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Shelley Penn is the quintessential self-
employed working woman: she juggles  
her own architecture practice with 

consultancy and advisory roles in government  
and other agencies, and is also mother to two 
primary school-aged children and partner to a 
silversmith/academic. Oh, and they are renovating 
their house, for which Penn is owner-builder.

What differentiates Penn from other working women 
is that she has spent the past year as the National 
President of the Australian Institute of Architects,  
an unpaid role that has mostly been held by men 
(she’s just the third woman in 80 years), and usually 
one who has the support of a large architectural 
practice behind him.

so what inspired Penn to take on this almighty 
challenge when she was already so busy? “I’d  
been involved in the Institute for many years as a 
member, as a chapter councillor, on state awards 
juries and so on,” she explains, “and in 2009 I was 
asked to put my hand up to run for national council”.

After two years as National Honorary secretary, 
Penn was asked to consider running for President. 

“I thought, ‘that’s a lot of work’, but I saw it as an 
honour and an opportunity to try to inspire others, 
especially women and sole practitioners.”

As her year draws to a close, she admits it has been 
hectic. even still, the opportunity to tour Australia 
and meet architects around the country was one  
of the highlights, she says. “I went to each state  
and territory for the Architecture Awards, and it  
was fantastic to see the diversity of work and to 
meet members and hear about their issues first-
hand,” she recalls. 

“they’re our shareholders and they are a very  
broad group,” she adds. “In terms of scale,  
it’s important to make sure the voices of small 
practices are heard because it’s often the case  
that architects in bigger practices are more  
readily available to contribute to the Institute. 

“We also need to balance regional versus urban 
concerns, understand the impacts of gender 
differences, and different modes of practice,”  
she continues. 

As a teenager Penn loved maths and literature, 
and settled on architecture as a way to combine 
problem-solving with the humanities and creativity. 
But her interest in architecture was wavering as  
she concluded her third year of study.

“I was incredibly lucky to go on a trip to Japan, and 
was really inspired by traditional and contemporary 
Japanese architecture,” she says. “then, in my final 
years of study and beyond worked for Robinson 
Chen. I attribute my ‘switching on’ to architecture  
to those two experiences.

“Robinson Chen built many of its own projects so 
the office did a lot of work related to construction 
as well as design. We did not do so much in the 
traditional administrative role,” she says, “but  
more work directly with people on site.”

that model has flowed into her own practice,  
which she established in Melbourne in 1993.  
Penn is mainly known for her finely crafted 
residential projects – a mix of alterations and 
additions, and new houses – and says that  
rather than trying to create an overriding  
aesthetic, she responds to each project’s  
constraints and opportunities individually. 

“something common to all my projects is thinking 
about how spaces connect and about the passage  
or journey,” she says. “the use of natural light,  
and an overarching simplicity, are important to  
how the spaces flow and work. I would much  
rather have plain bench tops and a beautiful  
volume than gold leaf and no sense of space,  
for example,” she explains.  æ
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Her own varied career has given shelley Penn insight into the myriad ways architects can contribute to a better world, so she was 
keen to promote diversity in her role as AIA National President.  Words Rachael Bernstone  Photography Paul Bradshaw (portrait); Trevor Mein

“something common 
to all my projects is 
thinking about how 
spaces connect and 
about the passage or 
journey. the use of 
natural light, and an 
overarching simplicity, 
are important to how the 
spaces flow and work“

the Fitzroy terrace (1997) features Penn's signature steel-framed windows and doors
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An element that regularly appears in Penn’s projects 
is steel windows and doors. “they were present 
in my first project in 1994 – a conversion of a brick 
‘box’ warehouse with 1940s steel windows – where 
I added a deck within the ‘box’ and wanted a fluid 
relationship to the interior,” she says. “A wall of 
steel-framed windows acted almost as a screen, 
with minimal intrusion on the flow of space. I’ve used 
them in most of my projects since then. the steel 
frames are both strong and very fine, and you can 
play with composition.”

Penn always uses steel roofing and has clad several 
projects in steel, including another warehouse 
conversion in Richmond (1999), alterations to a 
terrace house in Fitzroy (1997), a house in Potts  
Point in sydney (with Clinton Murray, 2001) and a 
new build at Port Fairy (also with Clinton Murray, 
2006) on Victoria’s south-western coast. 

At her own home in the seaside village of Williamstown, 
Penn’s silversmith partner Mark edgoose is making 
the steel windows to her design for their renovation, 
and at another current project (in Brighton) she has 
incorporated expressed structural steel in the roof form 
and expressed parallel flange channels (PFCs) along 
the roof edge to create a folded floating plane that  
responds to the heavier mass of the original house.

“I’ve also used steel as a finish – folded galvanised 
sheet for cladding and mild steel for steps and 
benchtops, shelving and joinery. Mild steel is very 
beautiful. It adds warmth and richness, but while 
timber and stone are thick, steel can be very fine, 
slender or flat. these are not new ideas – many 
architects have used steel in these ways for years  
– just look at Pierre Chareau in the 1930s.”

When Penn moved to sydney in 1999, she was 
questioning her career direction and the value of small 
projects – she wondered if that type of work was 
likely to change the world. she was invited by Chris 
Johnson to join the NsW Government Architect’s 
Office as Design Director and spent almost two 
years in that role, with a focus on large scale urban 
and public projects. she continued collaborating on 
residential projects with other architects, and also 

had her first child, before returning to Melbourne 
in late 2002. From that time, Penn combined 
government consultancy on large projects with  
her sole practice, and had her second child in 2004. 

When the Victorian Government announced in  
2005 that it would establish the Office of the Victorian 
Government Architect, she applied and was appointed 
Associate Victorian Government Architect, alongside 
John Denton. since leaving there in 2010, Penn has 
advised state and local governments while consulting 
on other major projects. she currently chairs the 
National Capital Authority, the statutory body charged 
with strategic planning, promotion, development and 
enhancement of Canberra as the National Capital.

Working in the Office of the Victorian Government 
Architect, within the Department of Premier and 
Cabinet, provided an excellent opportunity to  
advocate for design quality, an objective that Penn  
has continued to champion in all aspects of her career.

Her experiences of working at the drawing board 
and in the boardroom have provided Penn with 
a great understanding of how architects and 
architecture fit into a shifting landscape, and  
how they might be forced to respond and adapt  
to new procurement and delivery models. 

“the role of architecture is changing, because 
procurement and contract forms are changing,”  

she says. “there are not so many traditional lump 
sum contracts in large commercial projects any more. 
Novation is more the norm at that scale, and so we 
need to look at how to protect design quality for the 
end user. that is much harder when you work for the 
builder, and it’s a big issue for the whole profession.”

Her experience of being a mother – taking time 
out of practice to raise children, and juggling work 
commitments with family life – has helped her 
understand the need for architects of both genders 
to think about new ways of working that don’t rely 
on a combination of long hours, low wages and 
inflexible working conditions to succeed.

“It’s really important that we think about how we 
practice, and what people produce from practice, 
because there are some challenges around what 
we think of as ‘credible’ architects,” she says. “We’re 
still stuck a bit with the image of the ‘hero’ architect 
who works 24/7 and produces masterpieces, whereas 
in fact a lot of excellent architects do all sorts of other 
things – like working in academia training young 
architects, enhancing the lives of disadvantaged people 
by improving housing at a very fundamental level, or 
working in government helping them to be an ‘intelligent 
client’ – and that kind of work doesn’t get applauded 
as much as it should within the architectural 
community. Also, you can produce exceptional  
work whether you work full-time or part-time.

“the issue of credibility being tied to long hours is 
particularly relevant when you look at women, who 
are usually the primary carers of children. It’s also 
becoming more of an issue for men,” she adds.  
“It’s not really possible to work full-time if you are 
the primary carer of children, and so women can feel 
they’re seen as being less committed, or ‘not serious’. 
I think that’s just rubbish, but it’s a tangible issue for 
many women I know and have heard from in this role. 

“I want to highlight that there are many diverse ways 
of making an important contribution as an architect, 
and many ways of practising,” Penn continues. 

Penn says she didn’t become President to particularly 
champion women’s issues, but the need was so 
pressing that she “felt it had to be done”. Now on 
the cusp of handing over to president-elect Paul 
Berkemeier, she is keen to focus on her other 
concerns, big and small.

“there is the ongoing battle of communicating the 
value of architecture – that it is not superfluous or 
an indulgence, but that it’s about the fundamentals of 
well-being and sustainability for society as a whole,” 
she says. “It’s also about culture, inspiration and 
delight in our daily lives. since 2000, I’ve been  
doing a mix of things, and I don’t want to take  
anything for granted or as a given. I’m testing my 
levels of tenacity in relation to small practice, and 
whether I can maintain enough focus to do good  
work, while also pursuing my mix of other interests  
– public policy, governance, my family, as well as  
a few other things I want to do.” SP

tHIs PAGe: the Richmond Warehouse 
conversion (1999) used galvanised  
steel as a cladding material outside 
(above) and blurred lines between  
inside and out with a large steel- 
framed pivot door (right)

leFt: the Brighton House, currently under construction, 
will feature expressed structural steel in the roof  
form and PFCs along the roof edge to create a  
folded floating plane, responding to the heavier  
mass of the original house

ABOVe: Also currently being renovated, Penn's  
own house at Williamstown will incorporate  
steel-framed windows to her design, made  
by her partner, silversmith Mark edgoose

“It’s really important 
that we think about how 
we practice, and what 
people produce from 
practice, because there 
are some challenges 
around what we 
think of as ‘credible’ 
architects…“


