEEKRREE. $8H
=]

Located at the centre of the college,

the Music School conveys its importance _—
via an external colonnade at the eastern jo .

edge of the building. A muld-purpose

auditorium seats 360 people for ’ /

performance, rehearsals or lectures, ok S ! L ) |
while a two-level foyer incorporates a - g \ |

HEATRE

stepped performance area for informal
occasions. A rehearsal hall and i
instrumental suites, studios, classrooms
and laboratories accommodate teaching, '

performance and instument storage.
The building is cubist in its sculptural
form. in part acoustically determined;
the interior of the auditorium is finished
in timber panels 1o mimic the idea of
“instruments”.
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Ground-floor plan
Flevaion

Building cutry

Window detail
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