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ydney's north shore
is dotted with hous
es that are extra
ordinarily beautiful
examples of mod-
emmist Buropean architec-
ture. Howevar, many are
under appreciated and
therefore under threal, ac-
cording to two of the people
behind an exhibition that
may challenge our under-
standing of these homes.

Rebeoca  Hawcroft, cu
rator of The Moderns: Euro
pean Designers in Sydney
(at the Museum of Sydney
until November 26), and
Paul Morey of Modarn Hous-
es, an agency that special
ises in selling modernist
homes, sgree that if wedon't
recognise (hese pems, we
risk losing tham.

“Those buildings rep
resent a direct transfer of
European design to Austra-
lian shores,” Hawcroft says.
“These houses that we
haven't noticad but have
been sitting among us in
suburbia, represented an in
flux of Eurvpean designers
and their clients.

“The way the paople lived
in them was a direct trans-
lation of Rurope into Austra-
lis that hasn’t  Dbeen
acknowledged before.”™

Morey adds: “Unfortuna-
tely we're losing some of
these houses .. I've seen
some horrendous things,
some really quite shocking
examples of pulling down
something that's beautiful,
and putting up things that
aranot.”

So why did these dwell
ings spring up on the north
shore in the frst place? The
simple answer is immi-
gration. Intallectuals, in
cluding designers and
architects, fled religious
persecution before and dur-
ing World War 11, to the ben-
efit of Australia,

“We were quite blessed In
this country to have an in
flux of that intellectual prop
erty,” Morey says.

Many Jewish intellectuals
flad an increasingly hostile
Furope in the lead up to
World War 11, howaver Aus
trulis remained something
of a closed shop for archi-
tects until after the war.
These émigrés called them-
selves designers ar project
managers because they
were restricted from prac
tising as architects

Following the war, the im-
migration boom coupled
with a housing shaortage
meant the north shore, with
its affordable housing lots,
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#'he north shore
Stayed important
over the next two
decades as a
place where you
could buy alot
then build a ’

house

became home 1o many &mi-
grés who designed and bullt
thelr own dweallings.

One example is Henry Ep
stein, who was registered as
an architect immediately
after the war, and built a
very modern structura,
known now as the Hillman
House, in Rasaville

Another was Ernst Kor-
ner, who had an blished

he Fombertaux House, at
i 23 Kuroo Ave, East Lindfeld,

is an authentic example of
late modernism, Designed in 1968, it
bas remained in the family for hall
A century.

*It's really a gem,” says Paul
Marey of the classic modernist
bome that is on the market - to the
right buyer,

Its architect, Jean Fombertaux,
worked on Macquarie St's Willlam
Bland Centre (1980) and several other
important Sydney buildings. For his
family home, he explored a prid de
sign of 16 steal columns which sup-
port concrete slabs, which spiral
upward through the design.

Morey says when it was being con-
structed, locals were concerned by
he steel rk and a rumour

career as an architect and
town planner in Ostrava,
Czechoslovakia, but whao
maved to Sydney in 1968 and
started over. He built him
self & modernist houss in
Mosman and an apartment
bullding in Cremorne, but
the war halted his work, He
died in 1965 having never re
sumed work. Despite being
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-
Jean Fombertaux, ome of the talented
European architects to come to Sydney.

trial construction, possibly a mech-
anic's building. The story goas that
Pombartaux fanned the flames by
pulling up & Michelin banner, bul
when it was finished the banner dis-
appeared and the rumour was put

to rest - it was to ba a family homa.
The reception to other modernist
homes was similar, Morey says.
“When Harry Seidler started build-
ing houses in this country, they
waren't greeted easily, thay were
cansiderad odd,” he says. :
Other north share houses of note :
include the Hillman House in Findlay
Ave, Roseville, designed by Dr Henry :
Epstein and Katka House in Lind-
flald, designed by Hungarian-borm
Hugo Stossel for Austrian born fur
niture designer Paul Ernest Kafka
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took hold that it was to be an indus-

famous in his ficld in Eu
rope, he is virtually un
known here

“T'hat was an expanding
area of Sydney,” Hawcroft
says of Sydney's north.
“Most of the houses that
we're looking al are post

World War I1, and the north
shore was consolidating
then.”

The result was the semiru-
ral outposts in the north
knitting together with an ex-
plosion of mid-century con
struction, thanks to

immigrants with a taste for
modern design which of
fered a stark contrast with
the Federation style and Cal-
ifornia bungalows that dom-
1nated Sydney’s suburbs.
“The north shore stayed
important over the next two

decades as a place where you
could buy a lot and then
build & house, s0 you see the
most exceptional design in
architacts” own houses,”
Hawcroft says, “The north
shore also has those steep
sites, oflen rocky und tricky,
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which led to creative design
solutions.”

Moarey considers himselfa
custodian of the heritage-
listed Frenchs Forest house
that he owns. His business is
designed to make purchas
ers aware the house they're
buying has historical signifi
cunce, so there's no risk of
destruction due to lack of
knowled,

But while Harry Seidler is
4 bousehold pame, and his
Rose Seidler House in Wah-
roonga is & well-known ex-
ample of the modernist
European design aesthetic,
it's Seidler's lesser known,
but equally skilful contem
poraris including Epstein,
Korner, Hugh Buhrich,
Hugo Stossal and Hans Pater
Oser, that the exhibition
secks to highlight.

“The thing about this ex
hibition is, people all know
who Harry Seidler is, but
these chaps have made just
as much of a contribution (to
Sydney),” Marey says

He also wants councils o
identity these significant
houses, and preserve some
of the better examples. He
has gone so far as to map the
buildings of note, with Syd
ney Living Museums, to as
sist the historical
preservation project.

Hawcroft  believes  the
minimalism coupled with
humour could explain the
renewed global interest in
mid-century modern design

“It's very simple, with a
real truth to materials, but
also quite fun,” Hawcroft
says of modernist design.

“The minimalism appeals
to us, but it's not hard line;
there's a softness with the
materials, such as timber as
well as the nostalyia for that
lime in history ™

NOSITH SHORE TIMES, Tharsday, Septestey 28, 2017 o7



