


Nine years in the rnaking. Ed Lippmann’s Butterfly House in Sydney's Dover Heights is inspired by its
environment but also has an otherworldly quality that extends across time and space

Ehilip Drew e Wilterm Boethimeie

A TN ||I||.'||.||.||.||||| :i
I. L I




21 Dining

02 Farmnily

03 Kitchen

04 Entry

05 Bedroom
06 Store

a7 Dress

08 Bath

09 Pool

10 Deck

11 Living

12 Master bed
13 En suile
14 Rohe

15 Roof terrace

Rool-Floor Plan

First-Floor Pian

| | 1= e

LOOKING LIKE AN alien craft that has crash-landed near the cliffs of Sydney's
South Head, Ed Lippmann's Butterfly House has two petal-shapad wings and a
vertical tower in the middle oulstretched like a bow-tie. From the shorter end, the
wings swell out voluptuously, like breasts swinging out powsrfully over extended
hips. It is also reminiscent of Velazquez's reclining nude, Venus at her Mirror
- or, more in keeping with the 20th century, a fractured abstract by Picasso. Not
surprisingly Lippmann's unusual house turns heads. Even during construction its
uncenventional form caused a traffic accident

The house appearad in a recent Telstra television commercial. The ad begins
with a dad flying a kite with his son on an ocean clifi. In the distance we see the
house mysteriously isolated with the wife advancing, The message is obvious: in
the era of digital communication, the world outside is never distant Telstra links
us to the cosmos Such a communications utopia is not a future vision, the ad
intones, but is today
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following week In spite of these discouraging portents, the site and brief were so
challenging Lippmann prepared preliminary sketches Normaily Lippmann would
not have accepted a project without a financial consideration and discussion about
his fee and a signaturs  But at that stage there were no financial limitations What
would a hause be like with no straight lines? It was an intriguing proposition There
was also the stunning location astride a long sandstone rampart holding back the
In-sweeping ccean that halted abruptly at South Head; while in the other direction,
It offered spectacular views down Port Jackson to the CBD, Harbour Bridge and
Opera House.

Ground-Floor Plan

Lippmann developed the propalier-shaped bow-tie scheme in a matter of
days, from his initial perspective view looking towards the city from on top of
the raised podium which obscured the street in front. The plan evolved from
this idea, The combination of serpentine glass walls ont a rectangular podium
recalls the paradoxical Opera House combination of free geometry roof shells
on a stone platform. Like the Opera House, the actual definition of these shapes
took longer; at first it was a figura-eight, gradually this evolved into the present
attenuated asymmetric arrangement of loops. The perspective sketch became
the house. Except for the void oppasite the entrance, few significant changes
were made to this early sketch, The curved building form presented difficulties
- turved glass was available only from Canada and Belgium But . since cost
was not a consideration

The client's reaction was nothing if not decisive: “This is what | wantl” he
bellowed

The house had two curved wings {a basement with a six-car garage and two
levels above), the larger extending west towards the city containing living areas,
and a smaller wing extending east with the bedraoms. A thorax linked the two.
This thorax contained a stair and was the house's lungs. Abeve the roof terrace,
glass louvres exploited the Venturi effect in a modern version of a Middle East
Malkaf, drawing air up and venting it cut. This was crucial to Lippmann’s idea of
a fixed, transparent envelope comprising fixed curved-glass floor-to-ceiling walls
protected from the sun by generous overhangs that were ventilated through slots
in the spandrels,

Set back from Military Road towards the back of ths site, Lippmann's
unorthodeox free-form scheme avoided ugly side yards and opened the harbour
visw up to its neighbour. However, while Council could not object to the building's
novel form, since it complied with the Local Development Control Plan, they
nevertheless forced him to move the house forward to within 10m of the street
boundary, to what Glenn Murcutt ence refarred to as the “fear line" The move
created a smail isolated backyard outside the ground-flocr bedroom wing »»
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