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Even 44 years after its inauguration on 
October 20, 1973, the Sydney Opera House 

stands as a living testament of its architect’s 
passion, and continues to enthral. 

TEXT RATHINA SANKARI

”The sun did not know how beautiful its light was until it was reflected off this 
building,” Allison Lee, my local host in Sydney, poetically quoted architect Louis 
Kahn’s words. We were at the Circular Quay overlooking Australia’s famed icon, the 
Sydney Opera House.

It had been a long day. We started with brunch at the iconic Icebergs restaurant by 
the Bondi Beach, walked the Bondi to Brontee stretch, did the exhilirating Sydney 
Harbour Bridge Climb, and finally reached the city’s most spectacular structure. 
The sky had turned into a canvas as the sun disappeared below the horizon, 
splashing hues like the dramatic notes of an opera singer.
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This page: The imposing Sydney Opera House stands against the 
backdrop of the Harbour Bridge.
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CELEBRATION

The site where the Opera House stands today 
used to be where one of Australia’s largest oyster 
shells midden stood. It is said the aboriginal 
people used it as a place for ceremony and 
feasting; a gathering point for the Gadigals of 
the Eora Nation who sang, danced and told 
stories here. It isn’t surprising then that the same 
expanse continues to be a centre for culture and 
performing arts, drawing artists from across  
the world.

Today, the area is bustling with restaurants 
that dot the quay. Allison narrated the 
captivating story of Sydney’s icon.

SETTING THE STAGE
The idea of constructing an opera house was 
put forth in 1954 by Charles Moses (GM of 
Australian Broadcasting Commission), John 
Joseph Cahill (Premier of New South Wales) and 
Eugene Gossens (Conductor of Sydney Symphony 
Orchestra). In December 1955, Premier Cahill 
announced an international design competition. 
A year later the committee had received more 
than 223 entries. Harry Ashworth (Professor 
of Architecture at Sydney University), Cobden 
Parkes (Government Architect), Sir Leslie Martin 
(Head of Architecture, Cambridge University) and 
American architect Eero Saarinen formed the 
jury panel. The winner, announced in 1957, was 
Danish architect Jørn Utzon.

I looked at the impressive structure with a 
canopy of sweeping curvilinear sails which have 
managed to arrest the attention of most across 
the globe. It is said that its original design, 
submitted by Utzon, had close resemblance to 
Saarinen’s idea of aesthetics of his celebrated 
project – the TWA Terminal at John F. Kennedy 
Airport, New York. This probably influenced his 
decision in selecting the Dane’s design as the 
winning entry. 
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Top to bottom: The Concert 
Hall Northern Foyer offers 
spectacular views; The 
Concert Hall has a seating 
capacity of more than 2,000!; 
An archival photo of architect 
Jørn Utzon (extreme left) 
unveiling the Sydney Opera 
House Model.
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We climbed the grand staircase to reach the 
monumental podium. On cue, Allison regaled the 
back story to its construction: Utzon was born in 
1918 in Copenhagen. After studying architecture 
at the Royal Academy of Arts he worked for 
various architectural practices across the Nordic 
expanse. Utzon was drawn towards free forms 
of nature, Nordic Classicism and modernism. The 
design of the podium of Sydney Opera House 
was the result of his fascination with ancient 
architecture, especially Aztec and Mayan ruins in 
South America. 

From here we followed Bruce, the Sydney 
Opera House guide, through a maze of green 
rooms, rehearsal rooms, laundries and concert 
halls – all folded out of sight, beneath the public 
and performance spaces. The smallest studio here 
seats 350 people. Bruce shared, “The elegant 
Asha Bhosle, an Indian singer, performed here. 
Absolute dynamite!” 

We moved ahead to the biggest of the three 
theatres on the ground floor. Artists from 
Talk, a play by the Sydney Theatre Company, 
were busy setting the stage for their upcoming 
performance. A theatre with a revolving stage 
and latest technology, this hall has seen 
Hollywood icons such as Cate Blanchett, Hugh 
Jackman and Mel Gibson perform here. 

A TRAGIC DRAMA
We stepped out of the theatre into a private 
room and watched the story of the making of this 
megastructure unfold on a large screen.

Utzon was asked by the advisory board to 

produce new plans within six months of winning 
the competition. He teamed up with Sir Ove Arup, 
a master engineer, for giving it shape. However, 
the construction of the podium began when Utzon 
was not yet done with the design. Changes in the 
number of seats in the Dual Purpose Main Hall were 
a deterrent to his roof design. The later versions 
produced in association with the architects were 
a series of concrete shells that were unlike its 
predecessor and even more visually appealing. 

By February 1959, the construction of the Opera 
House started and was divided into three stages. 
Stage 1 involved the construction of the podium 
followed by the roof in stage 2 and finally its interiors 
in stage 3. But the ever-changing design and 
incorrect cost estimate threw a spanner in the works. 
After three years of work, Sir Arup’s team couldn’t 
put together a convincing engineering solution to 
Utzon’s roof forms. One evening, when in Denmark, 
Utzon had a Eureka moment leading to the discovery 
of the spherical solution. Each shell looked similar 
and could be derived from the plane of a sphere 
leading to the construction of ridged shells. Having 
set the solution straight, the architect headed to 
Sydney in 1963. 

Growing differences between Utzon and Arup’s 
team, rising costs, and changing requirements were 
a thorn in the flesh. By 1965, power changed hands 
and saw Davis Hughes as the head of the Public 
Works Department. In a drastic turn of events, 
the minister took complete control of the project, 
stripping Utzon from the Project Director role citing 
soaring costs and delayed timelines. In February 
1966, Utzon sent a letter to the minister stating he Im
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Above: Sails of 
the Sydney Opera 
House are lit up 
on special days 
and occasions.
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ACCOMMODATION

Sydney offers a variety of 
accommodations ranging from 
mid-range to luxury hotels.

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Visit www.sydneyoperahouse.
com, www.tourism.australia.com

 QUICK FACTS

HISTORY
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Jet Airways operates 
regular flights to 
Singapore from Mumbai 
and New Delhi. From here, 
fly our codeshare partner 
Qantas to Sydney.

was being forced to leave his job. Though the event received 
international focus and Utzon found support in young 
Australians and architects worldwide, he was forced to leave 
the country for good. In February 1967, stage 2 was officially 
completed in Utzon’s absence. Peter Hall was appointed the 
new design architect of Sydney Opera House, and on October 
20, 1973, 19 years since its inception, the doors of Sydney 
Opera House were thrown open. 

SHRINE OF ART
Bruce led us to the renowned Concert Hall which seats a 
maximum of 2,679 guests. The largest hall in the Opera House, 
it boasts a high vaulted ceiling and world-class acoustics and 
not to mention, gleaming interiors. I was told the likes of Elton 
John and Anoushka Shankar had performed here to a packed 
hall.

Sadly, the original author of this celebrated edifice couldn’t 
finish his story and rejoice its beauty in its accomplished glory, 
but he had long envisioned it in its completed form even 
before it was completed, as it had become an integral part of 
his life. 

Maria Calla, the famed opera singer of the 20th century had 
stated, “An opera begins long before the curtain goes up and 
ends long after it has come down. It starts in my imagination, it 
becomes my life, and it stays part of my life long after I’ve left 
the opera house.” This shrine of art is Utzon’s opera that lives 
to tell his story.

Above: Renamed the 
Utzon Room in 2004, 
this space embodies 
the architect’s vision 
in harmony with the 
environment.


