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Extract 

As a boy I first saw the Opera House from the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
and I wondered what it was and marvelled at the imagination that had 

conceived it. That was my first meeting with Jørn Utzon, as it is for 

everyone who sees the spectacular shells on Bennelong Point. The 

architect is present in every aspect of the exterior, every tile, every curve 

of concrete, every step on the concourse. The interior, though, tells a 

different story. 

Decades later I met Utzon for a second time, through the precious reels of archival news film that survive 

from his nine years in Australia, from 1957 to 1966. They reveal the story of the Opera House from its 

conception to the tragedy of Utzon being forced from the project, before he could complete his glass walls 

or any of the interiors; he never returned to Australia and never saw the finished building. I scoured every 

reel of that footage and felt I came to know this tall charming Dane. His effervescent personality, his wit 

and his intellect were recorded on every frame with a kind of raw honesty only archival film can deliver. 

Later still, in June 1998, I was in Denmark with a film crew making a documentary about Utzon for the 

ABC. October of that year was to be the twenty-fifth anniversary of the opening of the Opera House by 

Queen Elizabeth. With my co-writer and producer I'd spent two years developing a script, and during that 

time made several attempts to contact Utzon. He had not responded. Many on the multinational team of 

design architects who worked closely with him did agree to be interviewed, and one in particular, fellow 

Dane Mogens Prip-Buus, was encouraging of our project. He was in regular contact with Utzon and, having 

read our script, kept him fully informed of what we were doing. 

We had come to Denmark hoping Utzon would agree to at least speak with us, if not be interviewed on 

camera, but were well aware of his reclusive reputation. Journalists contacted him on almost a daily basis 

and he invariably avoided them. It had been twenty-five years since the last Australian film crew, led by 

Peter Luck in 1973, interviewed Utzon. When a Danish filmmaker could not get the famous architect's 

attention, in desperation she turned up on his doorstep in tears. The celebrated Australian author 

Geraldine Brooks used a similar tactic. 

But now, it seemed, he would meet with us. The concierge at our hotel in Copenhagen told us Utzon 

himself had called and asked to speak to us. The concierge had been rather taken aback. There are two 

countries in the world where Utzon is a household name, Denmark and Australia. We thought it must 

have been his son Kim who'd called, but no, the concierge assured us, it was 'the big man'. Utzon was 

certainly that; at six foot, four and a half inches he towered physically, but he was also big in other ways. It 

was rare indeed for him to contact a journalist or filmmaker and invite them to visit. 

He told us to come to the Jullesbaekhus café, near a forest in the seaside village of Hellebaek, but he did 

not say if he would agree to be interviewed. We immediately loaded the film gear into the car and drove 

the fifty kilometres north. Arriving just before the stipulated time of 10.30 a.m., we found a table with a 

good view of the forest and sat down to wait. It was just my producer and I; we had asked the rest of the 

film crew to stay away in case their presence should inadvertently pressure Utzon in any way. It was an 

incongruous situation, like a scene from a Cold War spy novel – Utzon was supposedly just going to 
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appear out of the forest. We had no address, no way of contacting him. Rather nervously, we watched and 

waited. The occasional car drove past but did not stop. 

Then a figure did emerge from the forest. I recognised him immediately. A tall man with a distinctive way 

of walking. Silver hair, dark sunglasses and a navy-blue sailing jacket. He loped towards us, his spritely gait 

belying his eighty years. We went out to meet him and were greeted with a beaming smile and a wave.  

 


