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Replacig@iaie70s weekender, the luxufious volumes of this Spastal houS&'by Clillen Feng

acecommodate a permanent sea change to Sydney's northiéin beaches.

Story by Lucy Moloney Photography by Eric Sierins




LOCATED NEAR THE TOP of Sydney's northern peninsula, Whale
Beach is known for its remarkable landscape and magnificent homes
built along the cliffs and escarpments surrounding the beach. A sense
of isolation and protection is accentuated by the presence of headlands
at both ends of the beach.

When the owners bought the original three-level “nuts and berries”
1970s house in 2002, it was intended as a weekender. However, with five
grown children and a number of grandchildren, they were outgrowing
their main family home on Sydney’s north shore and started to consider
living permanently at the Whale Beach property.

Architects Jon Cullen and Michelle Feng of Cullen Feng - who had
worked previously with the owners — were invited to spend a weekend
at the property to assess how best to update the house for modern living
and future use. After considering a number of options, the decision
was made to build a new house that retained the best aspects of its
predecessor but was built for the twenty-first century.

From the private road that rises up to the ridge of the hill, major
elements of the house remain hidden behind the steep terrain of the
trapezoidal site. Then a minimalist porte-cochere comes into view,
which picks up on the proportions of adjoining properties and creates
a transition zone to the main entry, with undercover double parking
located discreetly to the left.

Programmatically, the previous stacked building scheme over three
levels suited the dramatic site, and this is echoed in the new scheme. On
the upper level, the front door leads into a top-lit entry gallery, where
a slot window gives a tantalizing taste of the stunning scaward outlook
beyond. The landscape is borrowed for a moment as interior artwork.
“Om arrival the space creates a deceleration, or pausing space, between
the traffic and intensity of the journey to the house and the peaceful
" say the architects, adding
that on departure, the frameless skylight leaves “a last reminder of the
relationship of the house with its natural setting and the quality of
that setting.”

The solid containment of the entry is accentuated by the wonderful
view opening up when you step into the owners’ retreat, which spreads
across the entire level and can be secured independently from the
main house. Opening to a huge timber deck, there is a living area with
concealed library/office and kitchenette, flowing through to a sleeping
and bathroom retreat. Here necessity makes way for indulgence, yet
the interior finishes, including Japanese cedar bath and white Corian
joinery, do not compete with the scenery.

In the descent from the entry, the sculptural use of light and form
evokes the work of Japanese architect Tadao Ando. The central
travertine-clad stair and side walls slice down through the core of the
home to connect dramatically with other living and sleeping sanctuaries
on the mid and lower levels.

On the mid level, fluid lounge/dining/kitchen areas increase the
connection with the external entertaining deck (and beach beyond)
through large, full-height glass windows, sliding glass doors and high-
level glass louvres. When the house’s glass exterior walls slide away to
expose the building's fine bones, the living zone takes on a heightened

contemplative retreat you will enter below,
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as an open pavilion,

The language of the streamlined joinery, which wraps around the
central stair zone and living areas in a reconstituted veneer, extends into
the kitchen, unifying various functions and packed with storage and
integrated, bui appliances. Also located on this level is a generous
laundry area, resplendent in the same minimalist joinery, and opening
onto an external side courtyard. Complete with an outdoor shower and
direct access back up 1o street level, this is an ideal secondary entry for
return trips from the beach.

For the owners’ large family and guests, the lower level houses three
double bedrooms, two bathrooms and a media/entertainment room.
From this level, there is access to an eleven-metre lap pool, offset to
the right of the external deck so as not to compete with the beach view
and finished with Brazilian slate and a dark applied finish that alludes
to the hidden delights of rock pools below. The pool also features a
dramatic glass end, which cantilevers out over the steeply bouldered
landscape [ringed with spectacular giant native Strelitzia (giant Bird of
Paradise) plants.

The low-maintenance, environmentally friendly home affords low
heat gain during summer and is bathed in solar penetration from
the low winter sun, making the house e ¢ elficient year-round.
Radiant heat under a honed travertine floor, along with a built-in gas
fireplace, provides all the warmth required during even the coldest
winter periods. In summer, the cross-ventilation captures afternoon
north-easterlies and there are ceiling fans in the bedrooms, with
airconditioning only installed in the media/entertainment room due to
heat generated by the audiovisual equipment. There are also external
louvred aluminium sunshades on each level, and motorized interior
blinds throughout.

An expansive undercroft zone on the rear mid level houses a series of
water tanks, capturing an sixteen-thousand-litre capacity from roof and
terrace run-off for toilets, laundry, pool and garden irrigation. Home
automation used throughout the property includes initiatives to help
the site control its water usage.

The design places the occupants near nature, freeing the senses, It
displays innovation in its flexible, multigenerational accommodation
program and in the use of new materials and systems. Travertine
flooring throughout, reconstituted timber veneer cabinetry and built-in
bookshelves give the simple interiors warmth, complemented by mid-to-
dark-toned external finishes, including dark aubergine-toned rendered
brick walls, metal-clad roofs, dark metal pergolas and sunscreens that
match the window frames, and natural (unfinished) timber decking.

This project demonstrates that on a difficult and complex site, it is
possible to fulfil the rigorous requirements of the client while engaging
in a spirited and robust dialogue with the landscape. The house also
highlights the complexity and variety of approaches to sustainability:
tricd and tested low-tech passive solutions combined with a
sophisticated network of green systems, all without compromising the
design resolution. Its elegant, stepped form thoughtfully defers to the
magnificent ridgeline setting, but discreetly holds its own through its
finely crafted interplay of light, materials and composition. H
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