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W E LOVE A sunburnt country, but it’s taken 
us a long time to get on board with harnessing 
the power of all that sunshine in our  

KRPHV�� ³:KHQ�ZH�¿UVW� YLVLWHG�$XVWUDOLD� LQ� WKH� HDUO\�
2000s, we thought it was crazy no one was using all 
these abundant resources,” says German-born architect 
Marc Bernstein-Hussmann.

“We always thought that if we came back, we would 
want to inspire people to do something that was more in 
harmony with the planet,” adds his wife Felicity 
Bernstein, an interior designer and also a German-
TXDOL¿HG�DUFKLWHFW��

Spoiler alert: they did come back, settling in 
Melbourne, establishing a family and founding green 
DUFKLWHFWXUH�¿UP�0HOERXUQH�'HVLJQ�6WXGLRV� WR� VKDUH�
their passion for ecologically aware design. That 
SDVVLRQ�ZDV�WKH�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�WKH�EXLOG�RI�WKHLU�
RZQ�FDUERQ�SRVLWLYH�IDPLO\�KRPH��EXW�LW�WXUQHG�RXW�WKH\�
ZRXOG�DOVR�QHHG�KXJH�UHVHUYHV�RI�SDWLHQFH��SHUVLVWHQFH�
and resilience to bring it to fruition.
$IWHU� DFTXLULQJ� D� VPDOO�� ZHGJH�VKDSHG� EORFN�

between a narrow lane and a train line in Coburg, in 
Melbourne’s north, both council permission and bank 
¿QDQFH�ZHUH�VORZ�WR�PDWHULDOLVH��ZLWK�WKH�FRXSOH�DQG�
WKHLU�WKUHH�FKLOGUHQ�OLYLQJ�LQ�D�PRWRUKRPH�IRU�D�SHULRG�
ZKLOH�VDYLQJ�IRU�WKH�EXLOG��
2QFH� ZRUN� VWDUWHG�� SURJUHVV� ZDV� UHODWLYHO\� TXLFN�

thanks to its construction using prefabricated cross-
laminated timber panels, which slotted together 
seamlessly. The timber structure was wrapped in a 
waterproof and airtight membrane, and highly insulated 
triple-glazed doors and windows were added, before a 
layer of insulation and aluminium cladding completed 

the structure. Recycled bricks, most of which were 
collected from local building sites and cleaned by the 
family, form a skin for the lower section of the home. 

Viewers of Grand Designs Australia might recall the 
GHYDVWDWLQJ�¿UH�ZKLFK�VWUXFN�D�PRQWK�EHIRUH�WKH�KRXVH�
ZDV� FRPSOHWHG�� VHWWLQJ� WKH� EXLOG� EDFN� VLJQL¿FDQWO\��
2QFH� ¿QLVKHG�� KRZHYHU�� WKH� KRPH� DFKLHYHG� SDVVLYH�
KRXVH�FHUWL¿FDWLRQ��UHÀHFWLQJ�LWV�HQHUJ\�HI¿FLHQF\��

Marc Bernstein-Hussmann explains the basic 
SULQFLSOHV� RI� WKH� SDVVLYH� KRXVH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ�
methodology: well-insulated buildings and openings 
FRPELQH�ZLWK�KHDW�UHFRYHU\�DQG�YHQWLODWLRQ��$V�D�UHVXOW��
temperatures inside the building remain stable without 
energy escaping, and a heat exchanger ensures a 
FRQVWDQW�ÀRZ�RI�IUHVK�DLU�HYHQ�ZKHQ�DOO�WKH�GRRUV�DQG�
windows are closed tight. 
³(YHQ�DW�QLJKW�WLPH�ZH�FDQ�NHHS�WKH�ZLQGRZV�FORVHG�

DQG�DOZD\V�KDYH�D�IUHVK�DLU�VXSSO\�́ �VD\V�%HUQVWHLQ��
The naturalistic garden, by Eckersley Garden 

$UFKLWHFWXUH��EHOLHV�WKH�KRPH¶V�JULWW\�WUDFNVLGH�ORFDWLRQ�
DQG�LQFOXGHV�D�¿VK�SRQG�WKDW�IHHGV�ZDWHU�WR�D�YHUWLFDO�
DTXDSRQLF�YHJHWDEOH�JDUGHQ��
$VSHFW� LV� HYHU\WKLQJ�� ³7KHUH� LV� D� VRXWK�IDFLQJ�

rainwater garden so there is always cool, moist air on 
that side of the house and in summer we can open a big 
sliding door there and a skylight at the top of the 
staircase and we get that natural thermal chimney draft 
HIIHFW�WKURXJK�WKH�KRXVH�DQG�FDQ�ÀXVK�RXW�WKH�KRW�DLU�́ �
says Bernstein-Hussmann.  

The interior of the home is also full of greenery. “We 
KDYH�D�ORW�RI�OLYLQJ�SODQWV�LQ�WKH�KRXVH�ZKLFK�FOHDQ�WKH�
air and are good for your mental health and wellbeing,” 
explains Bernstein. 

LOFTY AMBITIONS
A gritty Melbourne block provides a surprising showcase for two European-trained architects 
determined to bring the smarts of passive house design to more Australians. By Victoria Baker

Supreme insulation and heat 
recovery underpin the sustainable 
design principles, while abundant 
indoor greenery works to keep the 

circulating air clean.

Architects Marc 
Bernstein-Hussmann 
and Felicity Bernstein 
created a passive house 
for their family on the 
most unlikely of 
Melbourne blocks.
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The house, including the 
timber-wrapped living 
area, acts as a showcase for 
potential clients  interested 
in passive house design.

A green house can be 
simultaneously luxurious and 
sustainable, says co-designer 

Felicity Bernstein.

The house is not only the family’s home, but doubles 
DV�D�VKRZFDVH�IRU�WKHLU�LGHDV�IRU�SURVSHFWLYH�FOLHQWV��
³$� ORW� RI� WKH� WKLQJV�ZH� KDYH� LQ� RXU� KRXVH�ZH� KDG�

VXJJHVWHG�WR�FOLHQWV�SUHYLRXVO\��EXW�WKH\�IHOW� OLNH�WKH\�
were too strange, like the built-in planters inside the 
house and the green wall in the bathroom,” says 
Bernstein. “People were hesitant because they couldn't 
YLVXDOLVH� WKLQJV��1RZ� WKDW�ZH�FDQ�EULQJ�SHRSOH�KHUH��
WKH\�FDQ�IHHO�ZKDW�D�SDVVLYH�KRXVH�IHHOV�OLNH�DQG�VHH�WKH�
difference in the doors, for example. Seeing and 
experiencing this house makes it really great for clients 
with their journey.”

What’s also important is the sense of luxury the 
KRPH� LPSDUWV�� ZLWK� LWV� H[SDQVLYH� VWRQH�ZUDSSHG�
NLWFKHQ��GHHS�EDWKWXE�DQG�ZRRG�DFFHQWHG�OLYLQJ�VSDFH��

Bernstein says it is always “feeling” that dictates her 
approach to the interior design and materiality. 
³:H�GH¿QH�WKH�PRRG�ZH�ZDQW�WR�FUHDWH�DQG�WKHQ�ORRN�

DW�ZKDW�PDWHULDOV�ZH�FDQ�XVH�WKDW�IXO¿O�RXU�HWKLFDO�RU�
planet-centric criteria. There is always a bit of that 
perception that if you build a green house it has to be a 
hippy home. I don’t think it has to be. It can be luxurious 
and still be really sustainable. Because we want to build 
a house that’s good for the planet but also for the 
inhabitants,” she says.

The couple concedes that this kind of design can be 
H[SHQVLYH�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�D�QRQ�RSWLRQ�IRU�PDQ\��³&RVW�LV�
probably the biggest barrier,” says Bernstein of access 

WR� WKHLU� FXVWRP� DUFKLWHFWXUH� VHUYLFHV�� %XW� WKH\� KDYH�
plans on that front, too. The couple is working on  
Hütt, a series of prefabricated house designs. Customers 
ZLOO�EH�DEOH�WR�EX\�D�SDVVLYH�KRXVH�FHUWL¿HG�KRPH�IRU� 
D�PRUH� DFFHVVLEOH� SULFH� DQG� WKHQ� KDYH� LW� FRQVWUXFWHG� 
at their location of choice. “Like the Tesla of houses,” 
says Bernstein. 
$OVR� RQ� WKH� GUDZLQJ� ERDUG�� D� SUHIDEULFDWHG� SDQHO�

system and supply of sustainable building supplies, 
plus a design school for those embarking on their own 
EXLOGV��RU�HYHQ�YROXPH�KRXVH�SXUFKDVHV�WR�HQDEOH�PRUH�
sustainable choices. 
³:H�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�¿OWHU�GRZQ�WR�WKH�ODUJHU�PDUNHW�́ �

VD\V� %HUQVWHLQ�+XVVPDQQ�� ³:H� DVN� RXUVHOYHV�� µ+RZ�
PXFK�FDQ�ZH�SHQHWUDWH�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�EXLOGLQJ�LQGXVWU\�
with better quality and more sustainability?’.”

Their work has certainly turned heads, with the 
Coburg house winning multiple architecture and design 
DZDUGV�DQG�IHDWXULQJ�LQ�$XVWUDOLDQ�DQG�*HUPDQ�PHGLD��
The Bernsteins are forging a new path, combining 
European technical knowledge and cutting-edge 
EXLOGLQJ�SURGXFWV�ZLWK�D�GLVWLQFWO\�$XVWUDOLDQ�IRFXV�RQ�
lifestyle-led design. 

“We like to challenge the status quo,” says Bernstein. 
“In Germany the technical standards are there, but 
$XVWUDOLD� LV� UHDOO\�JRRG�RQ� WKH�GHVLJQ� VLGH�RI� WKLQJV��
and the lifestyle. If you marry them both then I think 
\RX�FDQ�KDYH�WKH�XOWLPDWH�KRXVH�́

The wedged-shaped block 
is bordered by a narrow 

lane and a train line.


