
  Page 1 of 9 

 
This is a reflection on the Deerubbin 2016 event held on Milson Island.  
Roderick Simpson April 2016 
 
Themes: 
Deerubbin_deep and wide 
Generosity- openness, affordance 
Alchemy 
Active vs passive 
Experimentation playfulness 
The invitation to be mindful and to participate 
Relationship to nature 
 
Ingerid: 
Nature is not a place – nature is something that happens 
 
 
 
The Deerubbin Conference is an event based on the format of the Biennial Røros Conference 
in Norway and adopted by the Architecture Foundation Australia, convened by ex-University 
of Newcastle Dean, stalwart Professor Lindsay Johnston. The Deerubbin event has the 
atmosphere of a festive reunion of friends, colleagues, associates, students and is one of the 
many activities of the Foundation that include the Glenn Murcutt International and other 
master classes, publications and exhibitions. While there is no formal ‘manifesto’, a number of 
interwoven values and themes recurred often enough to be seen as modes of practice that 
are not part of the ‘mainstream’. These ‘eddies’ might be seen as constituting a number of 
critical positions. 
 
Julie Stout of Mitchell and Stout, Auckland NZ, showed work that spanned decades, buildings 
that started from the idea of the patterns of living, the way of inhabiting the place, the specific 
of weather and orientation. In answer to a question about how she approached the practice’s 
work she stated it was a matter of literally drawing out the ‘big idea’ through copious drawings. 
The ‘big idea’ was not so much a formal set of moves, but more the patterns of inhabiting the 
building in relation to the place and landscape, drawing often from her own drawings and 
experience of life in the south pacific, and obliquely referring to Maori architecture. The ‘big 
idea’, could then be inflected in different parts of the building to accommodate a particular 
activity, view or weather condition. 
 

          
Images : From Julie Stout, Mitchell and Stout, Narrow Neck House Interiors, New Zealand 
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Images : From Julie Stout, vernacular building in Nimoa; outdoor living area, Heke Street House in Auckland  
 
 
Brit Andresen argued for, and showed work, her own for the Burrell Museum in Glasgow and 
Sverre Fehn’s Nordic Pavilion in Venice, where nature outside intrudes into the architectural 
space. In the first instance by extending the ‘architectural’ space of the room into and blurred 
with the pillared ‘room’ of the forest in preference to a more obvious and ‘scenographic’ 
strategy that would have sited and oriented the building to capture panoramic views, and in 
the latter where the glancing light penetrates the branched/blade ceiling, and trees occupy 
internal areas. With the move to Queensland and in partnership with Peter O’Gorman, the 
climate allowed the landscape to become not simply a presence that infused the interior 
spaces, but an integral, ‘structural’ part of the larger spatial arrangement; the external 
‘screens’ of the building acting as internal meshes within a larger space. 
 

   
Images : From Brit Andresen, Norway, ‘Winter’ by Edvard Munch; Sverre Fehn’s Nordic Pavilion, Venice  
 
Below – longitudinal section, Burell Museum, Glasgow, Scotland by Andresen, Gasson, Meunier. 
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Images : From Brit Andresen, perspective, Burrell Museum, Glasgow by Helmut Jacoby; Burrell north wall view out  
 
 

 
Images : From Brit Andresen, Andresen O’Gorman, section, Roseberry House, Highgate Hill, Queensland 
 
 

      
Images : From Brit Andresen, Andresen and O’Gorman, Roseberry House; Mooloomba House, Stradbroke Island 
 
While Stout and Andresen’s buildings orientate towards views and outlook, they also suggest 
buildings and occupants be ‘immersed’ in the landscape. 
 
Norwegian architect /critic Ingerid Helsing Almaas, upped the ante by questioning the facile 
notion of ‘place-specific’ architecture being valorised as ‘having a sense of place’, when the 
relationship is simply ‘nature as spectacle’. Almaas drove home the point by showing the 
program of well known scenic viewing platforms that form part of the National Tourist Routes. 
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Images : From Ingerid Helsing Aalmaas, Norway,  ‘Wanderer above the Sea Fog’ by Caspar David Friedrich; 
Norwegian National Tourist Routes – lookout at Trollstigen, Reiulf Ramstad; lookout Stegastein by Saunders and 
Wilhelmsen   
 
Her final assertion, put as a challenge: “nature is not a place; nature is something that 
happens” has a dual effect: Firstly, it forces a recognition of the superficiality of thinking of 
architecture as only having a visual-spatial spatial relationship to ‘place’, and secondly opens 
up the possibility of architecture, and more importantly its users/occupants being re-immersed 
in the world. 
 
This in turn relates to two other strands that were evident: the idea of architecture being a 
mediator, rather than container, in denial of the processes of ‘nature as something that 
happens’, and secondly, what could be seen as an humanist streak where the building is not 
complete, cannot be complete, without its use, activity, and ultimate adjustment and 
modification by the occupants. 
 
The first suggests an active rather than ‘passive’ architecture, and this difference was explicit 
in Antoine Perrau’s talk. Perrau’s practice is concentrated on Reunion Island, in the Indian 
Ocean, 70km x 50km, one active and one inactive volcano rising 3000m out of the Indian 
Ocean, with extreme variations in rainfall, (cyclonic) winds, high temperatures, humidity : a 
climatic laboratory. From an early career (and by his account, reluctant) recording of 
‘traditional’ colonial forms on Réunion that were ill-suited and quickly modified to be more 
appropriate for the conditions, Perrau’s work shows a continual and fast-paced series of 
experiments in climate responsive architecture, and this is where the terminology of passive 
and active needs a shake-up.  
 
Perrau’s ‘passive’ design demands an active participation by occupants. The starting point is 
not aesthetic, but related to mediating the extremes of climate and orientation - the ‘aesthetic’ 
and ‘sense of place’ follows. His architecture is the antithesis of the insulating and isolating 
‘passive-haus’ standards that are so beloved by architecture as container zealots.  
 
The large intermediary and mediating structures that provide shade, calm wind also offer 
conviviality and places to interact in his multi-dwelling designs; again, the design is not 
complete without inhabitation and the anticipated activities are part of the design. In this way 
the environmental devices are also social, and move beyond a functional instrumentalism. 
 

   
Images : From Antoine Perrau, Réunion Island, Malacca Flores Public and Private Housing, Le Port  
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Playful invention was also evident in much of the work. In Queensland, Gabriel Poole’s 
continual striving for minimal structure and enclosure, that is entirely dependent on the 
occupants ‘tying down the hatches’ in anticipation of a big blow. Or fold-out sleeping alcoves 
to stress test planning definitions of ‘site-cover’, and suggest permanent camping is the 
antithesis of ‘passive-haus’ and passivity. 
 
This second aspect - the idea that building depends on its occupants to complete the work 
might be thought of a form of generosity. By not attempting to produce a definite end state 
that cannot be altered, that would imply a perfect conception, execution and ‘fit’, the designer 
is taking a position of humility and leaving the design ‘open-ended’. 
 
This idea of generosity, of open-endedness, of the building being part of a larger context, or 
part of a bigger story with the occupants as players, is perhaps where these strands might 
bridge to the ‘problem of the city’. 
 
Lene Tranberg’s work in Denmark showed these strands at work at an urban scale. (My 
selection of just a few ‘strands’ does disservice to the richness and complexity of Tranberg’s 
and the other work, but what to do in 1500words?).  
 
In the Tietgen Student Housing Project (Lundgaard+Tranberg 2005) the circular form acts as 
a mediator/disruptor and changes the spatial organisation, and flows, of the surrounding 
district from the orthogonal/rectilinear context. At the same time, the choice of the ‘perfect 
circular form’ also consciously accepted that it would result in sub-optimal orientation for 
different units at different times. In other words, it ‘nudges’ occupants to move and use the 
shared spaces, to be ‘active’ occupants, for the very reason that all conditions are not the 
same, some better or worse at different times of the day, year or level in the building; it stands 
against the passivity of the ‘perfect box’. (Compare it to the cellular student housing we are 
becoming familiar with in Australia). The place is open ended at the ground level and 
activated by passers-through, by being located at the intersections of ‘desire lines’.  These 
‘imperfections’ in the design serve to activate the place - ‘there’s the rub’. 
 
The strategies of open-endedness, and mediation rather than closure, work as effectively in 
this urban landscape as in a ‘natural’ landscape. There is also a suggestion of building-as-
landscape, or architecture-as-topography, without resorting to the literal and geo-morphic 
forms of landscape urbanism at the urban scale, and there is an interest in the fine granularity 
of materials within reach.  
 
 
 

  
Images : From Lene Tranberg, Lundgaard and Tranberg, Denmark, Tietgen Dormitory Student Housing   
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Images : From Lene Tranberg, Lundgaard and Tranberg, Denmark, Tietgen Dormitory Student Housing   
 

 
 
This interest in how very different scales can be appreciated simultaneously is most evident in 
the Kvaesthusmolen (Kvaesthus Pier) project; raked 3mm grooves vs. open horizon 
 

   
Images : From Lene Tranberg, Lundgaard and Tranberg, Denmark, Kvaesthus Pier   
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Scalar opposites are also evident in Welsh+Major’s work. Welsh+Major treat the inner city as 
a landscape to be borrowed from, mined, reused and remade: remnant brick as outcrop, 
outhouse as grotto, demolition site as resource. In this tight urban context where expansive 
views are not possible, glimpses or opening up to the sky, or drawing down the cool light of 
the sky from above creates an inferred spaciousness that is then juxtaposed with the tactility 
of worn surfaces. 
 
 

     
Images : From Christine Major, Welsh and Major, house at Fitzroy Terrace, Redfern, Sydney   
   

   
Images : From Christine Major, Welsh and Major, house at Horden Street, Sydney  
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The Deerubbin Conference program commenced, on the first night, with a welcome to 
country by Aboriginal Elder Uncle Max Dulamunmun Harrison.  As part of that welcome he 
called on architects to have respect for all the materials that we draw-on. What greater 
respect could there be than an ‘alchemaic’ transformation of the mundane into the exquisite? 
All of the work shown suggested that a certain mindfulness could be induced that would allow 
the occupants to be more receptive to the materiality of the building. This ranged from the re-
incorporation, revealing and re-framing of sections of original structures, to reuse and re-
valuation of materials in Welsh+Major’s work, to the physical ‘koans’ of Stutchbury and 
Leplastrier, that juxtapose exquisite timber against industry/garden variety tapware and gal-
fence fittings, that aestheticises both as a result. 
 
 

   
Images : Peter Stutchbury, Miyake House, Japan               Richard Leplastrier, Mapleton House, Queensland  
 
 
The intrusion of these ‘external’ elements into otherwise highly refined interiors still manages 
to induce a ’jolt’ of mindfulness, they are literally transgressions. They are also slightly 
‘inconvenient’ and ‘disruptive’ compared to the smooth seamless convenience that drives 
most design. These disruptive elements induce a mindfulness, both of the action and of being 
‘in the world’, by using materials that are weathered or reused or will weather and decay; very 
different to the incorruptible, stainless, ultra-hygenic materials that go with a life of smooth 
convenience. 
 
The overall prompt for the program was ‘hot + cool’- very loosely adhered to. Stutchbury and 
Leplastrier finished with a tour of types from arctic to tropics. As eclectic magpies, they found 
and showed influences and responses to all climates, but all based on ‘active occupation’ 
except in the harshest conditions; Stuchbury’s house for minus 34degC in Russia; and yes, 
completely enclosed, but hyper efficient, more spaceship than airy pavilion, ‘let the outside in’ 
has its limits! 
 

   
Images : From Peter Stutchbury, extreme climate house Cherepovets, Russia 
 
It is fair to say that the assembled group placed a high value on the relationship of 
architecture to place, site and nature. The way buildings were in, or related to landscape was 
a dominant theme. The concern for, and focus on ‘place’ is used to both validate and drive 
the design responses. 
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I am also suggesting that all of these projects have a degree of conscious dis-functionality or 
inefficiency, and that this dis-functionality gently forces/nudges an engagement with the world 
and with other people that serves to position architecture in relation to ‘nature as a thing that 
happens’ as posited by Helsing-Almaas. 
 
The combination of these two overriding directions: giving primacy to a contextual response, 
(as opposed to the ‘functional program’ of the building) and accepting that this response may 
be slightly disruptive or inefficient (in relation to the ‘functional program’) suggests an 
architecture that requires activity rather than passivity; ‘active design’ in contrast to ‘passive 
design’ and places the occupant and the building back ‘in the world’; exposed to and aware of 
weather and processes of change and decay…to a certain degree. 
 
It would be easy to dismiss the event as naïvely romantic; the island location, bush setting. 
What might appear as an essentialist appeal to nature could be taken as a retreat from the 
‘big’ issues of urbanisation, globalisation processes and the push for standardisation, 
normalisation and denial of place and context that seems to inevitably accompany them. 
However, the problem with most critiques that attempt to confront these urban ‘mega trends’ 
directly is that they remain just that; critiques, failing to offer alternatives. Clearly, any attempt 
to define a ‘universal’ response to these issues could itself be criticised as being part of 
globalisation. 
 
So although the ‘critique’ that is implicit in the work shown and discussed at Deerubbin is 
more oblique, it suggests a wide range of responses and strategies that could be seen not 
just as ‘resistance’ but as ways forward, around and through. 
 
I am not suggesting that strategies and ethos expressed at Deerubbin offers the answer or 
even an answer that purports to be comprehensive, and the participants certainly wouldn’t, 
but there is definitely a resistance to the anonymised architecture that is in denial of being on 
earth that is increasingly encasing us. 
 

 
Image : From Brit Andresen, Andresen and O’Gorman, Mooloomba House Multiple Possibilities, by Michael Barnett  
 
 
 
Rod Simpson is a partner in the practice Simpson and Wilson, Sydney. Until recently he was 
Associate Professor and Urban Design Director in the Faculty of Architecture Design and 
Planning, University of Sydney. In December 2015 he was appointed the Environment 
Commissioner of the Greater Sydney Commission. 


