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The best-loved building in Australia nearly didn't get off the drawing board. When it did, the
lives of everyone involved in its construction were utterly changed: some for the better, many
for the worse. Helen Pitt tells the stories of the people behind the magnificent white sails of the
Sydney Opera House. From the famous conductor and state premier who conceived the
project; to the two architects whose lives were so tragically intertwined; to the workers and
engineers; to the people of Sydney, who were alternately beguiled and horrified as the drama
unfolded over two decades. With access to diaries, letters, and classified records, as well as
her own interviews with people involved in the project, Helen Pitt reveals the intimate back
story of the building that turned Sydney into an international city. It is a tale worthy of
Shakespeare himself.



‘By breathing life into the assortment of characters cast by destiny to play a role in the
construction of the Sydney Opera House, Helen Pitt has turned a history lesson into a drama-
filled page-turner.’Ita Buttrose AO OBE‘Australia in the seventies—mullets, platform shoes and,
miraculously, the Opera House. At least we got one of them right. A great read.’Amanda Keller,
WSFm breakfast presenter‘Helen Pitt tells us so much about the building of the Sydney Opera
House we’ve never heard before: even those of us who have worked for the NSW government.
Like a piece of investigative reporting into our state’s past, it’s an absolutely fascinating
account.’Bob Carr, former Premier of NSW‘A Shakespearean drama of intrigue,
misunderstanding, deception, the human failure enacted by Goossens the music visionary,
Utzon the architect, Arup the engineer, NSW Government and the replacement architect Hall.
All were losers except the people of Australia who gained the Sydney Opera House.’Professor
Philip Cox AO, COX Architects‘As gripping as Scandi-noir but set in Sydney.’Ole Søndberg,
Danish producer of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo‘The gripping tale of our legendary Opera
House, written with great eloquence by Helen Pitt.’Marta Dusseldorp, actorHelen Pitt is a
Sydney Morning Herald journalist who has worked as the opinion and letters editor at
Australia’s oldest daily metropolitan newspaper where she began her career in 1986. She has
worked as a writer for The Bulletin magazine, in California for New York Times Digital, and as a
television reporter at Euronews in France. In 1992 she was selected to take part in the
Journalists in Europe program in Paris. Her feature writing has won the Austcare Media award
and been highly commended in the UN Media Peace prize.In loving memory of my family:my
father Allan, the analytical engineer;my mother Grace, the pianist with perfect pitch;my opera-
and symphony-loving Aunty Margaret;my Uncle Harold, there the day De Groot cut the
ribbon;and the Sydney of my childhood …Photographs of Jørn Utzon here and Peter Hall here
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Poems, reproduced with permission of HarperCollins.Every attempt has been made to contact
copyright holders of works quoted in this book. The publisher would be pleased to hear from
original copyright holders to rectify any omissions.First published in 2018Copyright © Helen Pitt
2018All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.
The Australian Copyright Act 1968 (the Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or 10 per cent of
this book, whichever is the greater, to be photocopied by any educational institution for its
educational purposes provided that the educational institution (or body that administers it) has
given a remuneration notice to the Copyright Agency (Australia) under the Act.Allen & Unwin83
Alexander StreetCrows Nest NSW 2065AustraliaPhone: (61 2) 8425
0100Email:info@allenandunwin.comWeb:Internal design by Philip Campbell DesignSet by
Midland Typesetters, AustraliaCover design and photography: Philip Campbell
DesignContentsPrelude Why we love the Sydney Opera House1 A phone call from half a world
away2 The young Jørn3 Scandi-style4 The mastermind5 The ordinary Joe who gave Sydney
its Opera House6 The magnificent lonely idea7 Sex, magic and the maestro8 Gentlemen, here
is your opera house9 And the winner is …10 Poetry or pastry?11 Bennelong pointers12 Kiss
and sell13 With a little bit of bloomin’ luck14 A mini Greek tragedy15 Rising up to the Aztec
gods16 The spherical solution17 The end of a romance18 The arch that changed the world19
Plain sailing20 Millions and mullions21 High noon at the Chief Secretary’s Building22 I am still
available23 This chapter is over24 The divine spark departs25 SOS to London26 New man at



the Opera House27 Autopsy on a dream28 ‘Hall’s Balls’29 Not a job for boys30 Opening
daze31 RapprochementEpiloguePic SectionCodaCast of
CharactersAcknowledgementsNotesIndexWhy we love the Sydney Opera HouseI was driving
across San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge listening to the BBC World Service on the car
radio when I heard that Danish architect Jørn Utzon had died. It was 29 November 2008. I felt
an instant stab in my heart. We Sydneysiders born in ‘Generation Jørn’ all knew the great gift
he gave our city: the Sydney Opera House. ‘One of the indisputable masterpieces of human
creativity, not only in the 20th century but in the history of humankind’, as UNESCO described
it in 2007 when it joined the World Heritage list.I glanced to the right as I drove across the
Golden Gate that day, almost expecting to see the magnificent white sails of the Opera House.
I’d lived in San Francisco for nearly a decade at that point but was overcome with a wave of
nostalgia for the city of my birth. As I listened to Utzon’s obituary on the radio, instead of the
San Francisco Bay, I saw a sparkling Sydney Harbour and was transported back to Bennelong
Point on a windy spring day in 1973.I was an eight-year-old-girl on 20 October, the day
Australia’s most famous building was officially opened by Queen Elizabeth II. With my family on
a chartered ferry, I was perched in a prime position to catch a glimpse of the newly completed
Sydney Opera House.Like most Sydneysiders, we were eager to see the opening of our city’s
much-talked-about building. The harbour was packed with people on pleasure crafts bobbing
up and down in the swell. Out on the harbour there were more bikinis than mink furs. The white
tiles of the sails glistened, slinky and smooth like the skin of a reptile sunning itself beneath a
brilliant blue sky.I got a little seasick, but my dad took me out on deck for a better view. ‘Keep
your eyes on the horizon,’ he told me, as he looked through his binoculars to view proceedings
at the Opera House up close. Listening to his ‘tranny’ radio through an earpiece, he pointed
skyward and uttered words I still remember to this day: ‘There’s a black fella on top of the big
white shell.’ My uncle, who had watched the opening of the Sydney Harbour Bridge from atop
its arch, thought it might have been a prank, just as Francis De Groot had galloped on
horseback and ‘opened’ the bridge before state premier Jack Lang could cut the
ribbon.Aboriginal actor Ben Blakeney, wearing skin-coloured briefs—‘a sort of black jock-strap’
as he called it—stood on the top of the biggest shell. ‘I am Bennelong—and my spirit and the
spirit of my people lives: and their dance and their music and their drama and their laughter
also remains,’ he pronounced in the prologue to the opening ceremonies.Decades after the
ribbons were cut and the balloons and pigeons were let loose, Ben Blakeley’s words have a
resonance that I little understood as an eight year old. The spirit of the Aboriginal people who
called this place Dubbagullee still inhabits the Opera House, as does the music and laughter of
the many people from all over the world who built it. Its creation was the backdrop of my
Sydney childhood—and the leitmotif of my parent’s love story.My parents became engaged in
1957, the year Utzon won the competition to design the Sydney Opera House. My dad, an
engineer, had taken my mum, a pianist with perfect pitch, on a date earlier that year to see the
entries at the Art Gallery. When they married in 1958, they planned to build a house on my
grandparents’ farm in Sydney’s sprawling suburbs, very much along the lines of Jørn Utzon’s
Danish home—a simple rectangle with ceiling-to-floor glass letting in the sunlight. In March
1959, while having lunch in the Royal Botanic Gardens, my mother saw the 400 or so people
gathered there for the sod turning that marked the official start of building. She followed the
building from empty shell to final form in the way others followed the British royal family. After
she died, I found a clipping from Woman’s Day in her dressing table. It was headlined ‘The
Perfect Home’ and told the story of the Utzon’s Danish house ‘with all the mod cons’ and
carried the simple sketch Utzon had drawn of his home. My parents were committed modernists



—down to the Arne Jacobsen egg chairs. Like most Sydneysiders, we loved the Opera
House.Every Christmas and birthday in the 1960s and 70s we gave rice-paper thin Opera
House Lottery tickets to family and friends. We had a jade plant by the door for luck, in the
hope of winning an Opera House lottery, just like our neighbours who had splashed out on a
swimming pool with their winnings.We lined up like many eager Sydneysiders to take a tour
inside ‘the House’ before the 1973 opening, and I can still see the colours of the Coburn
curtains of the sun and moon hanging majestically in the Drama and Opera halls. I thought
they were beautiful. I was transported to a magical place.During the sixteen or so years I lived
outside Australia, the Opera House was the only thing anyone ever knew about my home town.
Sydney was a town, before the Opera House. After the Opera House, it became an
international city. It remains the city’s greatest urban story.And every time I’ve flown into
Sydney, often after long absences, it’s the white tiles of the Opera House that tell me I’ve
arrived. I don’t see the Sydney Opera House, I see my Sydney Opera House. And my heart
soars. I am home. It’s such a part of the fabric of the city it’s hard to imagine a time without it.I
wasn’t the only one moved the day Utzon died, according to the then premier of NSW, Nathan
Rees. At the 25 March 2009 state memorial for Utzon, held at the Opera House, he said:
‘Utzon had a unique place in the affections of the Australian people. For many, his passing was
like a personal bereavement. It is difficult to think of another foreign national whose death has
meant more to Australians.’In my more than thirty years as a journalist, I’ve covered more
stories about the Opera House than I care to count. I have often wondered if the media should
be blamed for the downfall and poor treatment of not just Jørn Utzon but also the conductor
Eugene Goossens, who first championed the Opera House, and Australian architect Peter Hall,
who completed it.So, a bit like an archaeologist, I went on a dig into the past to find out.
Reading the library files was like taking a time machine back to a different Sydney. I was
stunned to see the column inches devoted to Jørn Utzon. When he died, it was front page
news and the Sydney Morning Herald devoted more that two broadsheet pages to his obituary.
Yet Peter Hall barely got a mention. His obituary was barely four paragraphs long. I had no idea
how pivotal Hall was to completing the building, despite him working on the Opera House
project for eight years, just one year short of the nine years Utzon toiled at it.In Sydney, when it
comes to the Opera House there are two kinds of people: those who believe its interiors and
acoustics are imperfect and would have been much better if Utzon had completed it; and those
who celebrate the fact it was completed at all, against the odds, and wonder if Utzon could
have finished it anyway.I’ve tried not to take sides. I am not an architect or an engineer, an
opera singer or an acoustics expert. But I am a Sydneysider, so naturally I have my own
relationship with this building.Like all great works, the Sydney Opera House arouses great
passions, and the retelling of the story may open some unhealed wounds and unresolved
arguments. The drama lingers still like the backwash from a Manly ferry as it ripples across
Sydney Harbour.A phone call from half a world awayA tall man is walking in the woods with his
wife in the middle of a deep Danish winter. Skinny beech trees surround them like giant silver
stick figures, their dead brown leaves rattling in the January wind. Large larch trees, once
sought as masts for sailing vessels, and ancient oaks majestic with moss, creak in the breeze.
There is no snow on the ground, but it is coming. From afar the sinewy man, clearly a
descendant from Vikings, and his almost white-haired Norse wife blend into the backdrop. Tall
and slender like the trees.They are not far from the Øresund, the stretch of water that
separates Denmark from Sweden. The woodlands of Hellebæk, which means ‘holy stream’,
are filled with trickling creeks that wind their way into lakes that glisten in the distance.The pair
venture out on their daily walk in the direction of the train line. They are savouring the soothing



sounds of nature; relishing the outdoors. Think Nordic noir, but starring Gary Cooper and Ingrid
Bergman.The village of Hellebæk is around 40 kilometres north of Copenhagen. The train line
runs right by the property, but their house is hard to find, hidden as it is at the end of one of the
many woody unmarked trails. If the couple keep walking the five hundred metres or so to the
end of the path they are on, it will dead end in the long white sandy coast of the island of
Zealand. Scandinavians race skiffs on this shallow sea during the summer, when the beech
trees are great green canopies of shade. Five hundred metres in another direction from their
house is an old watermill, built in 1600, known as Hammermøllen. The thatched white building
is perched on the edge of an idyllic lake in a forest clearing, reminiscent of the woodcutter’s
cottage in the Hansel and Gretel fairy tale. The water wheel was originally used to power a
weapons factory that for centuries produced armaments to keep Danes safe from invading
marauders. Then it fuelled Hellebæk’s textile industry, which made this hamlet one of
Denmark’s first industrial centres. Workers arrived to populate the village’s yellow row
houses.But this couple live in a modern yellow brick house in a forest clearing. The flat-roofed
spartan structure they built in 1952 couldn’t be more different from the nearby traditional village
houses, which date to the 1740s. It is Denmark’s first open-plan home, inspired by the vision of
American architect Frank Lloyd Wright. Facing south to make the most of the northern
hemisphere sunlight, it was built without plans other than paying attention to the laws of nature.
Inside on this day, 29 January 1957, their newborn boy Kim is sleeping. Their daughter Lin,
who is aged ten, is at home too. The baby—just four weeks old—was born on New Year’s Day.
It’s an unremarkable domestic scene until the phone rings.‘Hello,’ she says in the confident
tone that only a little girl can muster when she’s tasked with being the sole guardian of her
baby brother.Hellebæk is a tight-knit community, a small village of about two hundred people.
Everyone knows everybody’s business; but none more so than the local telephone operator,
who is on the end of the line when the little girl answers.‘Lin, is your father home?’ she asks in
Danish. ‘No’ is the reply.‘Is your mother home?’‘No,’ Lin tells her, ‘they’re out walking.’The
operator can’t contain her excitement. ‘Quick. Go find your father, he has won a prize. It’s
someone from the newspaper in Sydney, Australia—go tell him to come quick.’Without
hesitation Lin drops the phone, with the operator still on the other end of the line. She rushes
out the door to her bike leaning against a brick wall, knowing this will be the fastest way to
reach her parents to deliver the good news. Like a telegram boy.She hops on and starts
pedalling, without thinking about her clothing. She’s lightly dressed for the Danish winter, so
pedals as fast as she can to beat the cold. Her little legs pump the pedals like pistons as she
races down the track.She’s like a comet streak. Her hair as white as snow is blowing in the
breeze behind her. Fortunately, she knows exactly the route her parents have taken, though the
trails around their home confound many outsiders.She starts yelling, breaking the solemn
silence of the forest. She screams, but from afar they can’t hear her.Lin has no clue about the
significance of the message she is delivering. Only the fact that it is good news. And what little
golden-haired girl doesn’t want to deliver a piece of news like a prize win to her parents?But,
like most catastrophising parents, the thoughts of the couple walking in the woods turn to their
children when they finally hear Lin’s cries. The pair exchange worried glances and start running
towards her. Has something happened to their baby? Has there been some accident? Perhaps
it was a bad idea to leave her at home with a newborn?‘Sydney, Sydney,’ she is chanting in
breathless anticipation. But from afar they can’t hear her.It is bad news they are expecting as
she slams on her back brakes when she reaches them and throws her bike into the nearby
ditch.Her wide smile comes as a pleasant surprise. ‘You’ve won a prize, you’ve won something
in Sydney, someone is on the phone and they want to talk to you,’ she tells her father. Before



she can help it, she blurts: ‘Now you can buy me that white horse you have always promised
me.’The white horse is a storybook-inspired Black Beauty preadolescent fantasy. But it’s
another white fantasy—a building as daring as India’s Taj Mahal—that is her father’s
preoccupation now. As it has been for the past six months. She can tell from his instant smile
he’s happy. He hugs her. Then he runs back to the house.As he races back through the woods
to take that phone call he is no doubt in shock. In disbelief. Could it be true that the sketches
he submitted to the world-wide competition have really won? Has there been some mistake?
Or would it be like the countless competitions he’s entered before—where even a win quite
often did not lead to a commission.It has been a particularly bleak January, with the average
temperature hovering around 0 to 1 degree Celcius. But suddenly the winter’s day loses its
dour complexion. As he runs toward his house, a shard of mother-of-pearl-coloured light pokes
through the forest, like a ‘finger of God’ as if pointing to the ‘chosen one’.When he gets to the
house, his heart is beating fast and he’s out of breath. He steps onto the wooden floor warmed
by its underground heating. He’d wanted to create a cosy home, something the Danes call
hyggelig. He’d designed the simple chairs and tables in the living room himself. Until now, this
house—complete with its ceiling-to-floor windows, skylight and interior courtyard—has been
his proudest accomplishment. He zooms past the stone fireplace, hooded with gold-leaf
aluminium, the hub of his family life, straight to the phone dangling off its cradle.His hands are
shaking, and he can barely speak as he as he picks up the receiver and hears the familiar
voice of the Hellebæk phone operator congratulating him. Then come the words that will alter
the course of not just his life, but also that of his family’s and an entire nation on the other side
of the world.It’s a sunny summer day in Sydney, 1957, as a reporter races down the eight
sandstone steps of the city’s art gallery. The winner of the Sydney Opera House design
competition has just been announced at the National Art Gallery of New South Wales
(‘National’ will be removed from its title a year later).Inside the classical Greek temple–style
building, the NSW Premier Joe Cahill and the competition judges are besieged by the press.
The flash bulbs of cameras explode, and a frenzy of newsmen circle them. But one reporter,
Martin Long, has slipped from the huddle and into a company car. The driver has been waiting
patiently on Art Gallery Road for some time to whisk him back to the office.They make their
way through The Domain, the large tract of parkland in the heart of the city. Past the Moreton
Bay fig trees, beneath whose shade speakers gather on Sundays to preach their soapbox
oratory.They skirt the edge of Hyde Park, its Archibald Fountain sprouting cool water into the
hot afternoon summer sun, and finally speed past the imposing sandstone edifice of Sydney’s
Central Station. The company driver pulls up in front of the Sydney Morning Herald’s Broadway
office at 235 Jones Street, a fourteen-storey drab grey building—a sort of skyscraper, by
Sydney’s standards at least. An information factory that looks like Superman’s Daily Planet
office. At the time, the tallest structure in the city is the fourteen-storey AWA Tower.Long, a
general reporter with an interest in classical music, steps out of the car and hurriedly makes
his way to the elevator to rush to the Herald’s fifth-floor newsroom. As he walks into the
building, the headquarters of the John Fairfax & Sons media empire, his mind is racing. How
will he contact the winning entrant, number 218—whose name the premier pronounced as
‘Yawn Ootzon’? In Denmark? Hopefully the operator can patch him through on the radio
telephone. As he makes his way down the corridor to the newsroom, a smoke-filled cacophony
of characters punching Olympia typewriters, he hears the unmistakable sound of journalists
busy on their afternoon deadline. The announcement had been made at 3.32 p.m. Now it’s well
after 4 p.m. The Fairfax presses have been kept open for a special edition of The Sun
newspaper—the company’s afternoon tabloid—to announce the winner. The building is shaking



as the presses roar into action. The smell of the hot metal and newsprint wafts into the air,
mixing with the yeasty fumes from the nearby Kent Brewery. But the readers of next morning’s
Herald are expecting a little more information than the winner’s name by the time their
newspapers arrive.As Long makes his way to the chief-of-staff’s desk to brief him, editors are
yelling instructions at headline writers; reporters scream ‘copy’ once they have filed stories on
duplicate pages of butcher’s paper, typing ‘MTC’ (more to come) in the bottom right corner until
they triumphantly type ‘END’ at its conclusion. Copy boys collect the small bundles of copy
paper and dispatch them via vacuumed chutes to the typesetters and compositors downstairs,
who wait to create hot metal pages for the printing presses. The telex machines are working
overtime as they clatter out the news of the winning entrant to the waiting world.This is going to
be the Herald’s front-page lead. It’s a big news day for Sydney. The city, the country and other
parts of the world wait with bated breath for word of the winner. Across the city, Sydneysiders
have gathered around their wirelesses to hear the news broadcast live on ABC Radio. Long
knows the newspaper is sweating on him to talk to the competition winner in time for their first
evening edition deadline of 10.50 p.m. He’s filling in for Lindsey Browne, the regular opera
critic.He sits down at his desk in the newsroom, which the Herald shares with The Sun. As is
his wont in stressful situations, Long runs one hand through his mane of thick black hair. He
picks up the black Bakelite phone in his other.From the very beginning the Opera House was
conceived as an ornament for Sydney—like a pendant to adorn the neck of this beautiful city.
And the Herald, Australia’s oldest daily broadsheet newspaper, was one of the building’s most
ardent advocates, having first mooted the idea to construct an opera house in its pages in the
early 1940s. Readers had been begging for something like it for years.The paper’s writers,
editors and cartoonists had become influential in shaping the architectural fabric of the city. Its
publishers, the Fairfax family, had not long ago moved the paper from its former headquarters
on the corner of Pitt and Hunter streets (known affectionately as Herald Corner). The
newspaper had outgrown its offices in the city’s financial district, hence the move closer to
Central Station, where trucks and trains could more efficiently deliver the country editions to
regional NSW. It was all part of a bigger movement—a city expanding as it became more
aware of its potential.A team of reporters, photographers and illustrators had been selected to
work on this breaking story. Martin Long, the second-in-charge of the opera and music round,
had been chosen to rush back to the office and attempt to contact the competition winner,
while others were left behind at the National Art Gallery to collect what’s called ‘colour’, in
newspaper parlance. No one was expecting he would have to make a phone call to far-off
Europe.One journalist talked to the judges, while the social writer worked the room making
note of who was there. Ignoring the mainly male architects and politicians, she was looking out
for those B-grade celebrities whose exploits provided fodder not just for the three tabloid
Sydney newspapers, but also the staider broadsheet that was the Sydney Morning
Herald.Actress Barbara Wyndon was spotted. She’d made her name the previous year starring
in the courtroom drama Witness for the Prosecution at Newtown’s Elizabethan Theatre. The
Elizabethan Trust had only been created a few years earlier, in homage to Elizabeth II’s first
visit to Australian shores in 1954 and in the belief that a new Elizabethan age was about to
dawn in Australia. Such optimism had added to the momentum for those advocating an opera
house.The social reporter noted Miss Wyndon was the ‘most excited woman in the room’ when
the National Opera House competition results were announced. The Herald photographer
snapped Miss Wyndon in an elaborate headscarf standing between two men. She gazed
lovingly into the eyes of her bow-tied husband, Hungarian-born architect Peter Kollnar. Kollnar,
with his fellow Hungarian friend, Peter Kovac, had entered the design competition.‘I’ve had



butterflies all day,’ Miss Wyndon confessed to the reporter. ‘Not only because of the
competition, but because I’m doing my first TV show on ATN [now Channel 7] tonight. You
know, I’ve got my hair in pins under this scarf.’The social writer collected recipes of the food
that had fuelled the entrants in their quest for architectural greatness. She collected anecdotes
about which wives, girlfriends and mothers made midnight meals while entrants burned the
midnight oil to make the competition deadline of 3 December 1956. Some cooked curries.
Others constantly topped up coffee cups.Walter Bunning had been a local favourite, being
among the sixty-one Australian entrants in the competition. His wife Audrey confessed to a
reporter on the phone that she had spent that morning in the city, but the tension had proven
too much for her, the climax of two weeks of nerve-racking anxiety. At lunchtime she’d decided
to go home to listen to the results on the air—or by a call from her husband—instead of going
to the Art Gallery.But the couple had made a pact. Win or lose, they would celebrate that night
at Prince’s in Martin Place—the ‘in’ place to eat in Sydney—just for the relief from all the
strain.As the colour and movement at the Art Gallery is being recorded, back at the Broadway
newspaper office Long is talking to the Herald switch operator. ‘I want a number in Denmark,’
he tells her.The call is to be made by radio telephone, state-of-the-art technology of the day.
Notoriously unreliable, lines dropped out regularly, there were often long delays between
questions, and interviews sounded like they were taking place underwater.The newspaper’s
switch operator patches the call through to a central directory assistance hub in Copenhagen.
Long hears some foreign language, obviously Danish, as the telephone operators try to
communicate. Then some broken English explaining they will put the call through to the local
operator in Hellebæk. He can’t believe his luck when he gets through to the Hellebæk operator,
who puts him through to the Utzon office. Then the heart-sinking news that Utzon isn’t there.
No matter, the operator reassures, we’ll try him at home. She knows his number, he lives near
her village.Eureka! thinks Long when the operator tells him the architect’s young daughter has
run to get Mr Utzon.It’s only a few minutes he has to wait for the winner to come to the phone,
but it seems like an eternity. It’s already early evening and his bosses are getting impatient.
One shoots him a look from the other side of the newsroom that says, ‘hurry up’. He wants to
get the scoop. Not just Sydney, but the world wants to hear from the winner.The line crackles
as Long asks if he is speaking to Jørn Utzon. There is silence, a delay, then a ‘yes’. Long asks
him how he feels about the news he has won the Sydney Opera House
competition.‘Overjoyed,’ Utzon replies.Then he hesitates, worrying perhaps that this call might
be a hoax. ‘So far, the Opera House Committee has not contacted me, but I am expecting a
cable at any moment. It depends on what they can advise me how soon I migrate. But I
shouldn’t think I would have a great deal of trouble getting a good position in Australia now, do
you? It must be a wonderful country with plenty of what we have not been getting lately—
sunshine.’His wife Lis and daughter Lin walk through the door as he is on the phone. He
flashes his wife a huge smile and nods, not that she needs confirmation. The fact that he’s
speaking in English indicates he is speaking to somebody in Australia about the competition he
had entered there. Her mouth curls in a smile back at him before she races in to check on their
newborn.‘Mr Utzon,’ Long asks from Sydney, ‘can you tell us a little bit about yourself?’Utzon
goes on. He is thirty-eight and has been a member of the Danish Association of Architects
since 1942. He has done a few housing projects and small commissions. ‘We have three
children—a boy aged twelve, a girl aged ten and our baby son, who was born on New Year’s
Day this year. This news from Australia is almost as good as the news of his arrival. My wife is
just as thrilled about the win as I am. I have won twenty prizes for architectural design before,
in Denmark and Sweden, including six first prizes. But this is far and away the most



important.’Long takes all this down quickly in flawless shorthand. Verbatim. ‘Could you tell us,
Mr Utzon, how long you spent on your design of the Opera House?’ he asks.‘I spent about six
months, from May to December 1956. Whenever I could get time off from my other work. I
studied hundreds of pictures, photographs and maps of the site. It is a very lovely position for
an opera house and most inspiring to any architect. But from this distance it naturally took a
great feat of the imagination to “see” it in its setting.’By the time Utzon put down the phone from
that first interview with the Sydney Morning Herald, friends and colleagues had started
streaming into his home. The news had spread quickly.He telephoned Erik Andersson in
Sweden, one of two brothers he’d been working with when he entered the competition. Utzon
signed the work as his, although the Anderssons later said they had worked together with
Utzon on the project. Andersson raced to the Helsingborg ferry terminal in Sweden to take the
three nautical mile ferry ride across to Helsingør in Denmark, to celebrate with Utzon. The
telegram from the Opera House Committee, congratulating him on his win, was delivered
eventually via the post office. By a telegram boy. Someone else brought French champagne. By
the afternoon a party was in progress.As the champagne corks popped, the phone rang again.
This time it was Emery Barcs, a reporter from Sydney’s Daily Telegraph newspaper, on the
radio telephone line. He could hear the excited chatter of Utzon’s wife, children and friends in
the background as the Dane let out a large laugh down the line. ‘How do you feel about your
success?’ asked Barcs.‘I’m terribly happy,’ Utzon replied in his heavily accented English. ‘We
are celebrating. There is plenty of champagne.’‘What inspired your design?’ the reporter
asked.‘The beautiful pictures I have received of Sydney Harbour—all sorts of pictures, not only
of Bennelong Point, but also of the whole harbour. It must be one of the most beautiful spots in
the world. I have dreamt of it so much. Then came the idea with that roof. Do they like it in
Sydney?’Barcs assured Utzon they did. Then he asked what he’d built so far and what he
intended to do with the 5000 pound prize money. Another great boom of laughter came 12,000
miles down the phone line, Barcs reported.‘Of course, I need all the money to come to
Australia and I’ll bring the whole family. It’s a long way and it will cost a lot of money. But I hope
the fare won’t take the lot of it. What do you think?’After assuring Utzon he would have some
pocket money left over from the prize money, Barcs asked whether he would like to come to
Sydney for good.‘Not sure, depends … at least I mean I want to go for a long time. I mean, it
depends whether they want me permanently. An opera house is not built in a day, you know—
not even in Australia.’The revellers are getting noisy. Utzon has to shout down the line to say
farewell. ‘Thanks for ringing me. Was a nice thing to do. We are very, very happy … au revoir, in
Sydney,’ and he laughed again.When he hung the telephone handpiece back on the wall in his
house in Hellebæk, Utzon was euphoric. Knocks on the door followed; more people arrived,
carrying bottles of champagne. They drank France’s finest from flutes as they toasted the good
news.The stream of well-wishers would continue after Andersson arrived on the ferry from
Sweden and well into the Tuesday night. At one point, Utzon stepped outside into the cold in
order to calm his mind, which was racing as fast as a sailboat with its spinnaker unfurled. As
always, it was to nature that this man returned whenever he wanted to feel at one with the
world. The simplicity of the natural world soothed him.There was a reassuring rhythm to life in
this place not far from the sea that he called home. Its harsh winter climate would slowly
transform into the euphoria of spring and then into beautiful long summer days, when soft
sunlight would stretch well into the night. He thought back over what had led him to this
moment, undoubtedly one of the high points of his life so far.What the newspaper reporters
hadn’t unearthed in those first phone calls was that Utzon was dyslexic. ‘I was the second
dumbest boy in my class at school,’ he would later joke. But in years to come, many would



wonder whether the fact that he predominantly thought in pictures, rather than in words, was a
key to his brilliance. Perhaps that helped him imagine something into existence in a city he’d
never seen on the other side of the world. During long nights, he’d sketched plans, working his
left drawing hand until it cramped. For hours he’d pored over the tidal charts of Sydney Harbour
in the same way that he’d studied similar charts as a young Sea Scout. Yet most important was
his capacity to imagine on paper the opera house he proposed to build. Although he didn’t like
to read, he had soaked up information about Sydney like a sponge.But now, he was thinking
about another competition in another time and place—this one, a competition he had lost. It
was in his childhood home of Aalborg, where his love affair with boats and building beautiful
things had begun.The young JørnA sole seagull’s forlorn cry echoes across the water of the
Limfjord, as young Jørn struggles to control the mainsail of an old wooden dinghy. He is at the
bow of the boat, pulling on the ropes, while his older brother Leif is back at the stern on the
tiller. The wind is whipping down the waterway and they are gathering speed. They are
skippering a small boat in a Sea Scout regatta in Jutland, and they are winning the race.Both
boys are impeccably dressed in their Danish Sea Scout uniform: their sailor’s caps are perched
perilously on their heads despite the wind, and their twirled neckerchiefs are kept neatly in
place by their woggles, the loops of leather that are a requirement of Lord Baden-Powell’s boys’
movement. Jørn is eight and Leif is ten, but already the love of the sea and sailing boats
pumps through their veins.This is no surprise, given that their father Aage is the naval engineer
at Aalborg’s shipyard. Aage trained as a ship’s engineer first in Denmark, and then at
Armstrong College in Newcastle, England; he is a well-respected community member in this
industrial city 400 kilometres north of Copenhagen. An athletic man, he’s a hunter and a sailor
who likes to take his boys on expeditions. His winters are spent shooting—both clay pigeons
for pleasure and deer, elk and other wild animals for food. He teaches his young sons how to
use shotguns in the nearby woods. From a young age Jørn has often drawn what he sees on
these shooting expeditions, and his early illustrations show a prodigious talent. This has given
his parents some relief, as their second son didn’t really talk until he was about four.Summers
are spent sailing, no matter how cold the weather or the water. On this day the naval engineer
is standing on the waterfront, watching his boys as the wind fills their dinghy’s sails and carries
them swiftly along the waterway.Aage and his wife Estrid, whose family originated from Latvia
when it was part of the Russian Empire, moved here when Jørn was a baby. They have a third
son Erik, who is aged two and is back at their rented home with his mother. It is an overcast
summer’s day in 1926. The weather can be challenging in this part of Northern Europe, but
Aage is the sort of father who feels this is no excuse for his sons to stay indoors. He rarely has
trouble coaxing his boys out of their home and into the fresh air, as he has done on this day of
the Scout regatta.Clouds are a particularly favourite natural phenomenon for Aage, and over
time he will teach all three of his sons to read them, just like tide charts. To know that
cauliflower-shaped cumulonimbus clouds can produce thunderstorms and heavy rain, and to
be cautious when they recognise a shelf cloud, as it is often a harbinger of strong winds. With
his long naval experience, he has seen many fine sailors come undone because of their
inability to act upon the signs that were written in the clouds. He believes sailing is like building
boats: one part pragmatic, the other part poetic.Aage insists his sons respect nature, that they
surrender to its greater powers and learn to properly read the sky and the sea.Perhaps
because of northern Jutland’s seafaring past, learning to read the skies has always been a
crucial skill for anyone who wanted to sail there. It was a survival skill, part of the Danish DNA
since Viking days. Everyone wanted to avoid having their vessel become a shipwreck like those
off the coast of Skagen, a hundred kilometres north of Aalborg and Denmark’s northernmost



point, which is a graveyard of wrecks destroyed by high seas and sailors who failed to read the
signs in the skies.‘Always keep your head in the clouds—literally,’ Aage advised his sailing sons
as they set out this day to attempt to win the race. ‘Read them—don’t daydream when you are
out at sea.’His sons heed his advice on most things, but especially sailing. On the day of the
competition, Aage watches on as the two skilfully steer their boat despite their youth and
relative inexperience. There’s a strong offshore breeze, and the water is teeming with jellyfish—
both the vandmænd (blue moon jellyfish) and the brandmand (red firefighter jellyfish). Any Sea
Scout in Denmark knows a sting from a cold water jellyfish tentacle can hurt so much it will ruin
a summer’s day. It’s a strong motivation not to fall in.Aalborg (the name means ‘eel castle’) is a
bleak industrial city in northern Jutland whose deep port is dominated by commerce. The
herring fishing industry is centred here, as are the naval shipyard, the Dansk Sprit factory
(makers of that Scandinavian alcoholic staple aquavit) and the Obels tobacco factory. The
unmistakable aroma of tobacco hangs heavy amid the cloud-laden skies that dominate in
winter and often summer too. The white sails of small craft are a welcome respite in an
otherwise busy working port. Each day after the school bell rings at Klostermarksskolen, the
private primary school the Utzon boys attend, it’s to the water they go for pleasure—
entertaining themselves either at their father’s shipyard, 5 kilometres east of the city centre, or
on the deep harboured waterfront where they sail or float the model boats they have built with
their father. Jørn loves the freedom sailing provides: the silence, the chance to escape the
drudgery of school life. He loves the feel of the wind tousling his hair and the way his skin
tingles and tightens from the saltwater spray. But the Sea Scout sailing boats frustrate him and
his brother. They are old, shoddily crafted boats—a point of contention for the boys, who are
both keen competitors.On this day, when it looks like a win is certain, they are all smiles and
confidence. They wave to their father onshore. His mouth moves into a half grin. He’s privately
proud, and waves back.The brothers tack and jibe, harnessing the wind to manoeuvre their
boat at just the right angle, adding some excitement to this otherwise grey day. They are now
coming to the finishing line and are well ahead of the rest of the pack.But, just as they are
picking up speed and look to be winning the race, their boat starts taking on water as a wind
gusts down the channel. Suddenly their boat capsizes, through no fault of their own. This has
happened before time and time again. However well they rig their craft before setting sail,
nearly all the Aalborg Sea Scouts have at some point been ousted from their vessels due to
choppy conditions combined with unsatisfactory naval engineering.Out they go into the
Limfjord. The cold water takes their breath away. It’s hard to know what hurts more: the
disappointment of losing the race or the jellyfish sting.They finally clamber back into the boat
and negotiate it to shore. Their father catches up with them dolefully dragging the vessel onto
dry land. ‘These boats are useless, there must be a way to design something better to sail,’
Jørn complains. ‘Can’t you build a better boat?’ he asks his father.It’s not the first time the
young sailors have complained about the Sea Scouts’ poor-quality dinghies, but this is the first
time Aage vows to do something to remedy the problem. Their father is a firm believer in the
pursuit of healthy outdoor sports for young boys and he doesn’t need poor equipment as an
excuse for them not to participate. As an active Aalborg Yacht Club member, Aage sponsored
their new clubhouse, built from a scrapped steamer’s steering house in his own shipyard. Like
his sons, he knows the boats are their main handicap in racing.‘All right,’ he placates them. ‘Let
me see what I can do.’Before Jørn’s birth, Aage Utzon was already a renowned wooden boat
builder. In 1915, with a friend called George Berg, he designed his first boat, a spidsgatter, a
craft that is pointed at both ends just like the Viking vessels of long ago. It was streamlined—
especially crafted so that it slipped through the water smoothly, unlike the scout dinghies his



sons were forced to sail in—and was called a ‘crow-dinghy’ in Danish, because its bow was
pointed like the beak of a bird. The two friends later fell out. They had competing claims over
who had designed the boat and they also had different methods of working. Berg, an
experienced sailor, tended to base his designs on his sailing experience.Aage was more
theoretical and experimental. He was never hesitant; after so many years of boat building, he
always knew what he wanted to do. His mantra was: observe, experiment, improve. Observe,
experiment, improve. And to bear in mind the solution was only the next experiment away,
which is the curse and blessing of every perfectionist. In the year Jørn was born, he designed a
boat called a Shamrock, another sharp-sterned boat. Like his son, Aage had difficulty reading
and writing; instead, he spent a lot of time outdoors hunting or sailing, usually daily.Aage was a
keen observer. Perhaps it was his life as a hunter that had developed these observational skills.
In the process of boat building he often lay on his stomach on the deck of one of his boats
when it was out at sea, with his head over the side of the ship to observe the water’s current
flow along the sides of the hull. He was particularly focused on studying the sea current flow
around the hull; it was crucial for speed and sailing smoothly. In his mind, the next boat could
always be a little better; he was all about optimising. It was a part of Jørn’s upbringing to
observe, to experiment and to improve, just like his father. The perfect solution was only ever
one more experiment away.During his many years as a boat designer—professionally and for
pleasure—Aage developed his own method, which was largely based on his observations of
nature. He came up with the idea for his spidsgatter’s bow after watching ducks swimming and
the way the water parted while they glided over the water.‘Always look to nature, you’ll find your
solution there,’ were his wise words for even the most complex of design challenges. This piece
of advice he would give often to his workers at the shipyard, and later to his sons. Jørn would
find it inspiring on many occasions. Nature was a panacea for all problems, his father felt.The
Utzon approach to boat building was his approach to building anything. He could not get it
simple enough, which explains why his boats were only ever described as elegant. Everything
in them is connected with the main form. When you construct boats for competition, he’d say
‘perfection is the goal’.By day he worked in the shipyard and at night he designed sailboats at
home, often lying on the floor of the family home to make full size line drawings. Not just
sketching them but making wooden models. The models were the key to his success—and his
boys were recruited into model making too, a skill Jørn would come to be grateful to his father
for later.Aage would toil into the wee hours—his fingers carefully manoeuvring the tiny wooden
pieces into a magnificent model of the boats he dreamt of making. Like a jigsaw puzzle the
pieces would all eventually come together. It was laborious work, but a lot was learnt—not just
by the boat builder, but also his boys.Jørn would watch on in awe, observing the care his father
took drafting perfect curves for the hulls of his boats so that they were watertight. Like the
method used to build larger ships at the shipyard, Aage would use geometric templates known
as French curves to carefully create the wooden curvature of these pleasure craft. Boat
building, it is said, is an act of throwing money into the water; it’s one of the most expensive
pastimes you can choose as a hobby. But it’s an obsession that borders on compulsion for
most who practise it. Aage Utzon was no exception.Many Danes in Jutland have inherited the
skill and love of working in wood, as their Viking forebears had done crafting seafaring boats.
It’s much the same skills another carpenter, Ole Kirk Christiansen, at the opposite end of
Jutland, used to craft small toys for his children out of local wood, which led to the creation of
the Danish toy empire Lego. Wood turning and modelling is a favourite hobby to while away the
long winter hours in this rural part of Denmark.While trying to find a solution for his seafaring
sons, Utzon senior paid close attention to the other boats in the Limfjord area; particularly what



the Danes called a sjaegte, a simple dinghy used for centuries for inshore fishing, transport
and pilot operations. They were spidsgatter too—sharp-stern boats with a simple rigging and
no boom on the mainsail, which made them easier to navigate, especially for Sea Scouts. All
they needed was the slightest nudge of wind. Even a beginner could learn to sail them.In 1929,
when Jørn was eleven, his father designed what became known as the ‘Aalborg dinghy’, which
was an improvement on his earlier efforts with George Berg. Utzon’s design would eventually
become the standard boat for Sea Scouts all over Denmark and Scandinavia. Champion
sailors went on to win regatta after regatta in the boats Aage Utzon designed. On the Limfjord
his boats became the envy of other sailors, not just Sea Scouts. An uncompromising
perfectionist, Aage personally supervised the construction of all the boats he designed for the
youth program. He wanted each boat built to his exacting standards. The boat’s reputation
grew, and it was soon in demand from racing sailors all over Europe as well as the United
States.Aage, a jovial and generous man, found a sponsor for his dinghy design and gave his
drawings for free to anyone who wanted to build the boat. He became well known in the boat-
building world beyond Aalborg. Eventually about six to seven hundred dinghies were built
around the world. This was his contribution to the youth sailing program, and it earned him
international respect in yachting circles. The name Utzon became synonymous with good boat
design. You could say, as the five million or so Danes like to joke, ‘he was world famous, in
Denmark’.On Sundays young Jørn would accompany his father to the local boat builders, who
would receive very detailed instructions on how to build his boats. Jørn inhaled the smell of
wood shavings, gazed at the wooden frames and watched and learnt from his father’s
interactions with the expert builders.The hull of a spidsgatter was smooth, but its frame
structure was visible on the inside and was so neat and perfect that it looked like the work of a
fine tailor. The key to the boat’s shape was in the precision with which its ribs were carved, like
a whale bone corset. Aage always insisted on producing full-scale drawings for the ribs, to
ensure their accuracy. This was the lesson Jørn took from his father: if a thing was worth doing,
it was worth doing well, inside and out. To make a vessel watertight, you had to apply the same
principles as you do to making a building rock solid. You get there only through fastidious
logical steps.This quest for perfection would stay with young Jørn, as did the task of making
what seemed impossible real. It led to the creation of his own sort of mantra for architecture but
also an approach to life which was exhilarating: to drive yourself to tasks that seemed
impossible at first but with hard work turned out not to be; to be ‘on the edge of the possible’.
This would become how the Utzons—both senior and junior—liked to live.When Jørn was
twelve, not long after his father had enjoyed success with the Aalborg dinghy, Aage walked into
their home after a hard day’s work with a pamphlet in hand. It was an advertisement for the
1930 Stockholm Exhibition. Everyone at the shipyards had been talking about the event known
in Swedish as the Stockholmsutställningen. By spring that year, it had started to create a buzz
throughout Scandinavia.Aage had no trouble convincing Estrid that bundling their boys into a
train carriage and heading to Sweden would be a great adventure. Estrid was always described
by others as a welcoming and warm woman, though deeply sensitive. She always indulged her
husband’s passions, but this was an idea she felt her boys would benefit from. An exhibition
celebrating Scandinavia, an early incarnation of an IKEA showroom of ideas about ways to live
more simply and efficiently. Who could refuse?Jørn and his older brother were by now at
Katedralskole, the private high school in Aalborg. Leif was a star student, but Jørn struggled.
They were both enrolled in the mathematics-natural science stream, but maths was not Jørn’s
strong point. This, coupled with his dyslexia, meant school was not his favourite place. He did
poorly in exams and preferred to be out in the fresh air, either sailing or hunting, rather than



being at his desk with books.Estrid hoped a trip abroad might provide the sort of inspiration her
middle son seemed to need. In the summer of 1930, the Utzons took the train to Copenhagen,
from where they caught the ferry to Sweden and then travelled on by train to the Swedish
capital.In much the way an Olympic Games transforms a city and a nation, the Stockholm
Exhibition reshaped Sweden. It celebrated all things Scandinavian; specifically, it set out to
celebrate the culture of industrialism. The idea was to modernise the Swedish economy by
leaving behind the traditional craft methods of production and embracing the technology of
mass production that was beginning to appear in factories everywhere. As a showcase of the
best products Sweden had to offer and an attempt to reshape public taste, it was a resounding
success. It attracted more than four million visitors, 25,000 of them from abroad. It played a
major role in establishing functionalism—and the International Style—as the predominant
architectural style in northern Europe post-World War I. This led to the movement called
Modernism which, shunning tradition and embracing the new in art and architecture,
transformed much of the Western world. This was a breakthrough moment for head architects
Erik Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd Lewerentz, whose names became known throughout
Scandinavia.As a naval engineer Aage Utzon was enthralled from the moment he arrived,
especially by the contents of the new domestic interiors, from furniture to light fittings. As an
aesthete who looked to nature to help create form, he had often struggled to find a function for
the beautiful things he admired. So, this was the first time he could see how form and function
might merge, and he became a convert to the clean lines of functionalism. Modular shelving in
cubic storage units sat beside leather chairs and sleek lamps in a number of the pavilions, all
designed by Scandinavians who would go on to become household names the world over. The
living spaces were uncluttered, uncomplicated and light-filled. It heralded a new way of seeing
interior design for the Utzon family, both parents and children.The exhibitors embraced nature,
opting for south-facing windows to let light and nature inside in the showcase of new housing
alternatives. ‘It consistently propagates a healthy and unpretentious lifestyle based on
economic realities,’ Finnish architect Alvar Aalto explained. It’s easy to see the appeal for Aage,
who was such a nature lover. But Jørn too walked around the exhibition with eyes as wide as
saucers, embracing everything before him with the zeal of a new-found modernist, especially
the entry pavilion with its exposed steel frame and airy expanse of glass that was dramatically
lit at night.Although temporary, the exhibition had a lasting impact on many budding designers.
The Paradise Restaurant, where visitors such as the Utzons would stop to rest and dine, was a
favourite meeting place. As creator of the entry pavilion and the Paradise Restaurant, Erik
Gunnar Asplund’s name was marked indelibly on the twelve-year-old Utzon’s brain.
Sparseness and simplicity were the goals of the new Scandinavian style.On their return to
Denmark, the Utzons embraced these ideas. Because of his time in northern England, Aage
had always had a British sensibility. The furniture in their Aalborg home was Victorian era—
dark, heavy mahogany and teak. Conventional, safe, middle class. But on their return from
Sweden, they changed all of that with a huge spring clean (at the end of summer!). They got
rid of all that sombre and impractically heavy old furniture and replaced it with simpler, lighter
and more functional pieces in the new Scandinavian style. Items that everyone in the family
could pick up and move if they needed to. They started to eat more healthily, and Estrid was
inspired to include more fresh food in their diet, which they grew themselves or foraged for in
the forests, in a national movement that would make Danish cuisine distinctive many decades
later. They bought bikes to cycle around Aalborg and relished the new Scandinavian style of
living simply.It also exposed the artistic young Jørn to architecture. Previously, when he had
visited his father at the shipyards, Aage would often enlist his middle son’s help in drawing



plans for the ships. Aage had wanted to encourage him to enlist in the navy, but his poor school
grades stood in the way of him pursuing a career as a naval architect in his father’s
footsteps.Jørn began to focus on his drawing and art. One summer holiday at his
grandmother’s house in Ålsgårde, which overlooked the coast of northern Zealand, he met a
Swedish painter, Carl Kylberg. Kylberg taught him to draw in a more free-form way—not with
the precision of naval architecture as his father had taught him, but in a more expressive way,
using materials like soft pencils and charcoal. It liberated his drawing style. It helped him to
refine his talent in a way his school lessons had not done.In 1936 there was a knock on the
door at the family home in Aalborg. It was a telegram offering Aage Utzon a promotion. It was a
new position as manager of the Helsingør shipyard north of Copenhagen, where he would be
in charge of the entire shipbuilding process, not just the engineering.By the summer of 1937,
Jørn had finished school and he moved with his family to Copenhagen, where his elder brother
Leif was already studying engineering. Jørn was torn between a career in art and one in
architecture. On the strength of his freehand drawing, rather than his mathematical skills, he
enrolled in architecture at Copenhagen’s Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, in September
1937 at the age of nineteen. Here, he studied with some of the best and brightest young
intellects of his era until an event on his twenty-second birthday that would alter not just the
course of his life, but also the lives of all Danes.Scandi-styleThe evening of 8 April 1940 was a
critical moment for both Jørn Utzon and Denmark.It was early spring and the days were getting
longer, with the sun not going down until late. The city was awash with colour: the pink of the
cherry blossoms, and the purple, white and yellow of the blooming crocuses. The normally
reserved Utzon was in the mood to celebrate. The slightly socially awkward architecture
student was thrilled to be invited to the twenty-first birthday of a surgeon’s daughter from
Jutland, the same region where Utzon was raised.When he’d started studying architecture, he
was the youngest and least mature in his class. He was initially shy, and coming from northern
Jutland meant he was the butt of jokes in cosmopolitan Copenhagen.His friend and fellow
architecture student Halldor Gunnløgsson was only a month older than Jørn, but he was worlds
apart from the middle son of a naval architect from the rural north. Gunnløgsson was the son of
a flamboyant, divorced Icelandic actress who was independently wealthy. When he got drunk,
which he did often, he went berserk, much like the Berserkers, the Norse warriors he was
descended from, who, according to the Icelandic sagas, fought in a trance-like fury.
Gunnløgsson was always the life of the party after a few drinks.Utzon, on the other hand, was
not a big drinker. More sensitive and emotionally intelligent even at that age, he became a
practical joker as a way to survive in the intellectual milieu he found himself in at university. Not
overly academic, he was the last person selected in the architectural faculty; even he knew he
was not a prodigy like his friend Gunnløgsson. But the two had an intellectual rapport that
made them engaging sparring partners. As they argued architecture and drew together into the
night, they befriended another architecture student, Tobias Faber, three years older than them
both.A few years into their degree course, it was Faber who invited Utzon to the party on that
April night in 1940. Gunnløgsson urged his friend to come; he thought he might like the guest
of honour. He told Utzon that she too was considered something of a country bumpkin by her
city friends.Lis Fenger was vivacious and warm, an artist who had come to the Danish capital
to study commercial art. The second of eight girls, she was one of eleven children who lived in
Hjorring, about an hour’s train ride north of Aalborg, Utzon’s home town. The two young people
had their rural heritage in common, as well as a mutual love of art. On the night of the party
there was an instant attraction between them. Jørn, exactly a year and a day older than Lis,
marvelled at the fact that their birthdays were so close together. As they parted that night, they



vowed to see each other again and to celebrate his twenty-second birthday the following day.It
turned out not to be much of a celebration, however. The next day, in the pre-dawn hours of 9
April 1940, German troops invaded Denmark and Norway by land, sea and air. Lasting a bare
six hours, this was one of the shortest military operations of World War II, but it would have a
lifelong impact on the architect-in-training Utzon. While they had been happily enjoying Lis’
birthday celebrations, unbeknown to them and most Danes, the German military had been
working through the night assembling all over Denmark. Operation Weserübung, as the action
was code-named with the German Luftwaffe circling low over the royal Amalienborg Palace,
lives forever in the collective memory of Copenhageners. Seventeen bombers roared overhead
in a pre-dawn raid over the city, dropping propaganda leaflets, while the German infantry
attacked from the harbour and succeeded in capturing the Danish royal family. By 6 a.m. King
Christian X had surrendered to the Germans in return for their agreement that he would retain
political independence in domestic matters.While the Germans considered the Danes more
Aryan than the Norwegians, whose access to the Atlantic’s shipping lanes Hitler wanted for his
U-boats, the occupation did not sit well with them. The country had been neutral in World War
I. Feelings still run deep in Denmark over this period of history. In 1952 actor Danny Kaye
played the title role of Hans Christian Andersen in the Hollywood musical based on the life of
Denmark’s favourite children’s author. Danes still haven’t forgiven him for singing Wonderful
Copenhagen, the title song to the movie with the German-accented ‘Copenhagen’ (Koh-pehn-
HAH-gehn) rather than the Danish pronunciation (Koh-pehn-HAY-gen).It was during this
wartime occupation that the Danish love affair with Britain began. Many Danes, even today,
speak ‘beautiful BBC-worthy’ English. The Germans claimed they were invading to protect
Denmark from a British invasion, but the Danes loved Britain and saw Winston Churchill as a
saviour. They listened to his broadcasts over the wireless and baited the Germans to show
their allegiance to Britain.This mild form of defiance against the Nazis was certainly a
distraction from the wartime hardships. Utzon had a waggish nature and played practical jokes
on the German soldiers. This endeared him to both his friends and Lis, who had fallen in love
with his irreverent and amusing ways.At the beginning of his architectural studies, Utzon had
been living with his brother Leif. Their parents had moved forty kilometres or so north to
Helsingør, where their father was in charge of the shipyard. The two boys lived in the apartment
of a rich uncle in Nyhavn (New Haven), Copenhagen’s commercial port. In the early days of the
Nazi occupation, life continued as usual in this colourful part of town.In 1940, Jørn Utzon
completed his first building project. He built a plain pine weatherboard cottage on the seawall of
his grandmother’s house at Ålsgårde, a former fishing village on the north coast of Zealand,
just 6 kilometres north-west of Helsingør. It looked out onto the coast known as Kattegat,
towards the Swedish coast. This project was a requirement of his architectural studies. Simple
yet elegant, it was a sign of what was to come.Utzon drew freehand with his left hand. He loved
the creative side of architecture, the art part, which is why his friends and family said he still
yearned to be an artist. For his university assignments he continued his father’s practice of
building models, so he would know how his drawings on paper would look three-
dimensionally.As the war progressed, a domestic fuel shortage saw a nighttime curfew
imposed in Copenhagen. In the early 1940s, Utzon moved with his friend Halldor Gunnløgsson
to the district around the Christiansborg Palace, nicknamed ‘Borgen’, which means ‘the Castle’.
In order to cope with the fuel shortages and the freezing cold, the two of them created reading
groups, self-styled salons where participants could discuss their love of architecture. It took
everyone’s mind off the cold and helped them focus on their future profession.In 1942, Utzon’s
architectural class was split in two, with half dispersed around the Danish capital, and the other



half moving to Aarhus in Jutland, Denmark’s second largest city. Utzon remained in
Copenhagen and continued courting the doctor’s daughter. He retained his sense of humour
about the wartime occupation and kept up his pranks. It was his method of coping with the
bleakness. The effervescent and warm Lis laughed at his jokes.In mid-1943 the occupation
forced the Royal Academy’s architectural school to close. But by then Jørn Utzon had left for
neutral Sweden, free from the yoke of Hitler’s troops.The reason Nordic architecture is so
renowned today is thanks largely to what happened in Stockholm during the early 1940s. It
was a real cradle for talent and attracted architects from all over Scandinavia—looking both for
professional advancement and an escape from the domestic woes caused by the 1939 Soviet
invasion of Finland and the German invasion of Norway and Denmark. Because the Allies
controlled the seas, Sweden was Germany’s main source of high-quality iron ore, which was
vital for its war effort. Hitler realised that if he were to attack Sweden, it would have disrupted
this supply for no real gain.Stockholm had retained a special place in Utzon’s heart thanks to
the impact of his family’s visit to the 1930 Stockholmsutställningen. The city had become like a
beacon of hope; its neutrality attracted young free spirits such as playwright Bertolt Brecht and
some of the world’s best architects.Erik Gunnar Asplund, the chief architect of the 1930
exhibition, had introduced functionalist architecture to Sweden and had become one of Utzon’s
childhood heroes. He had died on 20 October 1940, aged only fifty-five, but Utzon often
repeated a favourite story about Asplund’s greatest work, the Woodland Crematorium, built on
the outskirts of Stockholm. Progress had apparently been slow and disagreements between
the client and architect were frequent. Asplund resigned. Often. But after each resignation, the
client would recall him and accept his terms. It was a story Utzon saw as a sort of blueprint for
operating with a difficult client—the architect should always set the terms.Utzon got a job in the
architectural practice Asplund had started. He’d left Copenhagen with his university friend, the
often berserk Halldor Gunnløgsson, in July 1942 after he’d completed his architectural thesis.
They convinced their friend Tobias Faber to join them. All had jobs, so they could leave
Denmark legally.By the end of 1942 Utzon convinced Lis to join him, and on Friday, 4
December 1942 they were married, a week before the Swedish traditional winter festival known
as Santa Lucia. Both their parents and Danish ex-pat friends attended the wartime wedding in
Stockholm. It was a long dark cold winter’s day and snow was heavily packed in the capital’s
streets. The guests sipped glugg, the mulled Swedish wine, in a toast to the bridal party.The
newlyweds moved to an apartment in Stockholm’s medieval old town, Gamla Stan. This is
storybook Sweden, with picturesque narrow cobbled streets and ancient buildings dating to the
thirteenth century. It was while living here, on 27 September 1944, that their first son Jan was
born.Personally and professionally, it was a nesting time for the young couple. For three years—
until the war’s end—Utzon worked mainly on school projects. He also began a serious study of
Chinese architecture, attracted by its use of inner courtyards and other design intricacies.Utzon
was to cement many firm friendships here with architects who would prop him up like
bookends later in his life. They included Norwegians Arne Korsmo, a leading propagator of the
International Style, and Sverre Fehn, who went on to win the pinnacle of architecture prizes,
the Pritzker.A lifelong friendship began here too with Christian Norberg-Schulz, a Norwegian
architect, author, educator and architectural theorist. Norberg-Schulz and Utzon wrote letters to
each other expounding their theories on art and architecture. Finnish architect and designer
Alvar Aalto was also exiled in Stockholm and gave lectures there. Like many in this circle of
friends, Aalto designed furniture, lamps, furnishings and glassware. Dane Arne Jacobsen,
designer of the internationally renowned ‘egg chair’, also sought refuge here with his
‘functionalist’ cohort.It was this circle of friends who sustained him, and they were to go on to



become some of the greatest Scandinavian names in architecture and design. They shared
ideas and enthusiasms free from the strains of war in their respective homelands. They
became better architects because of these relationships. They were theoretically engaged and
professionally generous with each other. They skied, had saunas, swam together in freezing
cold lakes and climbed mountains in the bucolic Swedish countryside. They wrote poems, had
picnics, and went for walks on the beach, free from wartime deprivations such as gas
shortages and curfews. It was a world away from the dark days of occupied Denmark.For those
Danes who had stayed behind, a point of pride was the resistance to German occupation by
their king, Christian X. During the war he cycled every day through Copenhagen’s streets
unaccompanied by guards. Unlike in other occupied countries, Danish Jews were not forced to
wear the Star of David, but the king wore one in an act of solidarity. He also facilitated the
transport of Danish Jews to neutral Sweden. He embodied the Danish spirit of defiance.Along
with his friend Tobias Faber, Utzon joined the Danish Brigade. Known as Danforce, it was a
military unit made up of Danish refugees, trained and supplied by Sweden. With the end of the
war looming, they began to prepare for their return to their homeland. For two weeks in 1945,
in the bitter cold of a Swedish April, the two men slept in tents in preparation for this event.On 4
May 1945 at 8.34 p.m., while listening to the BBC news, Utzon heard that the German troops
occupying Denmark and Holland had unconditionally surrendered to Field Marshal
Montgomery. The next night he was one of the Danforce drivers who ferried the first Danish
troops to cross the Øresund from Sweden to Helsingør, where his parents had remained. He
told his children many years later that he drove a truck containing dynamite, so sat forward on
the edge of his seat the entire way terrified of an explosion.As he drove south into the Danish
capital, Copenhageners lined the streets, waving the red and white Danish flag and cheering
their compatriots in a rousing welcome home. When he saw the familiar corkscrew spire of the
baroque Church of Our Saviour, it hit him: the war was over. Utzon was home.

T, “Great story. Well written narrative account of the wheelings and dealings to get the house
built. As someone who has never been to Australia (let alone The House), I found it both
compelling and enlightening, particularly in relation to my field of project management.
Thoroughly enjoyable.”

Peter Havord, “Australian History Beautifully Told. Helen Pitt not only reveals important new
information and insights into the conception, construction and human dramas of those who
created the Sydney Opera House, she also captures the diverse public moods and emotions of
the era. Take a bow Helen - this is an important documentary contribution to Australian history
and a beautiful piece of writing.”

The book by Peter Engel has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 23 people have provided feedback.
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