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SHADOW
BOXING

A nursery rhyme, a classic Frank Lloyd Wright house,
and a spirited contrast of light and dark are among
the curious inspirations behind this striking design
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Both Brutalism and Minimalism are
evident in the home’s interior and
colour palette, which also display a
Japanese fondness for shadow
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When visitors to Wood Marsh Architecture’s Portsea House first lay eyes on this
striking and singular concrete and charred timber structure, few guess that it had
its origins in an image of Humpty Dumpty perched atop his wall. Or rather, that
this was one of several related images that guided the first exploratory strokes of
Randal Marsh’s pencil as he sketched the concept design.
“I had in mind the surrealist idea of a gravity-defying object,” the architect says
of the rounded black timber knuckle that cantilevers over the rammed earth blade
wall visible from the driveway of Portsea House, designed in 2012 and completed
in 2014. “Humpty Dumpty was the initial inspiration, but it was connected to a
building we’d designed a little earlier for the RACV in Torquay. In the Torquay
Resort we had boulders protruding from the wall of the spa; the effect was
minimalist and surrealistic and poetic.
“The black timber protrusion at Portsea House is a little like those boulders in
that it hovers weightlessly over the concrete wall, and in fact nestles into it.”
There was also the precedent set by Fallingwater, Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1939
masterpiece in Pennsylvania, where boulders erupt through the floor and the
structure deploys cascading cantilevers to echo the dynamism of the waterfall.
Marsh formed his practice in 1983 with Roger Wood, and looking back over the
near 40-year working relationship, he believes the principles and orientations that
grounded the practice in its infancy are little changed in its maturity. “A lot of
architects talk about evolving, growing, changing,” Marsh says. “Artists too. To the
extent that this means reinvention, I think we’ve avoided it. I think there’s a high
degree of continuity in our work. Brutalism, Minimalism, modern art and Japanese
design were early sources of inspiration. And little has changed.”
Portsea House is at once muscular and feminine, austere and playful. To the
street the building presents a textured monochromatic concrete wall with a semiindustrial severity. Reflecting their work on Melbourne’s EastLink and the design
of the Westgate Tunnel, it sweeps across the house like a scimitar.
The curve of the sinuous black timber second level is even more pronounced. It
takes the form of three asymmetrical undulations – petals or wings – around a
central atrium. If the house looks like a work of abstract art in plan view, its sinuous
curves a little Fernand Leger, its whimsy a little Miro, that’s because art rather than
architecture is the primary source of inspiration for both Marsh and Wood.
“We haven’t concentrated so much on architecture as art,” Marsh says. “We
generated and formulated our ideas through artistic movements such as the North
American land artists. In Portsea House you could see a bit of Christo and JeanClaude’s Running Fence [a 200,000sq m nylon barrier running across a bare
landscape north of San Francisco].”
The practice’s interest in art is long-running. Alongside the French landscape
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artist Christo, Marsh nominates the Russian-born American abstract expressionist
Mark Rothko, English sculptor Richard Long, wall-obsessed American sculptor
Richard Serra, and Australians Bill Henson and Peter Booth. “Bill Henson’s my
oldest and closest friend,” he says. “I was the first person to collect his work
anywhere. I was 18 and he was 20.”
Two broad exceptions to the practice’s artistic orientation are the architectural
movements of Minimalism and Brutalism, which have been a strong influence.
Another is Japanese architecture. Portsea House, in defiance of the expectations of
the light-filled coastal Aussie dwelling, is powerfully influenced by the Japanese
predilection for shadow. Neither Marsh nor Wood had read Junichiro Tanizaki’s
aesthetic treatise In Praise of Shadows – a paean, much-loved by architects, to the
beauty of intermingled darkness and light, and to darkness itself. Their interest in
shade came naturally from a fascination with Japanese aesthetics: art, design and
fashion. Japanese designer Yohji Yamamoto was, and is, a favourite, and his sense
of “shadow and layer, veiling and folding, the withheld and the unexpected” guided
both Wood and Marsh to a subtle and sophisticated architecture.
“The result is a slightly Japanese touch in our thinking,” Marsh says. “When
you enter our buildings, you should have a sensation of the light being taken right
down. And then it opens up to something. And that’s the kind of transition that we
have in Portsea House. When you come into the building it does unfold. The foyer
is black, to calm the tone down, and then there’s a staircase that pulls in and draws
you up to the light; and the first thing you’re met with is the internal garden space,
which becomes a knot or pin; and from that the wings span out. The building opens
up to a view of the garden, and a larger view beyond.”
The drama of the building is very Yamamoto. The inscrutable front, which gives
little away, creates an impression at odds with the rear of the building, with its
expansive garden and rural views, its openness and light. “In the living room it’s
very soft, with pale timber,” Marsh continues. “It’s about form and movement and
working with a minimal non-distractive palette so that the black, charcoal or white
enhance the abstraction of the form.”
Wood Marsh’s celebrated Gottlieb House from 1990 is an unashamedly
brutalist building that marries expressive concrete forms with a light framed glass
box that clings limpet-like, much like the black knuckle at Portsea House, to the
building’s prominent facade. Two decades after Gottlieb House was built, the
client told Marsh that every time she returned home from an absence, even a brief
absence, she was excited about the house.
“We passed that on to the client at Portsea House,” Marsh recalls. “He said: ‘I
want a house like that; a house that, every time I arrive home, I’m blown away by
it.’ And we said: ‘Okay let’s do that!’”
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