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I would like to acknowledge the people of the Kulin Nation, the traditional owners of the land on which we gather.

Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, academic colleagues, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, I am both honoured and humbled to be graced with this Honorary Doctorate of Architecture.

I thank Dean Ruth Finder warmly for her nomination and Professor Kim Dovey and Professor Phillip Goad and members of the Faculty of Architecture for their support.

As this is my alma mater I also wish to thank my former teachers, Hugh O'Neill and Dr Jeff Turnbull, who I think are both here today. I remember especially the faculty spirit of my first year, 1964, when in the old battered army hut under those swaying palm trees we proved that architecture with a capital 'A' was not a prerequisite for holding a vital, creative and enjoyable education.

In accepting this honour I take the opportunity to thank my wife Pip and our children Kasimir and Sophia for their love and support through the many dark nights of this architect's soul.

I would also like to acknowledge my on-going conversation and collaboration with my wife Pip Stokes and friend Paul Carter from whom I draw such inspiration, clarity and understanding.

So too, the many gifted individuals I have worked with over the last 33 years – the complementary collaborations we have formed, have been the sustaining heart and strength of the practice.

And my many friends, old and new, in this rich and complex local culture of ours.

I dedicate my address this morning to my late parents Robert and Jean, who I know would have loved to have been here, (and probably are!) to see their dreamy son all dressed up participating in this time honoured ritual.

I would like to begin with a favourite poem of mine by Rainer Maria Rilke:

I live my life in growing circles
which layer themselves over the world
perhaps I will not complete the last
though I will try,
I circle around God, around the ancient tower,
I circle a thousand years long and
I do not know still
am I a hawk, a storm
on a great hymn?

As Rilke expresses in his 'Love Poems to God', our striving to understand who we are, through our life journey and work, is a struggle of uncertain outcome as well as profound mystery.

Architecture is this life path for me. It has given me the opportunity to embody my aspirations, hunger, ambitions to make a difference in the world. It is not just about buildings, and it is not about style.

Architecture is for me, a vehicle for helping create community out of difficult, sometimes traumatised social, spiritual and natural environments. This thin ground has to be worked with a persistent mix of politics and poetics.

Often projects arise out of historically fraught moments of change, in environments caught in the crossfire of political wills, such as in much of the work I have done with Aboriginal Communities. My own blood as well as theirs remains in these buildings; as happened at Brambuk at Gariwerd nearly 20 years ago where I worked together with 5 Koorie communities. The challenge was to get a toehold in the fragile cultural landscape, with a community building. This was without precedent at the time.

The tragic history of genocide, assimilating missions, stolen children and continuing marginalisation, backgrounded and shadowed this intensely moving and demanding collaboration.

With the concerted effort to reconnect to lost culture and land and the attendant spiritual and commercial possibilities for self-sustenance, came some measure of dignity and healing for individuals, and the damaged folk-soul of these communities. The building, while embodying their stories also holds their struggle and their hope.

Part of the ongoing challenge of architectural practice is to keep the politics 'in play' with dignity and integrity, while upholding the vision until enough energy and conviction as well as funding, gathers around the project to see it through to fruition.

The pragmatics of low budgets with high and complex expectations, conflicting agendas and occasional lack of vision, has to be met with ingenuity and imagination. The balance lies somewhere between ethics and aesthetics. Architecture is a vocation which operates in an often difficult world; a world where often there is little care.

The most important commissions are often low profile and unglamorous, on tight budgets, which carve out substance from the very viability of the practice. Many of these projects stop and start, unfolding uncertainly through long years, over extraordinary difficult terrain. They may be applauded retrospectively – but are barely supported at the time. 

Neglect of the most fundamental human societal values seems to be part of the current Australian climate, where resources for education, mental health, minority groups and reconciliation – not just with the Indigenous people, but with the land too – has been shelved. This has led to a very unyielding and unsupported environment in which to attempt any healing work.

I know I speak here also for a number of other Australian architects, who work away quietly and effectively, but unacknowledged in our celebrity obsessed society.

One of the challenges of vocational architecture is to transform this suffering, (personal and cultural), into art of transformative beauty. A steady nerve is required and a sense of humour – to protect against the, at times, overwhelming odds. This combination of firmness, or steadiness, as well as creative openness, is often a difficult balance to maintain, and is largely dependent on being surrounded and supported by my steady, committed and highly gifted colleagues who can serve the vision, for whatever period of time, in an enlightened relative self- disinterestedness. There are rewards as well as sacrifices, one hopes for them too.

The practice has a collaborative, multi-disciplinary aspect, which reaches into education, culture and the arts as well as public discourse, including engagement through writing, seminars, lectures and tutoring – evolving a philosophical context for the work. Education takes a very central position in this picture, not only through my own passion for talking with students, both within the practice and within the course structures of their own institutions, but also, and particularly, through the students who have undertaken research in practice as an integral part of their studies.

If one were to ask 'What is it that would educate an architecture student for the practice of architecture?' One is tempted to say, 'It can't be formally taught'. It is something, though, which can be materially experienced. Students who go out from the university for a year or as an integral part of their theoretical studies, work within the model of a practice; observing process, attitudes, struggles, disappointments, small triumphs – and more, just the steady daily on-going tasks of getting jobs out.

This is virtually an apprenticeship in the historical model, where a young person learnt beside a master, by doing, by being immersed in material process and imbibing the attitudes and responsibilities through the practice of the craft.

It is interesting to note that the word education comes from the etymological root, 'educe' – to lead out. Does current architectural education 'lead out' into practice – into the world?

Despite the best efforts of gifted and dedicated teachers, funding cuts and the subsequent increasingly corporate style management of universities, puts the breadth and depth of curriculum under threat. Support is needed for the ongoing exploration of the educational benefits of collaboration and free-educing between universities and practices.

For example, could the universities offer practitioners effective assistance by having students document the subtleties and complexities of the process of a project to the mutual benefit of both the student and the practitioner?

There is an urgent need for universities not only to resist this current reductive vision of curriculum, but just as importantly, to look outside themselves to renew and re-invigorate their vision in order to better fit students to meet the complex challenges of the contemporary world.

As Rilke put it so succinctly:

O, I long to grow,
I look outside myself,
and the tree inside me grows

Looking forward, I would like to see the qualities which define my practice: collaboration, social engagement with community and the integration of cultural and environmental sustainability, taken up in the civic precinct of my own city of Melbourne where the same care in process, sensibility and rich materiality, might nurture a more responsive, more deeply human environment.

Currently there is a strong pull northwards for Australian architects to SE Asia and China in particular – some of the work is awesome in scale and of unknown consequences. We too are being offered work in the tropics and Central Asia.

Our architectural practice is faced, then, with exciting new challenges of responding to difference: difference of people, culture, climate, landscape and sustainability and so to reactivate spirit of place in a synthesis of new possibilities.

Architecture is an ancient, universal, social and environmental art. Having picked up this thread with reverence and gratitude for those who have gone before, I look forward, after this honour bestowed on me here today, with renewed enthusiasm for my own practice, and I wish all of you who are now at the threshold of taking your chosen vocations in to the world, this gift of enthusiasm, and courage too.

Thank you.
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