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Sincere thanks to Adrienne Kabos and the Griffin Society for this invitation.
It’s such a pleasure to say a few words about Marion Mahony, especially at the unveiling of

this sculpture, created in her honour, by Sandra Pitkin.

I imagine that most people here know that Marion Lucy Mahony was a trailblazer, and are
likely aware of her remarkable, original contributions to her field. Yet historical gaps still
surround even the most eminent women in architecture, so it’s worth repeating a few

highlights today.

Born in Chicago, one hundred and fifty-five years ago yesterday, on 14 February 1871, she was
the second woman in the United States to earn a professional degree in architecture,
graduating from the prestigious MIT in Boston in 1894. And in 1898 she became the first
licensed female architect in lllinois.! More than a century and a quarter later, our field
remains persistently male-dominated. One can only imagine the endless obstacles Marion

had to work through, and how consistently she was required to re-prove her expertise.

From 1895 — the year following her graduation — until 1909, she was the American architect
Frank Lloyd Wright’s first and closest associate, with credentials that some scholars suggest
rivalled her employer.? Her skills as an architectural delineator were extraordinary, and she
completed many of the spectacular renderings through which Frank Lloyd Wright’s work was
internationally celebrated in the famous Wasmuth Portfolio published in Berlin in 1910.3
Today that book, with her drawings, is regarded as one of the most influential architectural

publications of the 20th century.

Of course, you also know, that in 1911, she and Walter Burley Griffin developed the brilliant
competition-winning project for Australia’s new capital city, Canberra, and after an initial visit
and tour of Europe, displaying their architectural work though Marion’s renderings in Paris

and Lyon, they moved to Australia in 1914.



Mahony’s exquisite drawings for their winning entry symbolically expressed the Griffins’
democratic aspirations for an earnestly ‘ideal city’ that incorporated novel town planning
ideas from both the ‘City-Beautiful’ and the ‘Garden-City’ movements, exemplifying an
architecture they described as “organic.” By this term, they meant that through careful
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observation of “natural” conditions, the so-informed design of constructed buildings might
also appear to grow from their native setting. In this way, each part of an environment would

be aligned with the pattern of the whole.

Her refined, precise visualisations for Canberra, in ink on linen with gold highlights, are hard
to separate from the urban and architectural vision for a new metropolis conceived as a
reciprocal and balanced celebration of the landscape as found, intertwining natural features
with crystalline geometries and Beaux-Arts influenced axial plans. Marion’s drawings for a city
stretched between Mount Ainslie and Mount Bimberi along the Molonglo Valley and
limestone plains by the Brindabella mountains, are often referred to today as the "jewels" of
the National Archives of Australia. They were crucial for envisioning the Griffins’ "bush capital”
and have been described as instrumental in the judges’ selection of the winners. We also
have fragments from comments by Walter Burley Griffin, for example, in 1913 in the
Melbourne literary journal The Book Lover—A Literary Review, saying that the Canberra plans
were “more than half due to his wife” and that “she ought to have much more than half the
credit for winning the competition.”* In the same year, The West Australian newspaper,

quoted Griffin claiming: “My wife is the genius, | am only the businessman.”®

Spanning fifty years, the extremely wide-ranging nature of Mahony’s work has affected its
reception. Her far-sighted views as an environmentalist, for example, expressed over a
century ago, would still be seen as progressive and urgent in the current climate. And her
exceptional depictions of the unique flora of Australia is visible in her series of “Forest
Portraits,” drawings that closely studied our indigenous plants, and focussed attention on
their specific qualities, re-framing them for expatriate eyes. In one titled “Angophora & Grass
Tree” (c. mid-1920s) Mahony described the Angophora as “one of the columns supporting the

Heavens, according to the beautiful mythology of the natives of Australia.”®



This emphasis within her work, to attend to and value the Australian landscape and to live in
balance with it, was most vividly realised in Castlecrag, and the development of this “model

|II

residential” suburb. In 1921, following political challenges and disappointments in realising
their plans for Canberra, Marion and Walter Burley Griffin, began their, perhaps most
enduring project in Sydney. Mahoney’s words, “Castlecrag truly a bit of Paradise on Earth”’
reflected the couple’s intertwined interests in architecture, community living, urban planning
and the natural environment. The Griffins moved to Sydney in 1924 and lived in Castlecrag

from 1925 until the mid-1930s.

Here, the Griffins boldly built their own utopia, as private land developers who offered, in
bushland on the shores of Middle Harbour, a vision for suburban living as a seamless spatial
and philosophical connection between nature, architecture, art and community. Celebrating
shared views, landscaped reserves, and community activities, let’s hope their imagined

possibility continues via events such as this, today.
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