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It is truly an important occasion that Gregory Burgess should be 
awarded the RAIA Gold Medal and it is an honour and pleasure to be 
asked to say a few words tonight about what makes his work so special.  
Despite the many awards this work has attracted, it is neither large-scale 
nor particularly prolific. It has often appeared as somewhat marginal to 
mainstream professional practice, yet with a depth, potency, rigor and 
relevance that cannot be ignored. One of the things that makes these 
buildings exceptional is that they engage with so many different 
dimensions of architectural theory and practice at once, and they do this 
in a manner that is both popular and just a little disturbing. In a sense 
this is an architecture that may be found on several different cutting 
edges at once –I suggest four main ones: the aesthetic, social, 
environmental and spiritual.  
 At an aesthetic level this work is a celebration of everyday life, an 
architecture filled with positive desire, an affirmation of the art of 
architecture as the art of dwelling.  While the buildings are often 
exquisitely beautiful, this is not an aesthetic of contemplation so much 
as one of engagement, an architecture that at once constructs, 
represents and shelters us. Greg's work shows us that the all too 
common conservatism of architectural taste is often a thin cover for a 
deep-seated and widespread desire for a more imaginative future. Greg's 
work unleashes flows of desire in a manner that is not limited to the 
taste of a social elite. And in doing so it transgresses one of the golden 
rules of the avant garde – it is popular. It is a radical architecture that 
catches the public imagination. 
 This is the social dimension, Greg's work is a social art that engages 
with difficult conceptions of 'community'. 'Participatory design' and 
'community architecture' are phrases that have became clichéd though 
overuse, demeaned as a cover for manipulation, and stained by 
association with the banal results they have too often produced. Some 
years ago, while speaking about Greg's work on talkback radio, a local 
architect called in to ask: "If Burgess's work is so participatory why is it 
that his buildings all share a common style?" The question, for me, 
betrays the fear that many architects have, that to engage with the 
social is to surrender the architect's voice. Greg's particular achievement 
here is to demonstrate that 'community architecture' need not be 
common; that the public interest is not served by the lowest common 
denominator. This work is a testament to the capacity of architecture to 
raise the bar of community life and to construct new possibilities for 
social life and collective identity. The architect's responsibility is broader 
than that of the fine artist—architecture indeed is a social art.   
 The environmental dimension of Greg's work involves a concern to 
integrate ecological concerns into the central tasks of architecture. In an 
era when we still give specialist awards for sustainability, as if it were 
not a necessary part of the art of architecture, Greg's work celebrates 
architecture as an ecological art. This is an architecture that becomes 
sustainable at a level beyond the technical issues of solar orientation, 
energy transfer and materials, embracing larger concerns about how we 
live and the values and forms that are worth sustaining. 
 There is also a more personal, mystical and spiritual dimension to 
Greg's work.  And here, as in talking about aesthetics, beyond a mundane 
level words begin to fail or sound pretentious. I will simply say that for 
me this is not a pure or transcendent spirituality that takes us out of this 
world, but an everyday spirituality that is of this world; it is the world 
one sees in the grain of sand, or in this case the building. I think of Greg 
as the Michael Leunig of the architecture profession, revealing somewhat 
difficult truths in a disarming yet potent manner; connecting the local 
desires of everyday life to a larger condition.  
 
 

 These threads of art, ecology, community and spirit come together in 
all of Greg's work and particularly in that undertaken with and for 
Aboriginal communities where the task of architectural design is fraught 
with the tensions of national politics, cultural tourism and the struggles 
of some seriously damaged communities for social justice and 
reconciliation. These buildings have been the subject of sustained debate, 
they have been celebrated and for some they have been unsettling.  I can 
recall in the late 90s interviewing members of the Anangu community 
who were involved in the design of the Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre. 
They loved the building which they felt they had designed; they had 
nothing but praise for Greg's work in bringing their ideas to fruition; but 
they couldn't understand why all this recognition of the architecture was 
not coupled with a broader reconciliation between White and Aboriginal 
cultures.  Every architect who has worked with disadvantaged 
communities encounters the dilemma that architecture alone cannot 
solve entrenched social problems. But this is no excuse for a retreat from 
the challenge to engage, as Greg's work does, with issues of cultural 
difference. Architecture is both form and process, it can transform ways 
of seeing, and one of its contributions can be to stimulate desires on 
which architecture alone can't deliver.  
 Greg grew up in Box Hill at a time when that part of Melbourne was 
socially and architecturally somewhat monocultural—white and lower 
middle-class. Box Hill is also the site of the Community Arts Centre of 
1991, a building that breaks with that monoculture, confronts and cuts 
across prevailing order in a manner that nurtures new expectations and 
desires.  Box Hill is not monocultural any more, and this is an 
architecture for new becomings, new identities and new communities—it 
is an architecture that remains ahead of its time. 
 It is easy to place Greg's work within the traditions of an organic 
architecture, which I take to mean an architecture of fluid forms geared 
to a local ecology.  Yet his work has never been a quest for purity of 
form, and he has never been one to retreat from the complexities of 
urban life. My main regret about this work is that it has almost always 
been relatively small-scale. 'Community' does not have to mean small. 
Greg shows an uncommon capacity to bring the community with him in 
breaking open the potentials of architecture and urbanism, to capture 
the public imagination for a better future—aesthetically, socially and 
environmentally. There is no greater demand for such public imagination 
in Melbourne today than in the design of Activity Centres that are being 
so fiercely resisted across the suburbs. There is a great deal at stake in 
this struggle and my hope is to see the potential of Greg's work 
expanded into the broader public realm of this great city. 
 As an academic, trying to analyse the ways in which the best of our 
architecture is caught up in the contradictions, conundrums and power 
relations of our era, Greg Burgess is the only architect I have ever been 
accused of going soft on. If there were any truth in this accusation, it 
would not be hard to find excuses. This is an architecture with both roots 
and wings; rooted in this fragile landscape and its often fragile 
communities, yet also filled with a Dionysian spirit of joy that 
transgresses the prevailing order and opens a window to new 
possibilities. His contribution to architecture in this city, this country, this 
planet has been, and I'm sure will continue to be, immense and 
profound.  
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