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The talk explores our great inheritance the Sydney Opera House and its continued value
and contemporary relevance as an expression of our living culture and a source of
inspiration for contemporary practice and continuing creativity. It is a revised text of the
Jim Kerr Address on the International Day on Monuments and Sites, given by Richard
Johnson at the Utzon Room Sydney Opera House, 18 April 2017

Introduction
I have thought and often said that the true magic of the Sydney Opera House is yet to be revealed.
I meant that the architectural expression of the interiors would become more in keeping with
the spirit of Utzon and aligned with his design principles as opportunity presented. Initially my
thinking was narrowly focused on the physical fabric and the original concept for the building
but increasingly broadened to include the intangible cultural heritage of the place. I looked
for examples of other special sites where tangible and intangible values were inseparable and
together seen as part of a living culture. This broader focus presented a much richer perspective
of the Sydney Opera House and gave insights into its longer-term influence and governance.
The genesis of this thinking was my first visit to Ise Grand Shrine in Japan. Here, under the
guidance of Professor Ashihara, an early modernist, I was encouraged to intently observe and
seek the essence of a place, its intrinsic values and intangible cultural heritage, that is the skills,
craft, knowledge, performing arts and festivals as products of a culture that are preserved and
passed on through the generations.
I began to realise that for architecture there is not the historic and the new but an evolving
continuity and historic buildings and places are important not only for what they tell about the
past but as an inspiration for contemporary practice and continuing creativity. This personal
context has helped frame my thinking about heritage and presents other ways of looking at our
Opera House and understand its influence and contemporary relevance.
I have structured this talk in three parts: briefly to sketch the tangible values of this incredible
place; to describe the Ise Grand Shrine and its ongoing influence as part of a living culture;
and under this lens of Ise to attempt a broader understanding of our cultural heritage at
Bennelong Point.
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Part one: the Sydney Opera House
The Sydney Opera House (SOH) is now a universally recognised icon of Sydney and Australia
and an inseparable part of our city and harbour landscape. According to Norberg-Schulz
In the Sydney Opera House Jorn Utzon realised the great synthesis of earth and sky,
landscape and city, vista and intimacy, thought and feeling in terms of a unity of
technological and organic form (Norberg-Schulz 1996:172).
The Opera House illustrates the power of a design based upon common elements which are all
related, defined geometrically and able to be produced industrially but maintain organic and
poetic freedom of form. It is an exemplar of organic order as Gideon (1995) and others have
remarked, Utzon’s work displays that rare capacity of combining organic with geometric form
and of creating the former out of the latter. It is an example of the creative use of technologies
way ahead of the time. Many of these innovations were world firsts in the building industry: the
use of pre-stressed beams and post tensioning; the development of new cement grouts; the
epoxy gluing of precast elements and the development of concrete finishes including buffing
early stripped surfaces to align the mica particles to create a translucent marble like finish.
The building design incorporated the advanced manufacturing capabilities of plywood
including: formwork for the large folded concourse beams; large structural panels to form the
theatres laminated with a layer of lead to provide sound isolation and resonance; the glass wall
window mullions hot bonded with an outer weathering layer of bronze and a standardized
system of wall panels and ceiling beams to line the different shapes of the service corridors
in the podium. There were also innovations in construction techniques including the steel
travelling arch to erect the shells eliminating the need for scaffolding and the pioneering use of
computers in three-dimensional structural analysis.
As we know, in July 2007 the SOH was inscribed on the world heritage list by UNESCO as a
masterpiece of human creative genius and its outstanding universal value for achievements in
structural engineering and building technology.

Part two: Ise Jingu
Ise Jingu, the Shinto Shrine of the Japanese
Imperial family, has been referred to as the
symbolic birthplace of the Japanese spirit. It
has been compared by Bruno Taut and Walter
Gropius to the Parthenon and considered as
important in the history of world architecture.
The Shrine dates from 600 CE and comprises
the inner shrine Ise Naiku to the sun goddess,
the outer shrine Ise Geku to the goddess of
agriculture and industry and a family of over
100 smaller shrines. These simple relatively
modest buildings are constructed from four
materials: Japanese cypress; thatch; stone
and gold. The structures relate to an ancient
typology of a raised store house for rice and
was common in Japan before Buddhism was
introduced (Figure1).

Figure 1: Ise grand Shrine, Japan. (photo R Johnson)

Timber columns are erected straight into
the ground like trees. The timber structure
constructed without nails with joinery-like
precision is crafted to exacting dimensions
and tolerances with a great understanding
of the material its weathering and shrinkage.

82

ICOMOS_HE_vol30_no1_apr18.indd 82

10/05/2018 5:46 PM

Adjacent to each shrine on an east west axis is an identical site on which the building is carefully
rebuilt or renewed every 20 years (that is every generation). From 600 CE Ise Jingu has had
sixty-two renewals with the last dedication or sengushiki ceremony in October 2013. The
whole renewal process is an amazing expression of a living culture and involves preservation
and maintenance of historic traditions of construction and of all the other Shrine arts, crafts,
rituals, festivals and celebrations. Thirty major renewal ceremonies begin eight years prior to
dedication and about one and a half thousand ceremonies are performed annually.
In addition to the building structures, over one thousand ritual objects are remade by eminent
artists and artisans many of whom are national living treasures. It is interesting to note that a
more accurate translation of the Japanese title is ‘preservers of important intangible cultural
properties’. It is the knowledge and skill that is considered the national treasure inherited
from the past with an obligation to develop and pass onto the next generation ensuring their
continuity. In three rebuilding or renewal cycles, carpenters, artists and artisans pass down
their skills through the generations. A young apprentice involved with the 1973 renewal
(coincidentally the year the SOH was opened) was a skilled craftsman by the renewal of 1993,
and a master by the renewal in 2013.
The Japanese are not focused on preserving the buildings themselves or in simply making a
precise reconstruction but in a process that preserves the intangible essence and spirit of the
style and place. The master carpenter Nishioka (Brown 2013:46) said ‘don’t try to join wood on
measurement alone but utilize the woods personality as well’. When a tree is selected for use
at Ise, its character and orientation in the forest is noted as is its suitability for particular parts
of the structure. The finished elements are placed in the same orientation in the building as the
tree in the forest to continue to move and weather in a similar way in response to the climate.
After the renewal and dedication of a new shrine the old is careful dismantled. Most of the
timbers become the resource to repair other Shinto shrines around the country. For the 2013
renewal a temporary museum was built to explain the process. The reasons for renewal are
complex and linked to central themes in the Shinto religion and to the practical issues of
maintaining wooden structures. Nevertheless, in its constant renewal Ise Jinju, the mother
shrine, has preserved the traditional arts, crafts and ceremonies of Japan through a period of
over one thousand four hundred years and provides the means for sustaining and maintaining
all other Shinto shrines in Japan.

Figure 2: Tea pavilion Nezu Museum Tokyo. Kengo Kuma Architect. (Photo R.Johnson)
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Figure 3: Garden at Tofukuji Hojo, Kyoto.Mirei Shigemori Landscape Architect. (Photo R Johnson)

As impressive as this is, it is worth pausing here to reflect that Indigenous Australians maintain
their intangible heritage for tens of thousands of years and that this site at Bennelong Point has
long been a meeting place for feasting, celebration and ceremony. The Gadigal people of the
Eora Nation knew it as Tubowgule meaning ‘where the knowledge waters meet’ (SOH 2017: 8)
referencing the creative energy at the point where the fresh and salt waters combine.
Ise Jingu provides a unique window into Japanese aesthetic values, sensibilities and view of
heritage. A focus on continuity of tradition rather than a concern for the authenticity of the
fabric; a focus on preserving knowledge and skill not the artifact; and a focus on learning from
the past, with a responsibility to develop the knowledge and skill and pass it onto the next
generation. Ise became the prototype for all Japanese architecture. The inspiration for the use
of natural materials, the sensitivity to structural proportions, the feeling for space and especially
the harmony between architecture and nature, all originate here (Tange 1965).
Ise is an inspiration to each new generation of creative practitioners. This influence on
architecture and all the contemporary arts and crafts can be seen in three simple examples. The
small tea pavilion at Nezu Museum in Tokyo with a rice paper lined ceiling designed by Kengo
Kuma who is an academic and practitioner with a stated goal to remain in continuity with the
traditions and reinterpret them for the 21st century
The famous garden at Tofukuji Hojo in Kyoto by landscaped architect Mirei Shigemori, a scholar
who published ‘An Illustrated History of the Japanese Garden’ in 26 volumes and shifted garden
design into the 20th century whilst maintaining its ancient traditions.
The fashion designer Ise Miyaiki who is known for adapting the traditional kimono to western
fashion and for his fusion of the old crafts, material and traditions with innovative methods.
He is currently exploring folding cloth into shapes that fit and flatter the body utilising threedimensional modelling and digital production techniques.

Part three: the Sydney Opera House through the lense of Ise
What do we see if we look at our Opera House through this lens of Ise and how might it be
relevant to a greater understanding of our inheritance? Surprisingly there are a number of
interesting similarities between the two sites: both in their own way are national symbols of
place and excellence; both are spiritual sites with a remarkable connection to their setting; both
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retain the function for which they were built; both have employed high levels of skill, craft and
precision in their making; both are a continuing influence on building technology; both provide
inspiration for the community and particularly all in the performing and visual arts; both enjoy
about eight million visitors annually; both are examples of a living culture with ceremonies,
rituals and performance integral to their existence; and coincidently both have plans called by
the same name ‘renewal plan’ but with very different intent.
There are also interesting dissimilarities: one structure is ancient in form, the other contemporary;
one masterpiece complete and unchangeable, the other incomplete and changing; one with
only 1% of its visitors foreign, the other attracting large foreign visitation; and one that is not
on the World Heritage list, and the other the first architectural works of the 20th century to
be listed.
Ise does not seem to neatly fit with the current conventions of World Heritage listing. There
are the obvious questions about authenticity of fabric. Ise Jingu may more correctly fall into
the UNESCO Conventions for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, only recently
enacted in 2003, rather than the 1972 conventions which relate to monuments and sites. To
my knowledge Japan has not applied to have Ise listed. The current chief priest said in a recent
interview ‘Ise exists for the present’. (Naotake 2016)
It is instructive to quote the UNESCO Convention for Intangible Cultural Heritage 2003:
The ‘intangible cultural heritage’ means the practices, representations, expressions,
knowledge, skills—as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces
associated therewith—that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals
recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted
from generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups
in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their history, and
provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for
cultural diversity and human creativity.
It is interesting to speculate if for extraordinary sites like Ise and the SOH tangible and intangible
values were considered together. How might this impact the way we currently view our great
urban inheritance and can we care for fabric and site alongside aspects of intangible cultural
heritage? The SOH Trust constantly refers to the need to balance the role of the building as an
architectural monument with its role as a state of the art performing centre.
I am not for a moment arguing for a change to the UNESCO Conventions or for a different
listing for this site. I accept this as a specialists’ field involving complex international perspectives
and sensibilities well outside my experience or understanding. I would however contend that
the Sydney Opera House, although only a little over forty years old, is developing and has
the potential to continue to develop, significant intangible heritage value. Recognition of this
would impact on the way we manage this site.

Sydney Opera House intangible cultural heritage
The Sydney Opera House makes a significant contribution to the cultural life of the city and the
nation. It is one of the world’s busiest performing arts centres, with 1 500 000 people attending
over 2 000 live performances last financial year (2016). Its ticket sales underpin the viability
of some of Australia’s most important performing arts companies. Its audience demographic
and socio-economic reach is broad. As a multi company performing arts venue with seven
performance spaces, it encourages new and innovative cross disciplinary art forms. The strength
of ticket sales, because of the architecture, often enables the performing companies to stage
more adventurous repertoire in Sydney, contributing to artistic development across the country.
The Opera House, like Ise Grand Shrine, remains an inspiration to many in the contemporary
practice of their art and craft. The building in its harbour setting has been a continuing source
of inspiration for all who seek excellence and inspires performers in many different art forms
to seek higher standards. It develops and keeps local talent, musicians, singers and actors in
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Australia and attracts the world’s best performers to visit. It is a source of inspiration to some
of our finest visual artists and photographers.
The technical advances and design thinking pioneered on the SOH had a profound flow-on
effect for the whole building industry. It was a rich training ground for countless architects,
engineers, contractors, manufacturers, fabricators and artisans who acquired inspiration and
skills that benefited the industry as a whole nationally and internationally. As an example,
the knowledge and skill developed in the use of reinforced concrete was immediately used
by the industry and still today contributes to our advanced techniques in reinforced concrete
construction.
The building continues to inspire advances in technology associated with new works on the
project. The use of corian linings bonded to formed plywood panels was developed for the box
office toilet refurbishment; a unique method of cleaning existing concrete for the Utzon Room;
BIM applications for three-dimensional modeling in design, documentation and structural
analysis for the new Opera Theatre design and recent innovations in conservation management.
The third edition of the SOH Conservation Management Plan (CMP), written by James Semple
Kerr, was a unique document written by one of the founders of conservation management and
with the full input and approval of the original architect. The CMP, the Design Principles, the
Strategic Building Plan and the World Heritage Statements together offer an innovative way to
manage a World Heritage site. The latest 4th edition of the SOH Conservation Management
Plan by Alan Croker of Design 5 has included new conservation tools such as tolerance for
change and opportunities for changes tables developed by GML Heritage.
Utzon’s unique approach to architecture is slowly being better documented and understood
and can influence new generations of architects. His approach was based on the integration
and application of a number of highly refined ideas or principles: drawing inspiration from a
deep observation of nature; designing for human experience; and a craft-based method of
working with an acute understanding of materials and methods of manufacture. To quote
Richard Weston: ‘Utzon’s work is ripe for re-evaluation’(2002: 407). It is perhaps useful to
examine Utzon’s approach in a little detail to more fully understand its potential influence on
contemporary architectural practice.
Utzon believed architecture and nature shared common roots. He had an extraordinary
sensibility to nature as a source of inspiration ‘my laboratory is the beach, the forest, the sea
and seashore’ (Weston 2002: 278). He was interested in the logical structures and forms found
in nature and had a copy of Karl Blossfeldt’s seminal book of photographs studying the way
organic structures related to site conditions. The infinite variety generated by a limited number
of elements lead to a theory he called ‘additive architecture’.
Utzon was influenced by D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson’s 1917 classic On Growth and Form.
Thompson as a mathematical biologist applied mathematical and physical methods to the
analysis of living form. These ideas helped Utzon conceive the complex geometry of the Opera
House shells, the wave form of the auditorium roof, the plywood linings of the services corridors
and the plywood ribs of the glass walls and preempted, by about a half a century, interest in
dynamic form and parametric modelling.
Jorn Utzon’s observations from nature became poetic metaphors for elements in his design:
the podium as the land mass; the shell structures like palm fronds; the glass wall mullions like a
birds wing cascading down in overlapping sections; and the auditorium and roof separation like
a walnut and shell; the colour proposed for the auditorium radiating out from the proscenium
inspired by the unfolding of a peacock’s feathers from the neck to tail and finally the character
and geometry of the auditoria ceiling with decoration integral to the material and form inspired
by the endlessly varied repetition of waves breaking on the shore.
Utzon believed architecture demands an understanding of life, walking, standing, sitting,
listening, lying comfortably enjoying the sun and the shade. The beginning and end of design
was not about form making but human experience. This process is beautifully explained in this
quote by Utzon:
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on the road from the first idea, the final sketch to the final building, a host of
possibilities arise for the architect and the team of engineers, contractors and artisans.
Only when the foundation for choice between the various solutions derives from the
awareness that the building must provide the people who are to live in it with delight
and inspiration, do the correct solutions to the problems fall like ripe fruits’(Utzon, in
Weston 2002: 12).
In Utzon’s early drawings and models of the Opera House people were always present to give
scale and illustrate what he referred to as the ‘fluidity of people’s movement’. (Utzon 19982000). We see the same thinking in his refurbishment of the SOH Utzon Room and the tapestry
he designed for it insisting before I took a photo of his first Marquette he include a paper person
to give the drawing human scale. In his proposals for the theatres he was inspired by the light at
dawn and dusk when colours are in a heightened state of transition from dark to light or from
cold to warm to select colours that would reinforce the special experience of going to the theatre.
Utzon comes from the Scandinavian craft-based way of working, using models, prototypes and
working directly with manufacturers. He worked with Hoganas in Sweden for three years to
finalise the tiles for the shell cladding; developed revolutionary plywood solutions with Ralph
Symonds and precast concrete wall panels and forecourt paving with Monier. More recently for
the Utzon Room and Western foyer projects every major element and finish was prototyped,
photographed and videoed for Utzon to discuss, review and adjust from his homes in Denmark
and Mallorca.
Uzon worked with the weavers at Victorian Tapestry Workshop for the tapestry in the Utzon
Room quickly selecting all colours with the exception of the gold, the ‘explosion of violins’
(Utzon 1998-2000) in the CPE Bach Hamburg Symphonies which inspired the work. Some 50
samples were made including innovative use of metallic gold thread before he was happy. He
understood how the tapestry was placed on the loom, the direction of the warp and weft, its
acoustic qualities and how to hang and to light it. According to Weston, ‘His work will live as
long as architecture is valued , and his ultimate legacy is ethical, not formal: a way of working,
not a repertoire of forms’ (Weston 2002: 407).
The Sydney Opera House uniquely demonstrates the potential of public buildings as incubators
for innovation. It is worth remembering that excellence was produced by a process based upon
Utzon’s natural way of working. It was a system of trial and error and risk taking with time to
explore options and find the right solutions, a system of refining an idea through prototyping,
a craft based building process involving both architect and manufacturer, ‘working on the edge

Figure 4: Utzon Room Tapestry Marquette. Jorn Utzon. (Photo R Johnson)
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of the possible’ (Utzon 1998-2000). This spirit of excellence and innovation offers us a rare
inspiration and must continue in the current renewal works.

Conclusion
Jorn Utzon with his unique ideas and approach to architecture was way ahead of his time.
It is a testament to the power of his original vision that even when half built by him and
the interiors completed by others the Sydney Opera House can still rightly claim to be the
definitive work of architecture of the twentieth century. I and thousands of others never fail to
be moved emotionally and spiritually as we approach this building and move up the platform,
through the public spaces and connect with the harbour and our city preparing ourselves for
the performance. This is one of the great sequential experiences in the history of architecture.
Despite the building’s considerable influence in its first 43 years, I contend that in many respects
its magic and influence is yet to be felt. We understand more about its tangible fabric than we
do about its intangible value. We can preserve its physical fabric, can carefully renew its interiors
in alignment with the Utzon Design Principles, but unless we embrace its true inspirational role
in all that happens on this site, the Sydney Opera House will not realise its full potential for us
as an evolving and integral part of the best of our living culture.
This place has the same or dare I say greater potential as Ise Grand Shrine to influence our culture
for hundreds of years. Arguably, our site has a much longer lineage than Ise when we consider
the world’s oldest Indigenous culture as an integral part of the essential spirit of this place
‘where the knowledge waters meet’. For the Opera House, I argue for a new more complex
view of heritage (inheritance) that would positively influence the governance of this remarkable
place. Let me be clear, I am not arguing for some narrow, exclusive restriction on what happens
here, rather the opposite. I see the great potential as does the SOH Trust for an inclusive and
broad embrace of performance, ceremony and events for both the traditional art forms and
importantly those in contemporary practice. The only criteria are excellence and innovation.
What if there was complete synergy between the functions, events, celebrations and all that
happens on site and the physical opportunities and constraints of the fabric? There would be
no need to balance one against the other. What if the same rigour and process as applies to
any change to the physical fabric was applied to all other activities at the House, including
temporary events and celebration? What if there was a greater effort to ensure continuity of
knowledge and passing onto the next generation?
I understand the governance of all this is complex with many challenges. There is criticism
including mine, but to be fair there is reason for optimism. The Opera House Trust and the
resident performing arts companies already work towards visionary outcomes. In its latest
Annual Report (SOH 2017: 12), the Sydney Opera House Trust states its objective ‘to be
as bold and inspiring as the building itself’, its mission ‘to treasure and renew the SOH for
future generations of artists, audience and visitors’, and its values to include creativity and
excellence. There is a new performing arts strategy to guide planning and programming with
a commitment to identify and nurture the most outstanding young Australian creative and
performing talent, there are talks and annual festivals to challenge, inform and inspire. There
is the wonderful ‘MADE’ exchange where each year five students in NSW and in Denmark
studying in the fields of architecture, engineering and design are selected to undertake a sixweek multidisciplinary programme aligned with Utzon’s Design Principles. There are impressive
credentials in environmental sustainability with ambitious future targets.
Despite all this, there is more that can be done. I argue for a shift in thinking from trying to
balance monument and performing arts functions and considering them separately to thinking
about both contributing to an expression of the best of a living culture. To apply the same
criteria of excellence and innovation to every activity that happens on site. To accept that
despite the wealth of possibilities, there is a physical limit to what can be accommodated on
Bennelong Point whilst maintaining its spirit and integrity.
I am known to get unreasonably grumpy when I see clutter on the forecourt, even if it is only
temporary, when I see events, festivals, celebrations, even if excellent in their artistic production,
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staged in a way with expedient poorly designed and placed barriers, signage, staging, sound
and lighting towers that may be standard in any other venue, but do not live up to my ideal
for this special place. I do realise that they are temporary and it can be argued that they seem
to draw unfair criticism. I know and understand the pressures of managing this place and the
need to look for revenue opportunities. No, I remain unhappy because these often short and
temporary events, these most visible of activities at the site break my dream for the SOH, break
my belief in the inspirational spirit of the place and its intangible values. I wish for it to be a true
symbol of excellence, in all its dimensions, with a wide spread of traditional and contemporary
performance, events and celebration, staged in a creative and innovative way in synergy with
the spirit of this unique place, an exemplar of the best of our living culture, in the broadest
definition of the term, in place and performance and ideas, a sign of civic and national maturity
and pride.
I want a complete synergy between the activities and the building and site so there is no
need to balance one against the other, they must work in harmony. An excellent event that
compromises the spirit of the building or an event that is compromised or restrictive in its
innovation and excellence because of the building are unacceptable compromises.
I want a greater acceptance that the continuity of professional advice in all fields is important to
develop a deeper understanding of the architecture, encourage research over several projects
and build knowledge and pass it on. The normal consultant engagement process needs review.
I want this symbol of excellence to inspire other future cultural projects in our city and the
country to genuinely express the best of our community values and aspirations. If one civic
project every twenty years were selected with an overriding objective of excellence we could
create an additional legacy similar to the Opera House every generation with significant
cultural, technical and long term financial benefits. This would only be possible if funding levels,
project management and delivery system, risk management procedures, peer review processes,
consultant appointments all encouraged innovation and excellence rather than the normal
procurement and management systems for public buildings which too often have a restrictive
focus on time/ cost/ and risk adverse outcomes.
A favourite quote attributed to Aristotle comes to mind ‘We are what we repeatedly do,
excellence then is not an act but a habit’. To my mind no standard is high enough, no
compromise justifiable when we have been given such an inheritance with a responsibility
to add to its inspiration and knowledge and pass it onto the next generation. I have been
dreaming of the ideal of this site since architectural school when this building was magically
emerging from Bennelong point and I must continue to dream.
For those who say these ideas are unrealistic or not relevant to the way we operate today, it is
perhaps useful to remind ourselves that it was an impossible dream ‘working on the edge of
the possible’ (Utzon 1998-2000) that gave us this legacy, our inheritance, in the first place. It
is our great responsibility to look after it, to continue to dream and inspirationally develop our
Opera House in all its magical dimensions for the next generation.
It was a great honour to be invited to give the 2017 Jim Kerr Address on the International Day
on Monuments and Sites. I have such a deep respect for James Semple Kerr and his contribution
to world practice and thinking about heritage. I was always impressed by his clarity and breadth
of thought, his integrity and professionalism and looked forward to any discussion with him.
It was always stimulating with fresh insights, simply expressed and spiced with a delicious wit.
I am indebted to Joan Domicelj for introducing me, some years ago, to the idea of inheritance
as a more potent way of thinking about heritage. I thank all at Australia ICOMOS for so
effectively organising this event. And I sincerely thank the SOH Trust and the CEO Louise Heron
for ongoing interest in sponsoring events such as this.
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