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Executive Summary 
Curio Projects Pty Ltd was commissioned by Create NSW to prepare an Aboriginal Heritage Due 
Diligence Assessment Report (DD) for the Powerhouse Ultimo at 500 Harris Street, Ultimo, 2007 
(the study area). 

The purpose of this DD is to identify whether or not Aboriginal objects are, or are likely to be 
present within the study area, and whether or not the proposed development works would be 
likely to harm Aboriginal objects (if present), and therefore to determine whether the proposed 
activities would require consent in the form of an Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permit (AHIP), or 
not. 

Currently there are three options under consideration for the redevelopment of the Powerhouse 
Ultimo study area, all of which include ground works that will disturb the ground surface. 
Therefore, all options will have potential to impact Aboriginal object and sites, should they be 
present within the study area.   

Therefore, it is concluded that proposed work will disturb the ground surface, and therefore has 
the potential to cause disturbance of Aboriginal objects and sites. 

Environmental and Archaeological Context  
There are currently no registered Aboriginal archaeological sites within the study area. The 
registered AHIMS sites that are in closest proximity to the study area(AHIMS #45-5-2979 and 
AHIMS #45-2652), indicate a  high potential for natural soil profiles (and hence PAD sites) to also 
exist within the Powerhouse Ultimo boundaries.  

The study area sits within the soil landscape of Gymea, underlain by Hawkesbury Sandstone 
(medium to coarse grained quartz sandstone with minor shale and laminate lenses). While the 
study area is wholly on Gymea, the eastern border of the study area aligns approximately with 
the boundary between Gymea, and Deep Creek soil profiles (Figure 2.3). The Deep Creek soil 
profile, which is generally located along the eastern boundary of the study area, was subject to 
land reclamation in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  

The study area is located 500m southwest of the southern shore of Darling Harbour. Originally 
known as Cockle Bay, the area has been well documented as being used by Aboriginal people for 
the foraging and consumption of shellfish and other marine faunal resources (Comber 
Consultants 2012). Before land reclamation in the area occurred, the study area was situated 
along the original shoreline of Cockle Bay.  

The study area is located on the eastern edge of the Ultimo-Pyrmont Peninsula. The Ultimo-
Pyrmont peninsula is oriented approximately north west/south-east. Mainly due to sandstone 
mining, major changes to the topography of the peninsula were undertaken prior to detailed 
mapping of the area. 

Prior to European settlement and subsequent land clearing, the vegetation of the Pyrmont-
Ultimo Peninsula would have generally comprised of low, dry sclerophyll open- woodland along 
ridges and upper slopes. 
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Historical activities at the site have resulted in moderate to high levels of ground disturbance, 
including significant impacts such as construction of buildings for the early town houses, Ultimo 
Power Station, bulk excavations for the Ultimo Power Station buildings, and the Wran Building, 
as well as landscape activities such as land clearance and two possible quarries. 

While numerous Aboriginal archaeological excavations have taken place across this area of the 
Ultimo Pyrmont peninsula that have encountered significant Archaeological deposits, these 
investigations have also demonstrated that:  

• It is unlikely that reclamation would have disturbed the natural soil profiles within the 
study area, which is located solely within the Gymea soil landscape.   

• Resources available in the Pyrmont-Ultimo Peninsula area, such as reliable fresh water 
sources and seafood within the area, would have been attractive to Aboriginal 
occupation and use of the area. 

• Aboriginal archaeological deposits, should they be present within or in the vicinity of the 
current study area, would be most likely to consist of PAD sites, stone artefact sites, shell 
midden sites, or a combination of both 

Areas of the Powerhouse Ultimo site that have the highest potential for natural soils to be 
present (and corresponding potential for intact Aboriginal archaeological deposits), are areas 
where the lowest levels of historical development and excavation have been undertaken. These 
areas include beneath the Wran Building forecourt, north of the Wran building in space between 
Wran and the Post Office, south of the Boiler House, south of the Harwood Building, and carpark 
spaces along the eastern boundary of the study area. 

Conclusions and Recommendations  
Overall, this Due Diligence Heritage Assessment for the Powerhouse Ultimo site has found there 
to be moderate to high potential for in situ Aboriginal archaeological deposits to be present 
within the study area, where natural soil profiles remain intact, 

Therefore, any future ground-disturbing activities that have potential to impact to a depth of the 
natural soil profiles across the study area, will have potential to impact Aboriginal archaeology, 
and therefore will require management and mitigation. Key management recommendations are 
summarised in the following section. 

Future development works at the Powerhouse Ultimo study area will require the preparation of 
an Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Assessment Report (ACHAR), prepared in accordance with 
relevant Heritage NSW statutory guidelines. 

Any ground disturbing works with potential to encounter/impact natural soils profiles will 
require further Aboriginal archaeological assessment and possible test excavation, either under 
a Section 90 AHIP under the NPW Act, or as part of an approved ACHAR (including test 
excavation strategy/research design) as part of an SSD Approval. 

Any substantial excavation works proposed for the site are likely to require Aboriginal 
archaeological test excavation to further investigate and confirm the nature of Aboriginal 
archaeological potential within the Powerhouse Ultimo study area. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Purpose of this Report 

Curio Projects Pty Ltd was commissioned by Create NSW to prepare an Aboriginal Heritage Due 
Diligence Assessment Report (DD) for Powerhouse Ultimo at 500 Harris Street, Ultimo (the study 
area). 

The purpose of this DD is to identify whether or not Aboriginal objects are, or are likely to be 
present within the study area, and whether or not the proposed development works would be 
likely to harm Aboriginal objects (if present), and therefore to determine whether the proposed 
activities would require consent in the form of an Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permit (AHIP), or 
not. 

This report has been prepared with reference to the following documents: 

 DECCW 2010, Due Diligence Code of Practice for the Protection of Aboriginal Objects in NSW. 
(the Due Diligence Code of Practice) 

 Australia ICOMOS, Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance, The Burra 
Charter, 2013. 

 Curio Project 2020, Heritage Assessment, Powerhouse Ultimo, prepared for Create 
Infrastructure  

1.2. Project Background 

On 4 July 2020 the NSW Government announced that the Powerhouse Museum at Ultimo would 
be retained and renewed as the anchor of the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct, 
complementing the future flagship Powerhouse Parramatta, Powerhouse Castle Hill, and the 
Sydney Observatory.  The land is owned by the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences Trust and 
includes the original Ultimo Power Station buildings; the “Wran” building (temporary exhibition 
hall opened in 1988); the Harwood building and the former Ultimo Post Office. Some 
components of the buildings on the site are heritage listed.  

The Powerhouse is Australia’s contemporary museum for the applied arts and sciences and 
industry development. The museum was established in 1881 in the Garden Palace which 
emerged from a history of 19th Century grand exhibition halls, including the Grand Palais in 
Paris. Powerhouse Ultimo has operated on the Ultimo site since 1988.  

The Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct with the Powerhouse Museum Ultimo at its core sits 
within the context of the new Darling Harbour precinct and the Central Station renewal to the 
south, adjoining the late-night trading areas of Haymarket. It is in a unique position for renewal, 
contributing to the future of the Pyrmont Peninsula and supporting partnerships with creative, 
technology and innovation industries in inner Sydney.  

The NSW Government through Create NSW and Powerhouse is working on a Business Case to 
inform options for the renewal of Powerhouse Ultimo as the anchor of the Ultimo Creative 
Industries Precinct, with the following Project Objectives:  
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 Create a vibrant and attractive precinct, that integrates with its surrounds 

 Deliver international standard exhibition and cultural spaces congruent with the flagship 
Powerhouse Parramatta and the broader Powerhouse Program and Vision 

 Grow creative industries and improve productivity through sustainable, timely and 
affordable infrastructure that supports clustering and collaboration 

 Ensure effective and efficient coordination with other government initiatives and 
represent value for money. 

The post July 2020 business case and accompanying analysis builds on previous advice for 
Create NSW, which was undertaken in the context of the development of options for renewal of 
the site as an arts and cultural and creative industries precinct. This report is part of a suite of 
work that forms the Ultimo Creative Industries Final Business Case. 

1.3. Site Identification 

The study area is located on the south eastern edge of the Ultimo-Pyrmont Peninsula, 
approximately 500m south west of Darling Harbour, and consists of a footprint of roughly 2.37 
hectares (Figure 1.1). The study area is broadly defined by Harris Street, Omnibus Lane and a 
residential apartment block at 82 Mary Ann Street to the west; the William Henry Street Bridge to 
the north; The Goods Line to the east and Mary Ann Street to the south.   

The Powerhouse Ultimo site comprises of an amalgamation of a number of earlier sites. The 
buildings within the study area that are mentioned in this report are the Harwood Building, 
Office Building, Pumphouse (Old Boiler House), Engine Hall, Turbine Hall, New Boiler House, 
Switch House, Post Office and Wran Building (Figure 1.2 and Figure 1.3.) 

The Engine Room, Turbine Hall, New Boiler House, Office Building and Switch House form the 
principle remains of the former Ultimo Tramways Power House, remaining as the main group of 
interconnected buildings on the site (Figure 1.2 and Figure 1.3).  
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Figure 1.1: Regional Context (Source: Curio 2020) 
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Figure 1.2: Aerial View showing the key built elements of the site and its immediate surrounds  

(Source: TKD Architects, 2018) 
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Figure 1.3: Plan of the study area showing key elements and their original date of construction 
(Source: TKD Architects, Nov 2018) 

1.4. Statutory Controls 

Aboriginal cultural heritage is governed in NSW by two principles pieces of legislation: 

 National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 (NSW) (NPW Act); and 

 Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW) (EP&A Act). 

1.4.1. National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 

The NPW Act, administered by the Aboriginal Heritage Regulation Section, Heritage NSW, of the 
NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) (formally known as the Office of Environment 
and Heritage (OEH), is the primary legislation that provides statutory protection for all ‘Aboriginal 
objects’ (Part 6, Section 90) and ‘Aboriginal places’ (Part 6, Section 84) within NSW. 

An Aboriginal object is defined through the NPW Act as: 

“any deposit, object or material evidence (not being a handicraft made for sale) relating 
to the Aboriginal habitation of the area that comprises New South Wales, being 
habitation before or concurrent with (or both) the occupation of that area by persons 
of non-Aboriginal extraction, and includes Aboriginal remains.”  

The NPW Act provides the definition of ‘harm’ to Aboriginal objects and places as: 

“...any act or omission that: 
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(a) destroys, defaces or damages the object or place, or  

(b) in relation to an object-moves the object from the land on which it had been 
situated, or  

(c) is specified by the regulations, or  

(d) causes or permits the object or place to be harmed in a manner referred to in 
paragraph (a), (b) or (c), (NPW Act 1974). 

The NPW Act also establishes penalties for ‘harm’ to Aboriginal objects and declared Aboriginal 
places, as well as defences and exemptions for harm.  One of the main defences against the 
harming of Aboriginal objects and cultural material is to seek an Aboriginal Heritage Impact 
Permit (AHIP) under Section 90 of the NPW Act, under which disturbance to Aboriginal objects 
could be undertaken, in accordance with the requirements of an approved AHIP. 

1.4.2. Environmental Planning & Assessment Act 1979 

The EP&A Act is an 'Act to institute a system of environmental planning and assessment for the 
state of NSW', administered by the NSW DPIE, and provides the legislative context for 
environmental planning instruments made to legislate and guide the processes of development 
and land use. Local heritage items, including known archaeological items, identified Aboriginal 
Places and heritage conservation areas are protected through listings on Local Environmental 
Plans (LEPs) or Regional Environmental Plans (REPs). The EP&A Act also requires that potential 
Aboriginal archaeological resources are adequately assessed and considered as part of the 
development process, in accordance with the requirements of the NPW Act. 

Dependent upon which Part of the EP&A Act a project is to be assessed under, differing 
requirements and protocols for the assessment of associated Aboriginal cultural heritage may 
apply. 

Part 4, Division 4.1 of the EP&A Act identifies and defines State Significant Development projects 
(SSD) as those declared under Section 89C of the EP&A Act. This Part of the EP&A Act provides 
for development with a capital investment of more than $30 million to be designated as a SSD or 
State Significant Infrastructure project (SSI), under State Environmental Planning Policy (State 
and Regional Development) 2011. 

Where a project is assessed to be an SSD, the process of development approval differs, with 
certain approvals and legislation no longer applicable to the project. Of relevance to the 
assessment of Aboriginal heritage for a development, the requirement for an AHIP in accordance 
with Section 90 of the NPW Act is removed for SSD projects (EP&A Act, Section 89J). 

1.4.3. Native Title Act 1993 

The Native Title Act 1993 provides the legislative framework to recognise and protect native title, 
which recognises the traditional rights and interests to land and waters of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. Under the Native Title Act, native title claimants can make an application 
to the Federal Court to have their native title recognised by Australian law.  
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There are currently no native title claims or determinations in place for the Powerhouse Ultimo 
study area. 

1.4.4. NSW Aboriginal Heritage Statutory Guidelines  

In order to best implement and administer the protection afforded to Aboriginal objects and 
places as through the NPW Act and EP&A Act, the former OEH (now part of Heritage NSW under 
DPC) have prepared a series of best practice statutory guidelines with regards to Aboriginal 
heritage. These guidelines are designed to assist developers, landowners and archaeologists to 
better understand their statutory obligations with regards to Aboriginal heritage in NSW and 
implement best practice policies into their investigation of Aboriginal heritage values and 
archaeology in relation to their land and/or development. These guidelines include: 

 DECCW 2010a, Due Diligence Code of Practice for the Protection of Aboriginal Objects in NSW. 
(the Due Diligence Code of Practice) 

 OEH 2011a, Guide to Investigating, assessing and reporting on Aboriginal Cultural Heritage in 
NSW.  (the Guide to Investigating) 

 DECCW 2010b, Code of Practice for the Archaeological Investigation of Aboriginal Objects in 
New South Wales. (the Code of Practice) 

 DECCW 2010c, Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Consultation Requirements for Proponents 2010.  
(the Consultation Guidelines) 

 OEH 2011b, Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permits, a Guide for Applicants. 

The purpose of the Due Diligence Code of Practice is to ‘assist individuals and organisations to 
exercise due diligence when carrying out activities that may harm Aboriginal objects and to 
determine whether they should apply for consent in the form of an AHIP’ (DECCW 201a: 2). This 
current report has been prepared in accordance with the Due Diligence Code of Practice. 

1.5. Due Diligence Assessment Process 

The Due Diligence Assessment Process (in accordance with the OEH Due Diligence Code of 
Practice guidelines), is a step by step process that provides proponents with a reasonable 
method to follow to determine whether their proposed activity has the potential to harm 
Aboriginal objects, and to identify reasonable constraints and opportunities of the activity, 
relating to Aboriginal heritage in the activity location.  The primary steps of the Due Diligence 
process are: 

 Step 1—Determine whether the activity will disturb the ground surface or any cultural 
modified trees. 

 Step 2a—Database Search of the OEH Aboriginal Heritage Information Management 
Services (AHIMS), and other known sources to determine whether any registered sites are 
located within/near the study area. 

 Step 2b—Environmental/Landscape Assessment 

 Step 3—Impact Avoidance Assessment 
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 Step 4—Desktop Assessment and Visual Inspection 

Following this process, should the assessment determine that Aboriginal objects are likely to be 
present and have the potential to be impacted, the Due Diligence Code of Practice advises 
further investigation and impact assessment (Step 5). Should the assessment determine that 
Aboriginal objects are unlikely to be present/unlikely to be harmed through the proposed 
activity, then the activity may proceed with caution. 

1.6. Limitations and Constraints 

This report is a desktop assessment of environmental and Aboriginal archaeological context and 
potential only.  No consultation with the local Aboriginal community has been undertaken as 
part of this assessment, and therefore no social or cultural assessment of Aboriginal heritage 
values has been undertaken at this time.  The OEH Due Diligence Code of Practice states that 
‘consultation with the Aboriginal community is not a formal requirement of the due diligence 
process’, however only Aboriginal people are able to provide information regarding the 
Aboriginal cultural and social nature and significance of a site or location. 

1.7. Authorship and Acknowledgements 

This report has been prepared by Mikhaila Chaplin, Graduate Archaeologist, and reviewed by 
Sam Cooling, Cultural Heritage Manager, of Curio Projects Pty Ltd. Maps and GIS prepared by 
Andre Fleury, Archaeologist and Historian, of Curio Projects Pty Ltd.  
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Due Diligence Assessment 

2.1. Will the proposed activity disturb the ground surface? 

2.1.1. Proposed Development 

The proposed redevelopment of the Powerhouse Ultimo is currently in the early stages of 
planning and development. The redevelopment will be a renewal of the space that has held the 
Powerhouse Museum since 1988. 

Currently there are three options under consideration for the redevelopment of the Powerhouse 
Ultimo study area, all of which include ground works that will disturb the ground surface. 
Therefore, all options will have potential to impact Aboriginal object and sites, should they be 
present within the study area.   

Therefore, it is concluded that proposed work will disturb the ground surface, and therefore has 
the potential to cause disturbance of Aboriginal objects and sites. 

2.2. Database Search 

2.2.1. AHIMS Search 

An extensive search of the Aboriginal Heritage Information Management System (AHIMS) 
database was undertaken on 10 September 2020 across the City of Sydney, centred on the study 
area (with a buffer of 1km), and returned 66 results.  The extensive AHIMS search is attached as 
Appendix A. 

Summary descriptions of Aboriginal site features registered on AHIMS, as relevant to the study 
area, are presented in Table 2.1. The 66 registered sites from the AHIMS search included 17 
different site types, some located in combination with each other, as summarised in Table 2.2. 

AHIMS search results always require a certain amount of scrutiny in order to acknowledge and 
accommodate for things such as inconsistencies in the coordinates (differing datums between 
years of recording), the existence of, and impact to, registered sites (impact to a registered site 
technically requires the submission of an Aboriginal Site Impact Recording form to be submitted 
to the OEH, however these forms are not always submitted), and other database related 
difficulties. It should also be noted that AHIMS database is a record of archaeological work that 
has been undertaken and registered with AHIMS in the region.   

The AHIMS database is therefore a reflection of recorded archaeological work, the need for 
which has likely been predominantly triggered by development, and not a representation of the 
actual archaeological potential of the search area. AHIMS searches should be used as a starting 
point for further research and not as a definitive, final set of data. 

Therefore, the AHIMS search result has been synthesised as best possible within the scope of 
this current report to determine the most likely nature and location of previously registered sites 
in proximity to the current study area. 
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There are currently no registered Aboriginal archaeological sites within the study area. Three 
registered Aboriginal archaeological sites are located in close proximity to the study area (Figure 
2.2). These include: 

 AHIMS #45-6-2652, ‘Ultimo PAD 1’, a PAD site located 50m north of the study area 

 AHIMS #45-5-2979, ‘UTS PAD 1, 14-28 Ultimo Rd Syd’, a PAD site located 60m south of the 
study area 

 AHIMS #45-6-3217, ‘Darling Central Midden’, is a shell midden, artefact and Aboriginal 
Ceremony and Dreaming site 200m north east of the study area.  

The most common site types in the area are Potential Archaeological Deposits (PADs) (n=26), 
followed by artefact sites (n=12), and shell midden and artefact sites (n=8). Ultimo PAD 1 (AHIMS 
#45-6-2652) was registered on the assessment  areas of remnant soil may be present at this 
location at depth, buried below modern hard surfaces,, which have the potential to contain 
Aboriginal sites/objects. The Darling Central Midden (AHIMS #45-6-3217) reflects the potential 
for natural soil deposits to remain intact after modern buildings were constructed on site, a 
potential that was confirmed through later archaeological excavation works undertaken for the 
development in the area (see previous archaeological investigations section below for further 
detail). The UTS PAD 1 14-28 Ultimo Rd Syd (AHIMS #45-6-2979) indicated the PAD was recorded 
within a vacant lot used temporarily as an open carpark. The registered AHIMS sites that are in 
closest proximity to the study area(AHIMS #45-5-2979 and AHIMS #45-2652), indicate a  high 
potential for natural soil profiles (and hence PAD sites) to also exist within the Powerhouse 
Ultimo boundaries.  

The general distribution of sites from the AHIMS search around the study area are visible in 
Figure 2.1 and Figure 2.2. The relatively even dispersal of sites suggests that Aboriginal 
archaeological sites may exist across the entire Sydney CBD and Pyrmont Peninsula area, 
wherever conditions allow them to survive (i.e. incomplete levels of ground disturbance, along 
the edge of the original sandstone outcrops and geology, along water sources, and where 
natural soil profiles are still present.  

Out of the 66 results from our AHIMS search, 10 of these sites are recorded on AHIMS as having 
been destroyed by previous activities. None of the sites recorded as having been destroyed at 
those close proximity to the study area. It is possible that other site results from this AHIMS 
search have already been subject to harm or have been destroyed under AHIPs or through 
authorised site works and have not been updated in AHIMS.  However, as none of these sites are 
located within the current study area, this is not of a direct concern for this project, and the 
location of all sites, regardless of their current status, will inform the Aboriginal archaeological 
potential assessment for the current study area. 
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Table 2.1:Aboriginal site features referred to in this report 

SITE FEATURE DESCRIPTION/DEFINITION BY OEH 2012 

Aboriginal Resource 
and Gathering 

Related to everyday activities such as food gathering, hunting, or collection and 
manufacture of materials and goods for use or trade. 

Art Site Art is found in shelters, overhangs and across rock formations. Techniques 
include painting, drawing, scratching, carving, engraving, pitting, conjoining, 
abrading and the use of a range of binding agents and natural pigments 
obtained from clays, charcoal, and plants 

Artefact Site (Open 
Camp Sites/artefact 
scatters/isolated 
finds) 

Artefact sites consist of objects such as stone tools, and associated flaked 
material, spears, manuports, grindstones, discarded stone flakes, modified glass 
or shell demonstrating physical evidence of use of the area by Aboriginal people. 

Registered artefact sites can range from isolated finds, to large extensive open 
camp sites and artefact scatters.  Artefacts can be located either on the ground 
surface or in a subsurface archaeological context. 

Burials A traditional or contemporary (post-contact) burial of an Aboriginal person, which 
may occur outside designated cemeteries and may not be marked, e.g. in caves, 
marked by stone cairns, in sand areas, along creek banks etc. 

Grinding Groove Grinding grooves are a groove in a rock surface resulting from manufacture of 
stone tools such as ground edge hatchets and spears, may also include rounded 
depressions resulting from grinding of seeds and grains. 

Modified Tree Trees which show the marks of modification as a result of cutting of bark from 
the trunk for use in the production of shields, canoes, boomerangs, burials 
shrouds, for medicinal purposes, foot holds etc, or alternately intentional carving 
of the heartwood of the tree to form a permanent marker to indicate ceremonial 
use/significance of a nearby area, again these carvings may also act as territorial 
or burial markers. 

Potential 
Archaeological 
Deposit (PAD) 

An area where Aboriginal cultural material such as stone artefacts, hearths, 
middens etc, may be present in a subsurface capacity. 

Shell Midden A shell midden site is an accumulation or deposit of shellfish resulting from 
Aboriginal gathering and consumption of shellfish from marine, estuarine or 
freshwater environments.  A shell midden site may be found in association with 
other objects like stone tools, faunal remains such as fish or mammal bones, 
charcoal, fireplaces/hearths, and occasionally burials.   
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Table 2.2: Results of AHIMS Search 

SITE TYPE NUMBER OF SITES % OF SITES 

Aboriginal Ceremony & Dreaming and Artefact and Shell 2 3.03 

Aboriginal Resource and Gathering 2 3.03 

Art 4 6.06 

Art and Artefact 1 1.52 

Artefact 12 18.18 

Artefact and PAD 2 3.03 

Burial and Aboriginal Ceremony & Dreaming and Artefact 1 1.52 

Grinding Groove 1 1.52 

Hearth and PAD 1 1.52 

Modified Tree 1 1.52 

PAD 26 39.39 

Shell Midden and Artefact 8 12.12 

Shell Midden and Artefact and Art 1 1.52 

Shell Midden and Artefact and PAD 1 1.52 

Shell Midden and Burial 1 1.52 

Shell Midden 1 1.52 

Waterhole 1 1.52 

TOTAL 66 100% 
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Figure 2.1: AHIMS Sites (Source: Curio 2020) 
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Figure 2.2: Close up of study area and surrounding AHIMS sites (Curio 2020) 
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2.3. Environmental Context 

The physical setting of the study area, its natural resources, landforms, and wider landscape 
setting has a significant influence over the nature, location, and form of Aboriginal occupational 
and use patterns through their interactions with the land (tangible values and site). The 
environmental setting of a location can also providing meaningful landscape context for 
understanding intangible Aboriginal heritage values and connection to Country.   

2.3.1. Geology and Soils 

The geology and soils of a locale can provide information for the prediction and modelling of the 
nature and positioning of potential Aboriginal sites, for example, soil types capable of supporting 
vegetation/flora resources of importance to Aboriginal people (and the corresponding faunal 
resources that would utilise the vegetation), may provide clues to indicate Aboriginal use and 
occupation across a landscape. 

The study area sits within the soil landscape of Gymea, underlain by Hawkesbury Sandstone 
(medium to coarse grained quartz sandstone with minor shale and laminate lenses). While the 
study area is wholly on Gymea, the eastern border of the study area aligns approximately with 
the boundary between Gymea, and Deep Creek soil profiles (Figure 2.3). The Deep Creek soil 
profile, which is generally located along the eastern boundary of the study area, was subject to 
land reclamation in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  

The Disturbed Terrain soil profile would have been created through the extensive processes of 
land reclamation that involved the playing of man-made fill (dredged estuarine sand and mud, 
demolition rubble, industrial and household waste) over swamps and estuarine shores along the 
Sydney harbour foreshore. Further detail regarding land reclamation at the current study area is 
discussed in Section 2.3.5 below.  
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Figure 2.3: Soil map of study area and surrounds (Source: Curio 2020)  

2.3.2. Hydrology 

The hydrology of an area plays an important role in identifying not only areas of occupational, 
environmental, and archaeological potential, but also in understanding how deposits at a site are 
formed and/or impacted by hydrology. The effects of hydrology can range from the general 
availability of water in an area, through to flooding events. Hydrology can influence the original 
occupation of a space and associated deposition of cultural material, as well as play a part in 
post-depositional taphonomic processes. 

The study area is located 500m southwest of the southern shore of Darling Harbour. Originally 
known as Cockle Bay, the area has been well documented as being used by Aboriginal people for 
the foraging and consumption of shellfish and other marine faunal resources (Comber 
Consultants 2012). Before land reclamation in the area occurred, the study area was situated 
along the original shoreline of Cockle Bay.  

In addition to being in close proximity to the waters of Darling Harbour, the study area is located 
1.3km southeast from what was known by European settlers as ‘Tinkers Well’, on the north 
western point of the Pyrmont Peninsula. This was a freshwater spring located in a large 
sandstone overhang where water trickled from between the sandstone and collected into a 
natural bowl in the sandstone floor of the overhand (Irish & Goward 2013). Although the shelter 
in which Tinkers Well was destroyed in the early 20th century, the water of the spring itself is still 
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present and accounts from early European settlers relate the use of the area and this spring by 
Aboriginal people into the 19th Century.  

 

Figure 2.4: Hydrology and topography Map (Source: Curio 2020) 

2.3.3. Landscape and Landforms 

Darling Harbour is located in the central area of the Sydney basin, which is generally 
characterised by contrasting sandstone escarpments, and gently undulating shale hills (Herbert 
1983). The study area is located 500m southwest of Darling Harbour and on the eastern edge of 
the Ultimo-Pyrmont Peninsula. The Ultimo-Pyrmont peninsula is oriented approximately north 
west/south-east. Mainly due to sandstone mining, major changes to the topography of the 
peninsula were undertaken prior to detailed mapping of the area. However, it is generally 
understood that the Pyrmont peninsula prior to 1788, generally consisted of sandstone rises and 
outcrops, grading down towards the water on all sides. 

The study area is located on the sandstone topography of the Ultimo-Pyrmont Peninsula in close 
proximity to the original shoreline of Cockle Bay. The approximate location of the study area is 
highlighted in red in Figure 2.5 below. The location of the study area in relation to the original 
topography and landform of the peninsula is shown in Figure 2.6. 
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Figure 2.5: Land Contours of study area and surrounds (Source: Curio 2020) 

 
Figure 2.6: Topography and drainage of the Pyrmont peninsula in 1788. Orange arrow indicating general location of 

study area (Source: Broadbent. J, 2010, Transformations: Ecology of the Pyrmont Peninsula 1788-2008, Sydney. Figure 
3.5: 54)  
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2.3.4. Vegetation and Fauna 

An understanding of the original vegetation of an area provides information about the resources 
that such vegetation would have provided to Aboriginal people in the area, and would have 
influenced how different locations were accessed, used and visited.  Vegetation can itself be a 
direct resource- such as tree bark for canoes, shield etc, or edible plants- or it can be an indirect 
resource, creating habitats for different animals such as possums, birds etc, available for 
hunting. 

Prior to European settlement and subsequent land clearing, the vegetation of the Pyrmont-
Ultimo Peninsula would have generally comprised of low, dry sclerophyll open- woodland along 
ridges and upper slopes, with species commonly present including Red Bloodwood Eucalyptus 
gummifera, Scribbly Gum Eucalyptus haemastoma, Brown Stringybark Eucalyptus capitellata and 
Old Man Banksia Banksia serrata. More sheltered slopes would have commonly supported Black 
Ash Eucalyptus sieberi, Sydney Peppermint Eucalyptus piperita and Sydney Red Gum Angophora 
costata. The understorey of these plant communities would have consisted of a variety of native 
shrubs (Chapman & Murphy 1989). However, the nature of the sandstone peninsula, water 
availability and drainage would have affected the growth of these various floral species.  

While the diversity of flora would have supported a variety of fauna such a kangaroo, wallaby, 
wombat, echidna, flying fox, emus, quolls, various native rats and mice, snakes and lizards, this 
would also have been limited by the extent of the vegetation growth on the sandstone peninsula 
(Tench 1789).  

The Darling Harbour area would have constituted a rich resource zone (both marine and land 
based), including a variety of vegetation, which would have in turn provided a diverse habitat for 
varied fauna, to be utilized by the Aboriginal people inhabiting the area prior to European arrival.  

2.3.5. Modern Land Use and Disturbance 

A summary of the modern development history of the study area, including  its surrounds, 
disturbance and historical development, is discussed in this section in order to establish the 
effect that previous land use may have had on the preservation or destruction of potential 
Aboriginal archaeological remains at this location. 

In summary, the main historical activities specific to the study area that would have impacted 
and/or removed natural soil profiles include: 

 Initial European vegetation and land clearance that began in the early 19th century.  

 Land reclamation activities in Darling Harbour occurred in close proximity to the eastern 
boundary of the study area during the late 19th century possibly altering soil profile in study 
area or surrounds.  

 Two possible quarries within study area from 1844 bounded by Harris, Pyrmont, 
Macarthur and Mary Ann Streets and ceased to operate by at least 1899 (Figure 2.12). 

 Construction of terrace houses (1840s and 1850s) within study area, (Figure 2.12) located 
at: 
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o 554 and 556 Harris Street (located below the Wran Building forecourt) (Figure 
2.11); 

o 519, 521,523 off Harris Street (south of the Boiler House Building);  

o 137 William Henry Street (beneath the Office Building and Engine Hall, Wran 
Building and an area outside of the Office Building). 

 Construction of the Ultimo Tram line along the eastern boundary of the study area in 
1899.  

 Construction of the Ultimo Power Station in the late 19th century and early 20th century 
which would have disturbed natural soil profiles to establish the structural foundations of the 
building, for basements, and installation of services. Buildings constructed during this period 
include the Office Building (1889), Pump House (1899), Harwood Building (1899), Engine Room 
(1899), Ultimo Post office (1901), ‘New’ Boiler House (1902-1905), Turbine Hall (1902) and 
Switch House (1927).  

o Excavation for basements occurred beneath, the Engine Room (3.5m-6.7m 
depth), New Boiler House (6m depth), Turbine Hall (3m depth), and Office 
Building (4m depth) (Figure 2.14 and Figure 2.15) 

 Construction of the Exhibition “Wran” Building in 1988 as part of the redevelopment and 
adaptive reuse of Ultimo Power Station into The Powerhouse Museum would have disturbed 
natural soil profiles to establish structural foundations of the building, excavation for the 
existing basement, and installation of services. The depth of the Wran Building basement is 
approximately 4.5m depth along the western side of the building (Figure 2.14). 

 Other levelling and grading activities for the construction of site features including the 
carpark and the Wran Building forecourt– which would likely have required  cut and fill to 
establish the carpark surface, including some cutting of the natural topsoil (possibly 
disturbing soil profiles below ground surface within the footprint). 

 Ongoing installation of utilities and services across site (trenching for sewer and water 
mains, electric easements etc) throughout all phases of historical use. 



 

ABORIGINAL DUE DILIGENCE ASSESSMENT—POWERHOUSE ULTIMO| CREATE NSW | NOVEMBER 2020 
Curio Projects Pty Ltd 

27 

 

Figure 2.7: Map of Sydney and Suburbs 1855. Smith & Gardiner, Printers and Publishers. Study area location circled in 
red (Source: City of Sydney available from https://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1709399) 

https://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1709399
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Figure 2.8: Plan of 58 allotments, being the second portion of the Pyrmont Estate to be sold at auction by Mr Smart on 
Monday 29 June 1840. Study area outlined in orange (Source: State Library of NSW digital collection) 

 

Figure 2.9: c.1822 showing the site prior to development, mostly swampy landscape surrounding the head of Cockle 
Bay. The approximate located of the study area is indicated in red. (Source: Ashton & Waterson 2000:19)  
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Figure 2.10: c.1867 Watercolour painted by Samuel Elvard, showing the view from Harris Street to Darling Harbour. 
(Source: Dixon Galleries, State Library of NSW, FL3268225) 

 

Figure 2.11: The houses at 554-556 Harris Street on 28 July 1922 with the power house behind, before demolition 
(Source: City of Sydney Archives NSCA CRS 51/992). 
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Figure 2.12: Detail of the Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney,1855-1865, showing a number of timber (grey), stone 
(yellow), brick (pink) and iron (blue) buildings within the study area indicated. Black arrows indicating possible quarry 

locations. (Source: http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-trigonometrical-survey-1855-1865-block-v1/ 
with AMBS additions 2018) 

  

Figure 2.13: Aboriginal archaeological potential within study area. Expected historical archaeology of 1840s and 1850s 
houses (red), high Aboriginal archaeological potential (blue) (Source: AMBS 2018/ Curio 2020) 

 

 

http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-trigonometrical-survey-1855-1865-block-v1/
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Figure 2.14: 1984 MAAS Stage 2 Construction plan. Section 11 faces south and illustrates the basements beneath the 
Wran Building, the Turbine Hall and the Boiler House (left to right).  

 

Figure 2.15: 1984 MAAS Construction plan. Section 14 faces west and pictures the North Annexe, Engine Hall and 
Turbine Hall (left to right). The basement of the Turbine Hall is 3.2m deep.  (Source: AMBS 2018) 

Land Reclamation 
Most of the current shorelines of Sydney Harbour have been subject to land reclamation 
through the removal or filling of mudflats, wetlands, mangroves and saltmarshes.  Land 
reclamation processes include the deposition of fill materials (commonly waste fill or previously 
contaminated sediments) over semi-submerged land, and draining of water from this land, in 
order to enable construction.  Most of the modification of the Sydney shoreline has been 
undertaken for harbour construction, navigation, wharf, and shore development. 

The land reclamation along the southern end of Darling Harbour took place in 1874 (with the 
exception of Darling Island, which was connected to the mainland of the peninsula earlier). 
Further land of reclamation within the head of Cockle Bay was undertaken in 1918.  
demonstrates a summary of the land reclamation across the Sydney estuary, with reclamation 
around the area of study area having taken place after 1854. 

The study area is located in close proximity to the eastern boundary between what would have 
been the original shoreline of the southern end of Daring Harbour (pre-1788), and land 
reclaimed in the late 19th century (Figure 2.8, Figure 2.9).  presents the map of the original 
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shoreline and land reclamation of Darling Harbour. Although the impacts from land reclamation 
occurred adjacent to the study area, it is likely the study area is located enough on the fringes of 
those land modifications to not have too much of an impact on the natural soils within.  
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Figure 2.16: Summary of Land Reclamation across the Sydney Estuary including Darling Harbour. (Source: Birch et al., 2009: Figure 5,35)
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Geotechnical Investigation 
Geotechnical investigations provides ground truthing and further clarification of the nature of 
the sub-surface soil and disturbance present within the study area. A geotechnical investigation 
was undertaken within the study area in 2019, consisting of 11 geotechnical boreholes (Douglas 
Partners 2019), from which an inferred subsurface soil and geological profile has been 
developed for the Powerhouse Ultimo study area (Table 2.3). Generally, Hawkesbury Sandstone 
bedrock is located across the study area at depths between 1.5m-11.8m below the current 
ground level. Investigation works encountered ground water seepage during auguring within 
BH104 at 6m depth and BH105 at 3.80m depth. Any future excavation work at the site extending 
>1m depth, particularly in the south east of the study area, would be expected to encounter 
ground water 

The soil stratigraphy within the study area as identified by geotechnical investigations consists of 
a concrete slab, brick pavers or asphalt surface over gravel, sand or clay fill with sandstone 
boulders (up to 0.25m to 4.5m), overlying silty clay, sandy clay and clay residual soil, over a layer 
of sandstone. Contact was made with sandstone bedrock at varying levels across the study area 
(up to 1.5m to 11m). Silty clay, silty sand and sandy clay alluvial soil was encountered in BH104 
and BH105 only (i.e. in the west of the study area, further down slope towards Darling Harbour).  

BH107 in the northwest of the study area encountered a void immediately underlying the 
concrete slab, likely part of the basement associated with the Power House buildings, that 
continued to at least 3.1m below ground. 

Soil Units 2 and 3 as described by Douglas Partners are considered to be consistent with the 
natural soil profiles of the area.  
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Table 2.3: Douglas Partners, 2019, Report on Geotechnical Investigation, Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct, Table 2 
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Figure 2.17: 2019 Geotechnical Borehole Plan (Source: Douglas Partners: Appendix B)
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2.3.6. Summary of Environmental Context 

The study area is located in close proximity to the original foreshore of Darling Harbour. While 
the area was not developed extensively until the late 1800s (, Figure 2.10), early historical 
accounts provide evidence that extensive use was made of the shell middens that lined the bay 
to provide mortar in lime kilns for civic development programs for the early colony.  

The Ultimo- Pyrmont Peninsula and Darling Harbour would have been a focus for Aboriginal 
occupation and habitation prior to 1788, likely including the current study area. While the study 
area has been historically subject to industrial uses associated with the Ultimo Power Station 
and Ultimo Tram Line, this does not mean that all natural soil profiles (i.e. the soil profiles 
capable of retaining an Aboriginal archaeological signature) have been removed. 
Environmentally, the study area is considered to have potential to retain an Aboriginal 
archaeological signature, supported with the geotechnical investigation of the study area and the 
alluvial/residual soils confirmed to be present (e.g. within BH104, BH106, BH202).  

2.4. Aboriginal Archaeological Context 

Review of relevant previous archaeological work is a highly informative and necessary step in 
identifying the likely nature of the potential archaeology that may be present in a location. The 
investigation of previous work undertaken in the region, on similar sites, and on similar 
landscape or landforms, can inform our understanding of a site by providing a proxy against 
which a newly investigated site can be measured (albeit with caution).  That is to say, 
understanding the archaeological record at a general location can provide us with an indication 
of the nature and level of potential of archaeology that may be present at a site, prior to any 
subsurface investigation.  As archaeology is by its very nature, a destructive discipline, it is 
important to acquire as much information and understanding of a site as possible prior to 
undertaking fieldwork (as once evidence has been excavated, its context is effectively destroyed), 
and also to avoid any unnecessary fieldwork at a site. 

Research into archaeological investigations undertaken in proximity to the current study area 
indicate the types of archaeology that may survive in the area, and the environment that has 
allowed it to survive.  A brief review of several relevant key reports undertaken in proximity to 
and/or including the current study area, has been presented below (Figure 2.18). 

2.4.1. KENS Site, Aboriginal Excavation – Steele 2006 

Aboriginal archaeological assessment and excavation was undertaken by Dominic Steel in 2003, 
of a large Aboriginal campsite, at the site that has come to be known as the KENS site (named for 
the streets which form the general boundaries of this site: Kent, Erskine, Napoleon and Sussex 
Streets).  This Aboriginal campsite was uncovered as a result of the demolition of the present 
building and associated historical archaeological excavation at the site.  Excavation of this site 
recovered around 1000 Aboriginal stone artefacts within buried remnant soil profiles, including 
backed artefact tools, other retouched tools, cores and numerous waste flakes, which have been 
relatively dated to be occupied in the last 3000 years.  In addition, two Aboriginal artefacts 
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manufactured of glass were recovered from this site, demonstrating that the site was occupied 
by Aboriginal people of the area through to the post-contact period. 

2.4.2. Darling Quarter - Comber Consultants 2012 

Comber Consultants undertook a series of Aboriginal archaeological excavations in 2008 and 
2009 for the redevelopment of Darling Quarter (formerly Darling Walk), Darling Harbour (in 
collaboration with Casey & Lowe who undertook the historical archaeological work for the 
project).  The post excavation report for this work was prepared in 2012 . 

The site was located along the original foreshore of Cockle Bay (Darling Harbour).  Aboriginal test 
excavation identified the remains of a shell midden, including Aboriginal stone artefacts on an 
exposed area of bedrock (Area 5 of the excavation) in close proximity to the original shoreline.  
This area was expanded into an open area salvage excavation across the remainder of the 
sandstone outcrop in the south-east of the excavation area and recovered ten Aboriginal stone 
artefacts in association with the midden.  It was determined that Aboriginal people would have 
used this location on the sandstone outcrop to cook and eat the shellfish that had been gathered 
from the surrounding environment.  In addition, soil analyses undertaken as part of the project 
presented evidence of cooking fires in this location. 

Of the ten stone artefacts recovered, all but two of them were manufactured of chert.  There is 
no known local source of this rock type, and therefore the report suggests that the presence of 
this raw material type may have been the result of trading between the local Aboriginal people 
of the Cockle Bay area, and Aboriginal people that lived in the west, near Plumpton Ridge, a 
known source of chert for Western Sydney.  It is also possible that other more local sources of 
chert were present around the Sydney CBD area prior to 1788 that remain unknown to 
archaeologists. 

2.4.3. Wynyard Walk—GML 2015 

GML Heritage undertook Aboriginal archaeological excavation of the Wynyard Walk, West Portal 
site in 2015.  The potential Aboriginal archaeological deposit located at Wynyard Walk was 
assessed to be of moderate to high scientific significance primarily for its educative and research 
potential values.  While disturbance at the site was considered likely, previous excavations in 
close proximity to the site such as the neighbouring KENS site, had illustrated that soil profiles 
capable of bearing archaeological deposits could be preserved in the area.  Aboriginal 
archaeological excavation of this site required a two-staged approach due to the nature of the 
site below previous development and in association with the historical archaeology at the site. 

Archaeolgoical excavation at Wynyard Walk recovered Aboriginal stone artefacts in association 
with the historical archaeology present at the site, as well as within surviving natural soil profiles. 

2.4.4. Sydney International Convention, Exhibition and Entertainment Precinct 
(SICEEP), Aboriginal Archaeological Excavation – Comber Consultants 2015 

Comber Consultants undertook Aboriginal archaeological excavation within the Bayside/Darling 
Central Complex (i.e. the ICC and entertainment precinct) of the SICEEP in Darling Harbour, in 
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late 2013 and early 2014, in collaboration with Casey & Lowe, who undertook the Historical 
Archaeological Excavation. 

Aboriginal excavation within this precinct included investigation within eleven separate open 
areas, identifying (AHIMS #45-5-3217 discussed above): 

 A sequence of middens along the rocky original Darling Harbour foreshore (which could 
potentially be represent one continuous midden distributed along the foreshore), including 
63 Aboriginal artefacts; 

 Excavation of a discrete knapping floor on the edge of a midden from Open Area 2; 

 Excavation of one in situ midden, dated to c300BP, between 1691 and c.1820; 

 Evidence that Aboriginal people were still occupying and using this midden or sequence 
of middens during the early years of European occupation’ and 

 Predominantly silcrete artefacts, drawing the conclusion that it was likely that this 
material was traded with people from west of the harbour on the Cumberland Plain. 

As a large proportion of this excavation took place underneath the (then existing) buildings of 
the former Sydney Entertainment and Exhibition Centres, this excavation successfully 
demonstrated the potential for intact Aboriginal archaeological deposits to be present beneath 
modern buildings and development, regardless of assumed impact. 

2.4.5. SICEEP “Haymarket” Aboriginal Excavations – Comber Consultants 2014 

Two Aboriginal archaeological test excavations were undertaken by Comber Consultants within 
the ‘Haymarket’ area of the SICEEP: within the ‘South West Plot’ (four trenches along the original 
shoreline, in the southwest corner of the lot bounded by Darling Drive in the west and Quay 
Street in the south), and ‘Student Housing’ (a 50m x 6m area between Darling Drive and the light 
rail) (Figure 2.18).  Both these sites were selected for subsurface archaeological excavation due 
to their location within an area that formerly would have contained part of the original foreshore 
of Cockle Bay/Darling Harbour. However, following test excavation, neither site demonstrated 
any evidence of Aboriginal archaeology or occupation. The ‘South West Plot’ was assessed to 
have been previously disturbed by the installation of underground services, while the ‘Student 
Housing’ site simply revealing no remnant evidence of the original shoreline. 
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Figure 2.18: Location of Sites referenced Above (Source: Curio 2020)
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2.5. Archaeological Predictive Model and Potential 

Archaeological predictive modelling integrates information about environmental context, 
previous historical activities and ground disturbance, and known location surrounding sites 
(excavations and registered AHIMS sites), to assess and predict the nature of archaeology that 
may be present within the study area.  

While the eastern boundary of the Powerhouse Ultimo study area is in close proximity to where 
land reclamation occurred in the late 19th century, it is unlikely that reclamation would have 
disturbed the natural soil profiles within the study area, which is located  solely within the Gymea 
soil landscape.   

The study area is located along the original western shoreline of Cockle Bay. The resources 
available in the Pyrmont-Ultimo Peninsula area, such as reliable fresh water sources and seafood 
within the area, would have been attractive to Aboriginal occupation and use of the area. The 
study area is located along the original western shoreline of Cockle Bay. Based on the 
environmental and archaeological context for the study area, Aboriginal archaeological deposits, 
should they be present within or in the vicinity of the current study area, would be most likely to 
consist of PAD sites, stone artefact sites, shell midden sites, or a combination of both. Previous 
Aboriginal archaeological investigations and assessments in the surrounding area demonstrate 
the ability of natural soil profiles to remain intact underneath existing buildings.  

Should an intact Aboriginal archaeological deposit be present within the study area, it would 
likely be of moderate to high archaeological significance for its ability to demonstrate and 
confirm the ability for sites such as this to retain an Aboriginal archaeological signature in an 
area subject to high levels of historical disturbance.  Should isolated Aboriginal artefacts or shell 
middens be present in a disturbed context, these site types would be of limited archaeological 
significance, however would still be protected under the NPW Act 1974, and would likely still be 
of significance to the local Aboriginal community. 

This DD report only includes an assessment of archaeological potential and significance of any 
potential Aboriginal archaeological deposit, and has not to date included consultation with the 
local Aboriginal community, as would be required to determine the cultural and social 
significance of any potential deposit.  An Aboriginal archaeological deposit, should it be present, 
would likely be of high cultural and social significance, however this would require future 
consultation with the local Aboriginal community (i.e. the Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land 
Council) to confirm and expand upon further. 

2.6. Summary of Desktop Assessment 

The study area is located in the south east of the Ultimo-Pyrmont peninsula, directly along the 
original western shoreline of Darling Harbour before land reclamation took place in the late 19th 
century. Named by European settlers as Cockle Bay, while the area was not developed 
extensively until the late 1800s, early historical accounts provide evidence that extensive use was 
made of shell middens that lined the bay to provide mortar in lime kilns for civic development 
programs for the early colony. 
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The study area is adjacent to the original shoreline and reclaimed land (part of extensive land 
reclamation processes that were undertaken across the Sydney estuary in the 1800s to enable 
development of harbours, wharfage, and associated industries). In addition, the study area was 
subject to extensive industrial use from the 1850s following the construction of the rail lines into 
Pyrmont, the development of the Ultimo Power Station and neighbouring industrial services and 
yards.  

For Aboriginal archaeological deposits to be present in situ, they would require the retention of 
natural soil profiles in the area that would be extant from 1788.  There is moderate to high 
potential for natural intact soil profiles to be retained in this area. The soil landscape mapping 
in the region indicates that though the study area is in close proximity to where land reclamation 
took place, the study area is solely within the Gymea soil profile. If industrial development along 
the western shoreline of Darling Harbour from the 1850s to the 1970s has disturbed natural soil 
profiles within the study area, it is likely that only the eastern boundary of the study area would 
have been impacted. 

Numerous archaeological assessments and Aboriginal archaeological excavations in the Sydney 
CBD and Darling Harbour area have demonstrated the potential for Aboriginal archaeological 
deposits to remain in situ, particularly along the original shoreline of Darling Harbour, 
dependent of the level of historical disturbance that the area has been subject to. The presence 
of existing buildings or development at a location, cannot be generally used as a factor to 
confirm that any soils with the potential to retain intact Aboriginal archaeological deposits have 
been highly disturbed or removed. In fact, numerous Aboriginal archaeological excavations have 
demonstrated the ability for in situ Aboriginal archaeological deposits to be present and 
relatively undisturbed beneath existing buildings (Wynyard Walk, SICEEP excavations beneath 
the Convention Centre).  

Based on the environmental and archaeological context for the study area, Aboriginal 
archaeological deposits, should they be present within or in the vicinity of the current study area, 
would be most likely to consist of stone artefact sites, shell midden sites, or a combination of 
both.  

Areas of the Powerhouse Ultimo site that have the highest potential for natural soils to be 
present (and corresponding potential for intact Aboriginal archaeological deposits), are areas 
where the lowest levels of historical development and excavation have been undertaken. These 
areas include beneath the Wran Building forecourt, north of the Wran building in space between 
Wran and the Post Office, south of the Boiler House, south of the Harwood Building, and carpark 
spaces along the eastern boundary of the study area. Although building foundations of early 
houses may be present within some of these areas of higher Aboriginal archaeological potential, 
natural soil deposits are likely to still be present since extensive excavation works have not been 
undertaken for basement construction (Figure 2.10). The presence of existing basements within 
the Engine Room (3.5m-6.7m depth), Boiler House (6m depth), Turbine Hall (3m depth), Office 
Building (4m depth) and Wran Building (4.5m depth) (Figure 2.14, Figure 2.15), indicate that these 
areas are likely to have low Aboriginal archaeological potential, depending on the location of 
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each building and the depth of the basement, in relation to the overall depth of natural soils 
based on landform positioning.  

The Geotechnical Report determined that alluvial soils were present within boreholes BH104 and 
BH202, both of which are located south of the Harwood Building, supporting assessment of   
high potential for intact natural soil profiles to be present in this part of the study area. BH105 
located to the east of the Harwood Building also confirmed the presence of alluvial soils in this 
part of the study area, while boreholes along the eastern boundary of the site generally hit 
concrete within the first metre. No boreholes were completed within the Wran Building forecourt 
area.  

These results further confirm the presence of natural soil profiles beneath existing buildings and 
development across the study area, and therefore the potential for Aboriginal archaeological 
deposits to be present in a sub-surface capacity within the study area.  
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Visual Inspection 
A visual inspection of the site was undertaken by Curio Projects on 15 September 2020, in order 
to gain a better understanding of physical and landform context of the study area. 

The study area is located on the Ultimo-Pyrmont Peninsula and 500m south off the southern 
edge of Darling Harbour. The Wran Building and forecourt can be seen along the western 
boundary of the study area protected by Macarthur Street and Harris Street (Figure 3.1 Northern 
view of the Wran Building, forecourt, and Switch House from Harris Street, Figure 3.2, Figure 3.4). 
As seen in Figure 3.1, there is a moderate slope from Harris Street which continues until the end 
of Macarthur Street. The northern end of the Wran Building abuts the Post Office on the corner 
of Harris Street and Pier Street (Figure 3.5, Figure 3.6). Pier Street curves around the Post Office, 
Office Building and Pump House along the northern boundary of the study area (Figure 3.6, 
Figure 3.7, Figure 3.8). Figure 3.8 and Figure 3.9 displays the New Boiler House building abutting 
the Tram line tracks along the northern border of the study area and Pier Street.  

The study area possesses a popular pedestrian thoroughfare down Macarthur Street through to 
Darling Drive (Figure 3.11, Figure 3.12, Figure 3.13, Figure 3.20). A carpark is found at the end of 
Macarthur Street and continues along the eastern edge of the Harwood Building. The Goods Line 
Park abuts the study area along its eastern boundary after the Tram line and continues south 
beyond the study area (Figure 3.15, Figure 3.16). The southern border of the study area is 
protected by Mary Ann Street, an open courtyard with trees, seating and a carpark area is visible 
to the east of the Harwood Building which is protected by a fence (Figure 3.17, Figure 3.18). 

The Harwood Building abuts a residential area along its western boundary (Figure 3.18, Figure 
3.19) which then connects with Omnibus Lane (Figure 3.14).  

 

  
Figure 3.1 Northern view of the Wran Building, forecourt, 

and Switch House from Harris Street 
Figure 3.2 Northern view of the Wran Building from the 

southern edge of the forecourt 
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Figure 3.3: South western view of the forecourt, Harris 

Street and Macarthur Street 
Figure 3.4: Eastern view of the Wran Building, Switch 

house and forecourt 

  
Figure 3.5: Northern view of the Wran Building with the 

Post Office building in the background 
Figure 3.6: South eastern view of the Post Office, Wran 
Building and Office Building at the corner of Pier and 

Harris Street 

  
Figure 3.7: Western view of the Office Building and Pump 

House along Pier Street 
Figure 3.8: Western view of the Office Building and 

Pump House along Pier Street with the Tram Tracks in 
view along the northern boundary of the Pump House 

building 
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Figure 3.9: Southern view of the Tram line abutting the 

northern boundary of the Pump House  
Figure 3.10: Northern view of the ‘New’ Boiler House, 

Switch House, and Tram line along the northern 
boundary of the study area  

  

Figure 3.11: North western view of the Harwood Building, 
Switch House and carpark from The Good Yards Park 

Figure 3.12: Eastern view of the carpark, pedestrian 
thurofare, Harwood Building and Switch House from 

Macarthur Street 

  
Figure 3.13: Western view of Macarthur Street, Hardwood 

Building, and Switch House from the carpark on 
Macarthur Street 

Figure 3.14: Southern view of Macarthur Street, Omnibus 
Lane and the Hardwood Building 
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Figure 3.15: Southern View of the Harwood Building, The 

Goods Line Park along the northern boundary of the 
study area  

Figure 3.16: North western view of the Harwood Building 
and northern boundary of the study area from The 

Goods Line Park 

  
Figure 3.17: North western view of the southern end of 

the Harwood Building and Mary Ann Street  
Figure 3.18: Northern view of the southern end of the 

Harwood Building abutting a residential area 

  
Figure 3.19: Northern view of the southern end of the 

Harwood Building abutting a residential area 
Figure 3.20: Western view of Macarthur Street, Switch 

House and the Wran Building forecourt from the 
Harwood Building  
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

4.1. Conclusions 

 The Powerhouse Ultimo study area land would have been used, and likely have been of 
significance to Aboriginal people, due to its proximity to food and other resources, as well as 
providing good conditions for camping. 

 The Powerhouse Ultimo study area does not contain any previously registered Aboriginal 
sites. 

 The study area is located along the original western shoreline of Darling Harbour/Cockle 
Bay on the Gymea soil profile.  

 The study area and surrounds were historically an integral part of the industrial use of 
Darling Harbour from the 1850s through to the 1970s and are part of the Ultimo Power 
Station and Ultimo Tram line. 

 The study area is located wholly across the soil profile of ‘Gymea’ soil landscape profile 
and is unlikely to have been significantly disturbed by land reclamation works to Darling 
Harbour/Cockle Bay in the late 19th century.  

 Due to the lack of development in the Ultimo area until quite late in the 1880s, there is 
still potential for Aboriginal sites to exist within the study area, within discrete pockets of 
natural soil profiles and/or mixed in with contact, or post- European contact sites. Such 
resources may exist either within a stratified context or imported as un-stratified fill.  

 Areas of the study area with higher levels of potential for Aboriginal archaeological 
deposits to be present include: within the Harwood building south courtyard; Wran Building 
forecourt; north of Wran Building between the Wran Building and the Ultimo Post Office; and 
south of the Boiler House.  

 Areas of low to moderate potential include the Ultimo Power Station, Wran Building and 
the Harwood Building 

 Locations with deep existing basements (i.e. beneath the Engine Room, New Boiler 
House, Turbine Hall, Office Building, and Wran Building, are likely to have low Aboriginal 
archaeological potential resulting from significant excavation works into natural soils. 
Although this depends on the location and depth of each basement, in relation to the overall 
depth of natural soils- which can vary with landform positioning. 

 Where previous historical development has occurred without significant basement 
excavation (e.g. areas with potential for historical archaeology in the Wran Building forecourt 
and at the southern end of the Harwood Building), Aboriginal archaeological deposits still 
have potential to be present within natural soil profiles (and in disturbed context within 
historical archaeological deposits, regardless of the context of pre-existing structures.  



 

ABORIGINAL DUE DILIGENCE ASSESSMENT—POWERHOUSE ULTIMO| CREATE NSW | NOVEMBER 2020 
Curio Projects Pty Ltd 

49 

 Previous Aboriginal archaeological assessments and excavations in the area have 
constantly demonstrated the ability for natural soil profiles to remain intact beneath existing 
buildings.  

Overall, this Due Diligence Heritage Assessment for the Powerhouse Ultimo site has found there 
to be moderate to high potential for in situ Aboriginal archaeological deposits to be present 
within the study area, where natural soil profiles remain intact, 

Therefore, any future ground-disturbing activities that have potential to impact to a depth of the 
natural soil profiles across the study area, will have potential to impact Aboriginal archaeology, 
and therefore will require management and mitigation. Key management recommendations are 
summarised in the following section. 

4.2. Recommendations 

 Future development works at the Powerhouse Ultimo study area will require the 
preparation of an Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Assessment Report (ACHAR), prepared in 
accordance with relevant Heritage NSW statutory guidelines. 

 Any ground disturbing works with potential to encounter/impact natural soils profiles will 
require further Aboriginal archaeological assessment and possible test excavation, either 
under a Section 90 AHIP under the NPW Act, or as part of an approved ACHAR (including test 
excavation strategy/research design) as part of an SSD Approval. 

 Any substantial excavation works proposed for the site are likely to require Aboriginal 
archaeological test excavation to further investigate and confirm the nature of Aboriginal 
archaeological potential within the Powerhouse Ultimo study area. 

 While Aboriginal archaeological test excavation is usually possible at a site without an 
AHIP (if undertaken in accordance with the provisions of statutory guidelines Code of Practice 
for Archaeological Investigation of Aboriginal Object in NSW 2010 (the Code of Practice)), this will 
not be possible for the Powerhouse Ultimo study area, due to the nature of the site as a 
developed urban site that also has potential for historical archaeology to be present. 
Therefore, any future Aboriginal archaeological test excavation at the study area would either 
require approval under a Section 90 AHIP, or under an approved SSDA. 

o Should development consent for future works be sought under the SSD 
provisions of the EP&A Act (which switches off the need for an AHIP once SSD 
Approval has been granted), any proposed Aboriginal archaeological 
investigation works should be guided by the research, design and methodology 
developed in an ACHAR, to be submitted as supporting documentation with any 
SSD Application.  

 It is important to note that while an approval of project as SSD removes the requirement 
for an AHIP under Section 90 of the NPW Act for a project, this is only the case once an SSD 
project has been determined and granted consent. Provision of SEARs for a project is not 
sufficient to remove the provisions of the NPW Act, therefore any early or investigative works 
proposed prior to SSD Approval, will remain subject to the provisions of the NPW Act (i.e. will 
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require an approved AHIP for any activities likely to encounter/impact natural soil/ areas of 
Aboriginal archaeological potential). 

 A process of Aboriginal community consultation should be initiated for the Powerhouse 
Ultimo site in order to seek information regarding the social and cultural values of the study 
area, as well as in order to engage the local Aboriginal community in any proposed program 
of Aboriginal archaeological excavation/mitigation at the site. Consultation should particularly 
include the Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land Council (MLALC), as well as in be undertaken 
accordance with the requirements of statutory guidelines Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Consultation Requirements for Proponents 2010. 
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APPENDIX A—Extensive AHIMS Search Results 



Site ID Datum Zone Easting Northing Context Site status Primary contact Site features Site types Recorders Reports Permits Longitude GDA94 Latitude GDA94
45-6-2597 AGD 56 333469 6247920 Open site Valid Shell : -, Artefact : - Midden Mr.D Coe 102494,102763,102765 151.20 -33.89
45-6-2382 AGD 56 333100 6252480 Closed sitValid Artefact : -, Shell : -, Aboriginal Ceremony and DKlim Gollan 151.20 -33.85
45-6-2278 GDA 56 330433 6250467 Closed sitValid Shell : -, Artefact : -, PotShelter with Midden Michael Guider,Extent H102201 151.17 -33.87
45-6-2299 GDA 56 334612 6251612 Open site Valid Burial : -, Aboriginal CerBurial/s,Historic Place Michael Guider,Watkin T102494,102763,102765 4552 151.21 -33.86
45-6-0519 AGD 56 333600 6252200 Open site Valid Artefact : - Open Camp Site R Lampert 808 151.20 -33.86
45-6-0283 AGD 56 329760 6251360 Closed sitValid Shell : -, Artefact : - Shelter with Midden Val Attenbrow 151.16 -33.86
45-6-1900 AGD 56 330800 6252420 Open site Valid Shell : -, Artefact : - Midden Michael Guider 151.17 -33.85
45-6-1481 AGD 56 329902 6251129 Open site Valid Shell : -, Artefact : - Midden Val Attenbrow,Michael Guider 151.16 -33.86
45-6-0647 AGD 56 336273 6247961 Open site Valid Art (Pigment or EngraveRock Engraving ASRSYS 151.23 -33.89
45-6-2580 AGD 56 335070 6250410 Open site Valid Artefact : - Open Camp Site Helen Brayshaw 102494,102763,102765 894,902,903 151.22 -33.87
45-6-2581 GDA 56 334223 6251138 Open site Valid Artefact : - Open Camp Site Dominic Steele Archaeo97963,102494,102763,1918 151.21 -33.87
45-6-1939 GDA 56 333640 6252227 Open site Destroyed Art (Pigment or EngraveRock Engraving Michael Guider 102763 151.20 -33.86
45-6-1615 AGD 56 334800 6252100 Open site Destroyed Shell : -, Artefact : - Midden ASRSYS 102763 151.22 -33.86
45-6-1957 AGD 56 333010 6252710 Closed sitValid Shell : -, Artefact : - Shelter with Midden Michael Guider 151.20 -33.85
45-6-1809 AGD 56 331380 6252700 Closed sitValid Shell : -, Artefact : -, Art Midden,Shelter with Art Michael Guider 151.18 -33.85
45-6-1853 AGD 56 333950 6251600 Open site Valid Shell : -, Artefact : - Midden Val Attenbrow,Andrew R102763 151.21 -33.86
45-6-0030 GDA 56 334345 6252534 Open site Destroyed Art (Pigment or EngraveRock Engraving Michael Guider 151.21 -33.85
45-6-2629 AGD 56 333060 6249100 Open site Valid Artefact : - Dominic Steele Archaeo102494,102763,102765 1299 151.20 -33.88
45-6-2637 AGD 56 333860 6249880 Open site Valid Artefact : - Dominic Steele Archaeo98238,102494,102763,11369 151.20 -33.88
45-6-2651 AGD 56 334800 6250220 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Mr.Neville Baker 102494,102763,102765 1589,1670 151.21 -33.87
45-6-2647 AGD 56 333750 6250785 Open site Valid Artefact : -, Potential Archaeological Deposit (PADominic Steele Archaeo99857,100494,102494,11428,1700 151.20 -33.87
45-6-2652 GDA 56 333419 6249969 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Jim Wheeler,Mr.Matthew102494,102763,102765 1598 151.20 -33.88
45-6-0811 AGD 56 333150 6252650 Open site Valid Artefact : -, Shell : - Midden,Open Camp SiteElizabeth Rich 151.20 -33.85
45-6-2676 AGD 56 331100 6249100 Closed sitValid Art (Pigment or Engraved) : 2, Artefact : 5 Michael Guider 102142,102763 151.17 -33.88
45-6-2666 GDA 56 333200 6249602 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Dominic Steele Archaeo102494,102763,102765 1738 151.20 -33.88
45-6-2663 GDA 56 333199 6249418 Open site Valid Artefact : -, Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAMary Dallas Consulting 102494,102763,102765 1719 151.20 -33.88
45-6-2680 AGD 56 333150 6249000 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Jim Wheeler 102142,102494,102763 1854 151.20 -33.88
45-6-2687 AGD 56 334950 6250300 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Dominic Steele Archaeo102494,102763,102765 2017 151.22 -33.87
45-6-2742 AGD 56 333926 6251461 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Jim Wheeler 102763 2143,2342,2766 151.21 -33.86
45-6-2745 AGD 56 332350 6248740 Open site Valid Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Doctor.Jo McDonald 102201,102494,102763 2153,2320,2443 151.19 -33.89
45-6-2783 AGD 56 334900 6251030 Open site Valid T Russell Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Haglund and Associates102494,102763,102765 2364 151.22 -33.87
45-6-2767 AGD 56 332680 6248680 Open site Valid T Russell Aboriginal Resource and Gathering : 1 Bill Lord 102494,102763,102765 151.19 -33.89
45-6-2796 AGD 56 334100 6251050 Open site Valid T Russell Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Mr.Dominic Steele 102494,102763,102765 2415 151.21 -33.87
45-6-2822 AGD 56 332750 6248550 Open site Valid Artefact : - Jo McDonald Cultural H 100302,102494,102763 2554 151.19 -33.89
45-6-2838 AGD 56 334080 6250670 Open site Not a Site Potential Archaeological Deposit (PAD) : - Doctor.Tim Owen 102494,102763,102765 2654 151.21 -33.87
45-6-2934 GDA 56 335595 6251900 Closed sitValid Art (Pigment or Engraved) : - Michael Guider,Mr.Paul 102763 151.22 -33.86
45-6-2935 GDA 56 335555 6252020 Open site Valid Shell : 6 Michael Guider,Mr.Paul Irish 151.22 -33.86
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Executive Summary 

AMBS Ecology & Heritage (AMBS) has been commissioned by Tanner Kibble Denton Architects 
(TKD Architects), to prepare an Archaeological Assessment for the Ultimo Creative Industries 
Precinct (UCIP) (Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences’ [MAAS] Powerhouse Museum site). 
 
This assessment has identified that the survival and integrity of the archaeological resources in 
the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct are likely to be variable. 
 
Construction of the Ultimo Power House and replacement of the Sydney Tramway and Omnibus 
Company (STOC) stables by the Tram Depot for stabling electric trams in 1899 will have 
completely altered the local landform having had a significant impact on the underlying 
archaeology. However, archaeological resources associated with 1840s and later houses, if 
present with good integrity across the northern and southern areas of the precinct would have 
the potential to contribute to an understanding of the development and social interactions 
within a discrete group of early houses. Analysis of previous archaeological excavations 
undertaken within the vicinity of the UCIP Precinct, particularly the adjacent Bullecourt Place 
and 14-28 Ultimo Road (UTS) sites, indicates that the archaeological resource in the study area 
has the potential to contribute to research themes associated with the development of Sydney’s 
urban environment from the early to mid-nineteenth century 
 
If present with good integrity, the archaeological resources within the footprint of the Ultimo 
Creative Industries Precinct have been assessed as having local and may meet the requirements 
for state significance and as such should be managed in accordance with the requirements of 
the Heritage Act 1977.  
 
It is understood that concepts for the future use and configuration of the Precinct are at an early 
stage and that there are no proposals to excavate beneath the current ground or basement 
levels with the exception of the Harris Street south site. Retention of archaeological resources 
in situ where it can contribute to future, new research questions, is the preferred management 
strategy 
 
However, should excavation ultimately be required within any of the areas identified as being 
archaeologically sensitive, an application for an Excavation Permit under Section 140 of the 
Heritage Act 1977 must be lodged with the Heritage Council of NSW. The application will need 
to include a Research Design which includes the information contained in this report as well as 
detailed research questions, excavation methodology and excavation director, who will comply 
with the Heritage Council Excavation Director Assessment Criteria for a state significant historical 
archaeological site 
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1 Introduction 

AMBS Ecology & Heritage (AMBS) has been commissioned by Tanner Kibble Denton Architects (TKD 
Architects), to prepare an Archaeological Assessment for the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct 
(Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences’ [MAAS] Powerhouse Museum site). 
 
In April 2018, the NSW Government announced that the MAAS Powerhouse Museum was to be 
relocated from Ultimo to Parramatta. The Government also approved retention of a cultural 
presence at the Powerhouse Museum site, to include a fashion and design museum showcasing 
the MAAS collection; and a 1,500 seat Broadway-style (Lyric) theatre to feature major international 
musicals, performances, film, music, festivals and touring shows, to be built and run by the private 
sector.  

1.1 Site Description 

The site is bounded by Harris Street, Omnibus Lane and a large residential apartment block at 82 
Mary Ann Street to the west; the William Henry Street Bridge to the north; The Goods Line to the 
east; and Mary Ann Street to the south. The site has combined the following earlier sites: 

• Ultimo Post Office (Lot 1 DP 770031) on the corner of Harris Street and William Henry 
Street; 

• Ultimo Power House (Lot 1 DP 631345), adjacent to the Darling Harbour Goods Line, 
between the William Henry Street Bridge and MacArthur Street; 

• Warehouse buildings (Lot 1 DP 781732) on Harris Street between the Ultimo Post Office 
and MacArthur Street; and 

• Ultimo Tram Depot (Lot 3 DP 216854), adjacent to the Darling Harbour Goods Line, 
between MacArthur Street and Mary Ann Street (Figure 1.1). 

 
There is up to nine metres difference in the ground level between Harris Street and the Darling 
Harbour Goods Line, with the existing buildings cut into the slope to form several different floor 
levels and platforms throughout the site. 

1.2 Statutory Controls 

The site is within the City of Sydney Local Government Area (LGA). The former Ultimo Power House, 
the former Ultimo Post Office and the vault of the Wran building are identified as local heritage 
items in Schedule 5 of Sydney Local Environmental Plan (LEP) 2012. The Ultimo Post Office is also 
listed on the State Heritage Register (SHR Item#00502). 
 
There are no identified historical archaeological items or sites within the Ultimo Creative Industries 
Precinct footprint on the LEP or the SHR. 

1.3 Methodology & Authorship 

This report is consistent with the principles and guidelines of the Burra Charter: The Australia 
ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance 2013. It has been prepared in accordance with 
current best-practice guidelines as identified in the NSW Heritage Manual (1996), published by the 
Heritage Office and Department of Urban Affairs and Planning (now the Heritage Division, Office 
of Environment and Heritage), and associated supplementary publications in particular Assessing 
Significance for Historical Archaeological Sites and ‘Relics’ (2009).  
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The report has been prepared by Jennie Lindbergh, AMBS Director Historic Heritage with assistance 
and input by Victoria Cottle AMBS Heritage Consultant and Jenna Weston, Heritage Consultant. 
The report has been reviewed by Lian Flannery, AMBS Senior Heritage Consultant.  
 

 

Figure 1.1 The Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct within its local environment 
(https://maps.six.nsw.gov.au/). 
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2 Historic Context 

From its humble beginnings as the inaccessible, inhospitable, swampy, stony headland 
neighbouring the settlement of Sydney Cove, in 220 years the Pyrmont-Ultimo peninsula has seen 
wide scale environmental transformation and periods of great social, cultural and economic 
change. It developed from unmodified bushland to pockets of small-scale subsistence agriculture, 
before developing during the nineteenth century into a patchwork of industrial, commercial and 
residential pursuits (Godden Mackay Pty Ltd [Godden Mackay] 1993:31). 

2.1 Early Land Grants 

Prior to European development, the area surrounding Cockle Bay (later Blackwattle Bay) was 
reportedly swamp-like and marshy with fertile alluvial soil, and was punctuated by multiple small 
freshwater creeks that attracted waterfowl and other game (Steele 2012:18). Aboriginal 
inhabitants probably maintained a mixed food economy based on resources from the waters 
surrounding the peninsula, on hunting terrestrial animals and on collecting and processing plant 
materials. Although a smallpox epidemic was partially responsible for the loss of approximately 
half of Port Jackson’s Indigenous population in 1789, the Pyrmont peninsula continued to sustain 
Aboriginal populations well into the early nineteenth century. By the mid-1830s, European activity 
on the peninsula began driving Aboriginal inhabitants further south to camp in Ultimo and 
particularly in the partially cleared landscapes of John Harris’ land grants surrounding Ultimo 
Estate. Cockles were reportedly still being harvested from Blackwattle Bay in the middle of the 
nineteenth century (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:24). However, the area had been largely cleared of 
native vegetation and was becoming increasingly polluted and silted up as a result of European 
settlement. By the 1850s, the traditional food sources of Aboriginal people had disappeared and 
the landscape was transformed. 
 
The first land grants on the Pyrmont-Ultimo peninsula were made by Lieutenant Governor Francis 
Grose on 10 December 1794. On the western bank of Cockle Bay (later Darling Harbour) 24 acres 
were granted to John Malone, and an adjacent 18 acres granted to William Mitchell. In 1795, 55 
acres in the north-eastern portion of the peninsula were granted to Private Thomas Jones of the 
NSW Corp. These grants were reputedly common in the years 1792-1795 when the colony was 
headed by Corps officers, who handed out small parcels of land to lesser officers to supplement 
their meagre pay (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:13). Such land parcels were granted on the condition 
that grantees build on and reside within, as well as cultivate and improve, their land. However, 
these conditions were not met and deed titles often transferred between hands. In many cases 
these lands were initially sub-let as market gardens for a nominal fee. It is also clear that the land 
around the Cockle Bay head remained swampy.  

2.1.1 Macarthur Estate 

Jones sold his grant on the tip of the peninsula, known as Jones’ Farm, to Sergeant Obadiah Ikin in 
1796, who later sold it to John Macarthur, reportedly, for £10 worth of rum. It later became known 
as the Pyrmont Estate, and was eventually exploited for its natural resources and as an industrial 
site. The estate was substantially logged from 1807, and the timber sold as firewood and building 
material to the inhabitants of Sydney. Macarthur also established a salt works and manufactured 
salt, constructed a post windmill on Pyrmont Point between 1807 and 1808, and used local 
Pyrmont stone to build a mill for grinding grain on the junctions of Church, Mill and Point Streets 
(Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:15). This mill continued to operate despite Macarthur being exiled to 
London for his role in the Rum Rebellion. Customers brought their grain across Cockle Bay by boat, 
briefly drawing the headland into commercial activity (Casey & Lowe 2010:19). The mill was unable 
to compete with Dickson’s and Barker’s more efficient steam-powered mills across the harbour, 
and so it became neglected. Later, Macarthur had also planned to build a large stone mansion in 
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Pyrmont from local stone, but although the stone was quarried no such dwelling eventuated (Casey 
& Lowe 2010:19). Instead the stone was transported to Parramatta, and Macarthur’s seemingly 
grand visions for the Pyrmont peninsula were abandoned. 
 
With the death of John Macarthur in 1834 the estate passed to his son, Edward, who made plans 
to subdivide the land into villa-sized residential lots with spaces devoted for a church, harbour 
fortifications and a wharf. A vision to create a middle-class suburb dictated Macarthur’s 
requirement that each allotment have only one house on it (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:25). Given 
the lack of investment in Edward Macarthur’s first attempts at subdivision, the plans were deemed 
unsuitable and a second allotment plan was drawn up in 1839. The Macarthur Estate was sold by 
auction in December 1839 and July 1840 (Figure 2.1), of which just over two thirds were 
successfully sold (Broadbent 2010:435). By 1843, most lots south of John Street and some to the 
north had been sold or leased and developed for residential use, whilst others were further 
subdivided or consolidated, developed and auctioned. John William Russell, a shipbuilder, 
purchased two lots fronting Pyrmont Bay and constructed a shipyard, whilst shipbuilder Thomas 
Chowne leased lots fronting Johnstons Bay. The sale of Macarthur’s Pyrmont Estate continued in 
the 1850s and 1860s, but the process of urbanisation up to this point was slow. 
 

    

Figure 2.1 Plan of 58 allotments, being the second portion of the Pyrmont Estate to be sold at auction by 
Mr Smart on Monday 29 June 1840. There are no buildings indicated within the study area, approximate 
location indicated (Source: State Library of NSW digital collection). 

2.1.2 The Ultimo Estate 

In 1803, Surgeon John Harris of the NSW Corps was conditionally granted a 35 acre portion of land 
at the base of the Pyrmont peninsula between the Church Land [Glebe] and the ground used as a 
brickfield which he named the Ultimo Estate (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:17). As one of the few 
grantees to observe the conditions of their grant, Harris cleared and cultivated portions of the land 
and in 1804, constructed Ultimo House a two storey Georgian mansion with a wide veranda on a 
sandstone ridge overlooking Blackwattle Creek and Cockle Bay (Broadbent 2010:14). In 1806 Harris 
was granted a further 9¼ acres between his estate and Parramatta Road, along with a 135 acre 
grant in the north-western corner of the Pyrmont peninsula. Harris also purchased the farms 
originally granted to John Malone and William Mitchell; and when Harris was granted 12¾ acres 
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between George Street and the head of Cockle Bay he effectively acquired the whole peninsula 
except for Macarthur’s estate. 
 
At the time of his death in 1838, Harris had no children and had predeceased his wife, Eliza 
(Matthews 1982:14). Harris’ will stipulated that the Ultimo Estate and surrounding properties were 
to be divided equally and bequeathed to his brothers George and William Harris, who were to 
collect rent and manage properties from tenants (Casey & Lowe 2000:44). Following the deaths of 
George and William, the estate was bequeathed to John Harris, son of George Harris, and John 
Harris, son of William Harris, together with their descendants. To facilitate division Harris’ estate 
was divided into 70 lots, for which each John Harris received 35 lots. Lots were then allotted by 
ballot to each of the family members (Godden Mackay 1994:16). From the 1860s, both sides of the 
family set about the rapid development of their lands, and in 1874, the eldest son George Harris 
told a parliamentary enquiry that they had laid out £20,000 in buildings and [had] not a vacant 
house on the estate (Broadbent 2010:439). Despite these developments, the Ultimo Estate was still 
considered largely rural at this time.  
 
However, it would appear that, at least initially, John Harris’ estate was not intensively cleared. 
The land surrounding Ultimo House was gradually cleared and utilised as a deer park and for 
grazing sheep and cattle (Godden Mackay 1994:15). A sketch of the Ultimo Estate by Edward 
Mason shows Ultimo House and Cottage looking northwest towards the tip of the Pyrmont 
peninsula (Figure 2.2). The land surrounding Ultimo House has been cleared to imitate English 
parkland with sparsely planted trees up to the foot of Cockle Bay. In the foreground between 
Macarthur’s windmill and Ultimo Cottage dense forest can be seen. It was reported that Harris 
intentionally retained native vegetation to provide ground coverage for deer and guinea-fowl, 
thereby enhancing the hunt (Broadbent 2010:393).  
 
In 1814, the colonial architect Francis Greenway was commissioned to extend Ultimo House, 
creating a semi-circular hall with a spiralling stone staircase and a central dome to let in natural 
light. John and his wife Eliza resided in Ultimo House until 1821 when they moved to Shane’s Park 
at South Creek, near St Marys. When visiting Sydney, Harris stayed in the neighbouring Ultimo 
Cottage, but otherwise the dwellings and their gardens were leased to tenants. Little is known 
about the precise location and frequency of occupation areas on the Ultimo Estate between the 
1820s and 1830s. 
 

 

Figure 2.2 Ultimo Place, with Cockle Bay by Edward Mason, c. 1821-1823, with MacArthur’s windmill in 
the background (Source: State Library of NSW, Manuscript Collection, PXC 459, a1080067). 
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2.1.3 Early Development 

On the whole, very little information has been recorded in respect to those portions of Harris’ 
estate to the east of Harris Street. It is likely that the Harris family was not attracted to this portion 
of the estate because of the low-lying natural topography and the unsuitability of the marshy land 
for development (Godden Mackay 1994:41). Furthermore, the head of Darling Harbour was 
reportedly becoming silted up and water from nearby creeks travelled slowly into the harbour or 
remained stagnant. Rubbish, including waste from the surrounding industries, could not be carried 
away and so the area became known as a ‘noxious swamp’ (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:35, 42). A 
series of creeks across the area formed a delta of swampy land around which the study area was 
situated. Fitzgerald & Golder speculate that visitors to Ultimo House could chance the drive that 
skirted the swamp north of Ultimo Road (1994:20). This landscape would remain unchanged at 
least until the late 1830s. A survey of the Ultimo Estate in 1837 shows the extent of the swampy 
wetland at the head of Cockle Bay, as well as areas of land use and some building locations (Figure 
2.3). Also illustrated are multiple tracts of land that were functioning as gardens, as well as a brick 
ground. A hut, two stables and five other unidentified buildings are represented, yet the study area 
appears to have been undeveloped at this time. Harris Street was present by around 1836 
(Broadbent 2010:399). 
 
In 1837, ‘upwards of 1,000,000 cubic feet of material’ was cut from Brickfield Hill and dumped at 
the head of Cockle Bay, when stone, large quantities of silt, refuse, mud and clay dredged from the 
harbour or excavated from around the foreshores and from higher blocks were used as fill 
(Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:26; Godden Mackay 1993:44). Swampy land at the south-west 
headwaters of the harbour was reclaimed by the 1840s and Dickson’s Mill pond, to the south-east 
was infilled by 1855. These actions altered the shoreline to create a reasonably level yet 
undeveloped site; however, apparently the underlying ground water continued to percolate up 
through the fill (Godden Mackay 1993:41). However, it seems that the study area may have 
remained unreclaimed swampland. This is suggested by the late date of reclamation of the block 
to the south of the study area which was not reclaimed until 1884 (Australian Museum Consulting 
2015:24). 
 
In addition, in September 1853, the Government proclaimed the Darling Harbour Goods Line, to 
transport goods between the harbour and the Central markets, and approved the resumption of 
land provided neighbouring landowners were adequately compensated (Figure 2.4). In all 15 acres 
3 roods and 39 perches were acquired, of which about 7½ acres of land was acquired from the 
Ultimo Estate. However, the line divided the peninsula and largely alienated the Darling Harbour 
shoreline from Harris Street. Streets were dissected and effectively cut off from the waterfront. 
Those properties within the footprint of the Line were resumed, and its construction also had a 
detrimental effect on adjacent properties. That the embankment was constructed without 
retaining walls, proved to not only cause problems with washdown of soils, it was also something 
of a scandal (Broadbent 2010:503). Construction of the embankment required massive amounts 
of soil which was largely derived from the construction of the Sydney to Parramatta Railway, but a 
Select Committee investigation of 1864 was told that it seemed all to waste in the water (ibid). 
During wet weather, the lands adjacent to the goods line were awash with run-off and soils, which 
also clogged culverts, compounding the problem for adjacent lands. The dispute between the 
railway and Harris for compensation for his land was resolved when Harris was paid £25,000 and 
granted a portion of land that had recently been reclaimed between the railway and Hay Street. 
This land is identified as part of a wholesale reclamation undertaken in 1860s at the head of Darling 
Harbour (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:40-41). There is however, no evidence to suggest that Harris 
was inspired to similarly improve the lands of his estate (see Section 3.1 below).  
 
Despite the neatly subdivided allotments along the north side of the Parramatta Road and at the 
northern end of the peninsula, the Ultimo Estate does not appear to have been systematically 
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subdivided and urbanised (see for example Figure 2.1 above). Instead, Harris leased the arable and 
fertile tracts of land around the headwaters of Darling Harbour, Blackwattle Bay and other 
unspecified areas within the estate to tenant farmers (Godden Mackay 1994:15). The Phillip Ward 
Rate Assessment Book of 1845 lists 54 one and two room huts dotted all over Harris’ estate in 
‘Ultimo’, of which, the majority were constructed by the tenants from fairly primitive materials 
(wood, slab, wattle and daub with bark or shingled roofs), and while some tenants conducted small 
scale enterprises from their allotments, the majority gleaned subsistence living from the animals 
and garden plots around their homes (1994:15). 
 
Unfortunately, most of the allotments are not depicted in historic plans and their precise locations 
are difficult to identify. It is therefore difficult to gauge from historic sources whether the site was 
occupied by tenant farmers before the 1840s; however, the Phillip Ward Rate Assessment Book of 
1845 does identify that Thomas Halloran lived in a wattle hut with a detached room, on an acre of 
ground in Ultimo owned by John Harris. Council Rates Assessment Books and Sands Directory 
entries from later years seem to identify that Thomas Halloran/ O’Halloran/O’Hallaran (or Mrs 
Margaret O’Hallaron) lived in the study area, between Harris, William Henry, Macarthur and 
Pyrmont Streets (the latter formerly extended along the western side of the Darling Harbour 
railway/goods line). In 1855, the Rates Assessment notes his property as including a cornfield, with 
the house having been upgraded to plaster. Council Rates Assessment Books and Sands Directory 
entries also indicate that John Gorman lived within the study area from at least 1855, the stone 
house and grounds being owned by Mrs Harris (as was Halloran’s by this time). Later Sands 
Directory entries identify Gorman as a dairyman, and Mrs O’Halloran as having a dairy, so the area 
seems to have remained largely rural. Further, on 21 April 1855 all vacant land in the Ultimo Estate 
was leased to Thomas Cardwell for the sum of £1 per week, to graze cattle (Godden Mackay 
1994:15). 
 
The locations of these structures seem to roughly correspond to the six structures indicated 
standing on irregular shaped allotments on the c.1853 and 1865 maps (Figure 2.5). The 1865 
Trigonometric survey map shows a timber bridge or culvert carrying the Darling Harbour Goods 
Line over the watercourse and that William Henry, Macarthur, Mary Ann and Systrum Streets and 
Omnibus Lane had not been formed. The 1880 Sands Directory indicates that Mary Ann and 
Macarthur Streets remain unformed between Harris Street and Pyrmont Street/the goods line until 
after 1880.  
 
The 1865 Trigonometrical Survey map also indicates areas of possible quarrying (Figure 2.5 refer 
also to Figure 2.11 below). Low’s Directory of 1844 refers to the Ultimo Quarries, with at least one 
known quarrymaster, John Cowsley, which seems to confirm that the earliest quarry on the 
peninsula may have been on the Ultimo Estate (Broadbent 2010:409, 411). Broadbent suggests 
that it is likely that there were at least two, if not more, quarries on the Harris Estate in 1854 to 
provide ballast for the Darling Harbour goods line. In particular, there was a quarry bounded by 
Harris, Pyrmont, Macarthur and Mary Ann Streets, and had obviously ceased to operate at least by 
1899 when the Power Station was constructed (Broadbent 2010:412, 413). The quarry is not 
indicated in Sands Directories nor Rates Assessment Books, nor are any of the tenants occupying 
adjacent housing identified as having any association with the quarry.  
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Figure 2.3 Detail from the Plan of the Town and Suburbs of Sydney August 1822 showing the swampy 
landscape around the head of Cockle Bay. The sand flats at the head of the bay are described as Dry at low 
tide. The approximate location of the study area is boxed in black (Source: Ashton & Waterson 2000:19). 

 

Figure 2.4 Detail of a c.1853 plan showing the area that was resumed for the Darling Harbour goods line 
with buildings within the study area, which comprises parts of Lots 16, 17, 18 and 19. The likely line of the 
quarry is arrowed (Source: State Records Authority of NSW, AO Map 6381). 
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Figure 2.5 Detail of the Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney, 1855-1865, showing a number of timber (grey), 
stone (yellow), brick (pink) and iron (blue) buildings within the approximate location of the study area as 
indicated. Possible quarry is arrowed (Source: http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-
trigonometrical-survey-1855-1865-block-v1/). 

2.2 Block U3: William Henry – Macarthur Streets  

The northern block, between William Henry and Macarthur Streets is later occupied by the Ultimo 
Power Station is identified on the Sydney Water plans as U3, while the southern block to Mary Ann 
Street, later occupied by the Ultimo Tram Depot as V3. 
 
The sparse scatter of cottages between the goods line and Harris Street continue into the later 
nineteenth century. It seems that the land to the west of the goods line remained largely isolated 
and undeveloped, whilst lands to the east of the line became increasingly industrialised (Figure 
2.6). Although water had been reticulated through most of Sydney by the 1860s, water was not 
reticulated to this area until later. Development to the north of Jones Street was thriving, likely as 
a result of council’s decision to lay a main along Harris Street to Pyrmont. However, only some of 
John Harris’ tenants on Harris Street were connected and residents living off Harris Street in poor 
circumstances were denied connection (Figure 2.7), (Fitzgerald & Golder 1994:42). It is also likely 
that the Harris Estate houses were not connected to the sewer until after the Devonshire Street 
Sewer from the Sydney Terminal to Darling Harbour was laid in 1881 (Figure 2.8). 
 
An increase in the local population is indicated in the Sands Directory and Council Rates 
Assessment Books from 1871. It is not possible to correlate cottages shown on the Trigonometric 
Survey plan with housing depicted on later plans, though some tenants continue in occupation 
from 1855. Continuing occupants are the Mahers, O’Hallorans and Browns, while C O’Keeffe has 
replaced Gorman. There are two empty single storey 4-5 roomed timber houses with shingled 
roofs. A semi-detached pair of single storey 6-roomed brick houses with shingled roofs are now 
present on Harris Street to the north of Macarthur Street: number 472 (later renumbered to 518, 
then 554) and 474 (later renumbered 520, then 556) (Figure 2.9). Each house was valued at £40 
and were leased to William Henry Harris and William Cope. A group of four houses identified as 
‘off Harris Street’ rather than having a street number, with the two empty houses and Martin 
Brown’s house identified respectively as 1, 2 and 3 ‘off 474 Harris Street’. Another property is 
identified as ‘4 off 474 Harris Street’, comprising a two-storey, four-room timber warehouse, with 
wooden roof, valued at £40 and tenanted by John Woods (Figure 2.11). The 1877 Council Rates 
Assessment Book identifies another two houses ‘off Harris Street’ between William Henry and 
Macarthur Streets - a total of 11 tenanted houses; in 1880 there are 12; but in 1882 and 1891 there 

M
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http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-trigonometrical-survey-1855-1865-block-v1/
http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-trigonometrical-survey-1855-1865-block-v1/
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are only seven. However, these houses are identified as numbering 517-523 on the 1886 Sydney 
Water, which may indicate that John Woods is living at number 523.  
 
The 1888 Metropolitan Detail Series map for the block also confirms that there is little change in 
the occupation density, as do contemporary photographs (refer Figure 2.7 and Figure 2.11). By 
1873 a house is present at 137 William Henry Street, leased from the Harris family by Thomas 
Bladen, an iron moulder/smelter/manufacturer/engineer. The 1877 Council Rates Assessment 
Book identifies it as a two storey brick and stone house, with a shingled roof and 8 rooms, valued 
at £52, and the 1896 and 1901 Council Rates Assessment Books identify stables on the property as 
well, there is a house is present on this site until 1913/4 whereby the house and land was resumed 
for the NSW railway (for construction of the Tramway Instruction Room). The 1911 Council Rates 
Assessment Book then identifies the house as a single storey house constructed of wood with an 
iron roof. Tenants included William Carroll, a butcher (1882-1889); William McCaffrey, a drayman 
(1890-1896); Mrs Henrietta Meikle and James O’Grady (a butcher; 1897-1899); Thomas Love 
(1900-1901); George Taylor (1904-1905); and finally, Charles Lacey (1906-1913).  
 
By the turn of the century, the major part of the block had been resumed for construction of the 
Pyrmont Power Station. The only extant houses appear to be those at 137 William Henry Street 
and 554-556 Harris Street (these latter two occupied respectively by Mrs Mary Black and Mrs Agnes 
Dooley from 1896, and cab proprietor John Lowe from 1879) (Figure 2.12 and Figure 2.10). 
 

 

Figure 2.6 Watercolour painted in 1867 by Samuel Elyard of the view from a rural Harris Street to an 
industrial Darling Harbour (http://digital.sl.nsw.gov.au/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet? 
embedded=true&toolbar=false&dps_pid=IE3268219&_ga=2.256801355.1174455750.1541292434-
1476070944.1480216908). 

http://digital.sl.nsw.gov.au/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet
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Figure 2.7 Detail from 1886 Sydney Water Plan, annotated with house numbers (left), and detail from the 
1888 Metropolitan Detail Series Pyrmont (right). There is no change in the settlement pattern (PWDS1544-
S206 and Sheet U3_SLNSW_a1367611h). 

 

Figure 2.8 Detail from Sydney Water plan of the Devonshire St to Darling Harbour, dated 1880. The section 
between Mary Ann and William Henry Streets is bracketed (Archive plan 0089123). 
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Figure 2.9 The houses at 554-556 Harris Street on 28 July 1922 with the power house behind, before 
demolition (Source: City of Sydney Archives NSCA CRS 51/992). 

 

Figure 2.10 Photograph of the Ultimo Post office c.1903. Note the roof visible between the post office and 
power station as arrowed. This is most likely 137 William Henry Street, later removed for the construction 
of the Tramway Instruction Room (https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000513). 
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Figure 2.11 Photograph taken in 1878 from the Town Hall Tower by Nicholas Caire, Harris Street running 
left to right in the background. The Omnibus stables and houses at 554-556 Harris Street are arrowed. 
Note the quarry behind the row of houses described as ‘off Harris Street’ and the sparse occupation in the 
vicinity of Harris Street and the University of Sydney main quadrangle in the background right 
(http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110317833). 

 

Figure 2.12 Map of the City of Sydney NSW 1903 with the Power House site identified and the house at 
137 William Street evident in the northern section of the study area (arrowed), but the Ultimo Post Office 
has not yet been built (http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-1903/city-of-sydney-
1903-single-sheet/).  

2.2.1 Ultimo Post Office – 1901-present 

In 1881, as a direct result of subdivision of the Harris and Macarthur Estates, a post and telegraph 
office was established in Ultimo to provide for residents’ needs. The Sands Directories records that 
it was initially located in rented premises at 484 Harris Street. Government funds to construct a 
building were finally obtained in 1900, and the Ultimo Post & Telegraph Office at 494 Harris Street, 
on the corner of William Henry Street opened on 16 July 1901. The site had been resumed in 1900 
from Dr John Harris’s descendant Margaret Harris, who was paid £600. The construction of the 
Post Office reflects the degree of development and consolidation of Ultimo as a predominantly 
industrial and warehouse precinct by the turn of the century (OEH 2018b; TKD Architects 2018:13).  
 

The Post Office was designed by Government Architect WL Vernon, with characteristics of 
Federation Classical and Federation Romanesque architectural styles and became an important 

http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-1903/city-of-sydney-1903-single-sheet/
http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-1903/city-of-sydney-1903-single-sheet/


Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct Historical Archaeological Assessment   

AMBS Ecology & Heritage    14 

local landmark as the key point of communication as well as a meeting place for residents. The 
Sands Directories note that it had a public phone and housed a Commonwealth Savings Bank from 
c.1914 until at least 1932, when the Sands Directories cease. It was the site of several notorious 
robberies in the nineteenth century, and a car crashed into the corner pillar in 1944, requiring it to 
be rebuilt. The building continued to operate as a post office until 1980s, but was converted into a 
childcare centre in 1992; however, the 21-year lease expired in 2010 and the building is now vacant 
(OEH 2018b; TKD Architects 2018:13). 

2.2.2 The Sydney Glass & Tile Company - 496-560 Harris Street  

From 1902, until at least the final Council Rates Assessment Book in 1948, the Sands Directories 
and Council Rates Assessment Books identify that the Sydney Glass & Tile Company (or the Sydney 
Glass Co. Ltd. from 1922/Sydney Glass Co. Pty. Ltd. from 1933) occupied 496-504 Harris Street, 
next to the Post Office (Figure 2.13 and Figure 2.14). The 1911 Council Rates Assessment Book 
identifies that Margaret Harris leased this property and the adjacent land (506-550 Harris Street, 
as identified on the Sands Directories/ Council Rates Assessment Books from 1931 onwards) to the 
Sydney Glass & Tile Company. The land was valued at £112; the Company’s building was identified 
as a double-storey, two-room stone workshop & offices, valued at £464. By 1948 the building is 
identified as a two-storey brick 3 + 5 roomed factory and offices with a basement and iron roof, 
valued at £585. This is the only mention of a basement during the whole of the Company’s 
occupation of this site, so it is uncertain whether it is accurate. It seems that Sydney Glass Co. Ltd. 
had purchased the properties at 496-550 Harris Street from Margaret Harris by 1924, as it is from 
this time that the Company is identified as the owner in the Council Rates Assessment Books. The 
final issue of the Council Rates Assessment Book in 1948 identifies the land at 544-550 Harris Street 
as owned by the NSW Government Railway Commissioner, but still leased by the Sydney Glass Co. 
 
From 1908, fuel merchant Wright Sheard is identified as operating on the ‘land’ portion of the 
property. The 1911 Council Rates Assessment Book identifies his operation as comprising a single 
storey, one-room timber wood and coal yard with an iron roof, valued at £66. From 1918 this is 
identified as a timber yard and stables, now operated by fuel merchant Henry/Harry Chapman. By 
1924 this has changed to a yard and offices made of brick. Chapman is last listed on the site in 
1928. 
 
By the turn of the century the houses at 554-556 Harris Street had been occupied respectively by 
Mrs Mary Black and Mrs Agnes Dooley from 1896, until 1911, and cab proprietor John Lowe from 
1879, until 1909. John Black seems to replace Mrs Black from 1912-1915, with Leo O’Connor also 
identified as living in the house in 1914. Evidently Mrs Dooley then lives alone in the house from 
1916-1922. The 1910 Sands Directory identifies that Miss L Lowe lived at 556 Harris Street that 
year, with John Connolly being the next tenant, until 1914, followed by William Houston (1915-
1918; Mrs Annie Houston also listed in 1918), William E Russell (1919) and James Clapson (1920-
1922). The 1914 Council Rates Assessment Book identifies a Railway Commissioners single storey, 
single room iron workshop with an iron roof, valued at £52, next to the houses at 554-556 Harris 
Street. This is the only reference to such a workshop, so it is uncertain whether it was present very 
briefly on the vacant land between 556 Harris Street and Macarthur Street, or whether the entry 
is referring to one of the power station buildings further along Macarthur Street. Both houses were 
demolished in 1922 and a public weighbridge (No. 552 or 31) is identified on the site from 1924-
1928. The 1927 Council Rates Assessment Book identifies this as a brick shed and weighbridge.  
 
By 1929, only the Sydney Glass Co. remains on the site, with the 1930 Council Rates Assessment 
Book identifying that their land was adjacent to more land. Margaret Harris ceased to be identified 
as the owner of the houses at 554-556 Harris Street after 1914; from 1918 Maurice 
Newstadt/Newstead is identified as the owner, and following demolition, Newstead is also 
identified as the owner of the vacant land (identified as 552-560 Harris Street from 1931). This land 
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seems to be purchased by Maize Products Pty. Ltd. sometime between 1933 and 1936 (Figure 2.14; 
see also Figure 2.9 above). The 1936-1948 Council Rates Assessment Books identify the company’s 
building as a brick warehouse with a roof of cement sheets, containing two rooms across one floor 
and a basement. This basement is likely to have removed evidence of the houses formerly at 554-
556 Harris Street, the weighbridge, and the 1914 Railway Commissioners workshop (if it was at this 
location). 
 
Herman Haege Pty Ltd, paper merchant acquired the Sydney Glass Co. portion of the site sometime 
in January 1954, and Ampol leased a portion for a service station in December 1957 was also 
present to the south of the Herman Haege building in 1963 (Figure 2.13 and Figure 2.14).  
 

 

Figure 2.13 Photograph taken on 28 January 1964 showing the Post Office (arrowed), Herman Haege Pty 
Ltd at 492-542 Harris Street, and the Ampol Service Station, 544-550 Harris Street (Source: City of Sydney 
Archives NSCA CRS 47/2346). 
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Figure 2.14 City of Sydney Building Surveyor’s Detail Sheet 10, 1949-1972 with the approximate location 
of the study area indicated. The Post Office appears on the adjacent map (Sheet 9) (Source: 
http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-building-surveyors-detail-sheets-1949-1972/ 
city-of-sydney-building-surveyors-detail-sheets-1949-1972-sheet-10-central/). 

2.3 Block V3: Macarthur – Mary Ann Streets  

There is little evidence of development along the eastern side of the block between Macarthur and 
Mary Ann Streets after the appearance of the sparse scatter of cottages in the 1840s (Figure 2.15). 
 
From 1882, the Rates Assessments identifies three buildings on Macarthur Street: a two-storeyed 
4-roomed brick shop with iron roof valued at £46 at No. 117, and two two-storeyed, four-roomed 
brick houses with iron roofs each valued at £39 at numbers 119 and 121. All four buildings are 
owned by Martin Systrum, perhaps the origin of Systrum Street, which has not yet been formed at 
this time. Three of the buildings continue to stand at 81–85 Macarthur Street. Systrum Street does 
not appear in the Rates Assessments until 1901, when the six houses at numbers 1–11 are owned 
by the New South Wales Mortgage Land and Agency Company Limited (Lessee). The two-storey 
four-roomed brick houses are extant today. In 1901 the houses are each valued at £16, which by 
1911 has increased to £21 and they are identified as being owned by the New South Wales 
Mortgage Land and Agency Company Limited. 
 
Despite opening in 1855, the railway to Parramatta did not extend into the city centre until 1901, 
and public transport was a horse-drawn tramway along Pitt Street between Circular Quay and the 
Central station, which opened in 1861, providing the link between maritime and rail transportation 
routes (Figure 2.16). However, the tram rails were above road level, which was unpopular with the 
horses and pedestrians; so, the line was closed and the rails lifted in 1866 (Rowland 1955:115). The 
city’s largest omnibus company was the Sydney Tramway & Omnibus Company (STOC), 

http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-building-surveyors-detail-sheets-1949-1972/
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incorporated on 9 August 1872. The Company serviced most of the eastern suburbs, and also ran 
services through the city centre and out to Glebe, Forest Lodge, Newtown, Stanmore, Marrickville, 
St Peters, Cook’s River and Queen’s Wharf by 1876. Each bus could seat 24 passengers, usually 
pulled by two horses; although four horses were used at peak times or up steeper hills, such as 
William Street to Kings Cross (MAAS 2018). However, within a few years of operation, an increase 
in suburban populations led to demands for more extensive bus services. The STOC was resistant 
as it would require many more horses and the cost of feed was high at the time (SMH 28 December 
1876).  
 
In 1879, it was announced that the International Exhibition would take place in Sydney’s Palace 
Gardens. It was clear that the horse-drawn buses would not cope with the anticipated large 
numbers of visitors, so the government authorised a tramline to be constructed along Elizabeth 
Street, between Redfern Station and Hunter Street. There was still strong opposition to tramways 
in Sydney so it was intended that after the Exhibition the tramway would be lifted and the railway 
extended from Redfern into the city. However, it proved so successful that at least five more lines 
were constructed in the next two years; to Cleveland Street, Bondi Junction, Moore Park/Randwick 
Racecourse, Woollahra Council Chambers and Marrickville (Rowland 1955:115-117). 
 
The trams were initially horse-drawn, and seated 36 people in each double-decker car (18 on each 
deck). American steam cars were also ordered for use during the Exhibition, but were shipped late, 
arriving after the Exhibition had opened. Nevertheless, horse-drawn trams seemed to be the most 
popular version for at least 20-30 years: steam tramcars did not replace horse-drawn buses on the 
St Peters-Newtown line until 1898; and the Manly-Curl Curl line, while opened as a steam tramway 
in 1903, soon switched over to horses, steam cars not being brought back into use until 1907 
(Rowland 1955:117-118). The use of electricity to power a tram was first tested in Sydney in 1890: 

In Sydney proper, the first lines to be electrified were those along George Street to Ultimo 
and the Railway, as this work could then be extended to the western suburban lines. By April, 
1900, the line to Dulwich Hill and St Peters had been changed over to electricity. The Glebe 
line followed in December, 1900; Leichhardt in March, 1901; Balmain and Forest Lodge in 
August, 1902; and the branch line to Abbotsford in April, 1905 (Rowland 1955:120). 

 
From 1873, the Sands Directories and Council Rates Assessment Books identify stables belonging 
to the Sydney United Omnibus Company (SUOC) between Omnibus Lane and the goods line; 
however, the 1886 Sydney Water map identifies two stables, the northern as belonging to the 
Sydney Tramway and Omnibus Company (STOC) and the southern to the City Carrying Co. (Figure 
2.17). John Woods, who lived in a house on Block U3 perhaps at house 523 off Harris Street (see 
above Section 2.2), was a director of the SUOC (SMH 28 December 1876). In 1880, J Woods & Co.’s 
Depot is also identified in this location, though as 542 Harris Street. John Free is recorded living 
next to the stables in 1873-1875, replaced by Charles Hunt in 1876-1877, and William Townsend 
in 1880. The 1880 Rates Assessment Book identifies Townsend’s house as a single storey 4-roomed 
timber residence with an iron roof, valued at £36. This may have been demolished by 1886 as no 
further mention of it is made in Sands Directories nor Council Rates Assessment Books after 1880.  
 
Edward Hanna’s (or Hannah) blacksmith and farrier business is identified as next to the SUOC 
stables from at least 1873-1882, and his property is described as comprising a single storey, single 
room, iron roofed house and stables/farrier’s shop, and a brick workshop. However, after 1887 the 
stables is the only entity mentioned in the Sands Directories and Rates Assessment Books. It seems 
likely that SUOC may have bought out the City Carrying Co. stables and Hanna’s blacksmith and 
workshops and taken them for their own use, as the building configuration shown on the 1893 
auction map) is roughly the same as that shown on the 1886 maps (compare Figure 2.17 and Figure 
2.18). The auction map also notes that the east side of Omnibus Lane belongs to United Omnibus 
Company Limited. 
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The SUOC stables appear in the Sands Directories and Rates Assessment Books for the period 
1873–1897. The 1877 Rates Assessment Book identifies that there were stalls for 200 horses in the 
wooden stables, and that there was also a brick house with an iron roof; the property was valued 
at £300. In 1880, the property is identified as a single storey, six-room brick chaff store with an iron 
roof; a single storey, single room New Forge made of iron with an iron roof; and a single storey, 
single room Old Forge made of wood with a shingled roof; all valued at £289. However, the 
Assessment Book also notes ‘pulled down’, and there is no further mention of these buildings in 
subsequent Rates Assessment Books.  
 

 

Figure 2.15 Detail from Woolcott & Clarke's 1854 map of Sydney with the approximate location of the 
study area outlined. The creek line beneath the goods line and the edge of the quarry are arrowed 
(http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-1854/city-of-sydney-1854-single-sheet/). 

 

Figure 2.16  A Sydney Tramway & Omnibus Company horse-drawn omnibus, 1897 
(https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-138205476/view). 

http://atlas.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/maps/city-of-sydney-1854/city-of-sydney-1854-single-sheet/
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Figure 2.17 Detail from 1886 Sydney Water Plan, annotated with the blacksmith’s property (left), and 
detail from the 1888 Metropolitan Detail Series Pyrmont (right). There is no change in the settlement 
pattern (PWDS1544-S209 and Sheet V3_SLNSW_a1367614h). 

 

Figure 2.18 1893 auction map of the southern Block V3 (Source: http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-230507113). 
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2.4 The Ultimo Power House & Tram Depot  

The use of electrical power was introduced in the late 1870s, primarily for lighting; however, 
production costs were high and efficiency was low. By the 1890s, there were a number of small 
private companies, as well some council-owned stations providing light and power. From the mid-
1890s, the electricity powering the tramways was generated from the cable engine house at 
Rushcutters Bay (Wilkenfeld & Spearitt 2004:10). In 1896, approval was given to the Sydney 
Municipal Council (SMC) to electrify Sydney. The first application was to power public transport, 
and to this end the site on Harris Street Ultimo was proposed, after a failed attempt to construct a 
power house in the Rocks, intrinsically linking the power house and the tram depo. In 1897, the 
two blocks between Mary Ann and William Henry Streets were resumed for the ‘Ultimo Car House’, 
and a power station large enough to supply the requirements of the expanding tramway system. 
The factors contributing to the determination of the Ultimo site were:  

1. Distribution of electric current, 
2. Coal supply and disposal of ash, 
3. Water supply, 
4. Space for future expansion, 
5. Cost of land, 
6. Character of foundations, and  
7. Availability of labour force (Godden et.al. 1984:27. 

 
Ultimo was a central part of the tramway system and was conveniently located for delivery of coal, 
disposal of ash and the supply of water for condensing. In 1898, construction of the 200-ft high 
chimney began. It used 890,000 bricks, and quickly became a key landmark of the area. The original 
complex was finally completed in December 1899. Initially the power house comprised four 
reciprocating steam engines driving 850 kW direct current generators and in 1902, alternating 
current generators operating at 25 cycles were added and turboalternators from 1905 
(https://portal.engineersaustralia.org.au/heritage/ultimo-power-house-1899-1963). However, 
apparently the stability of the local soils had not been tested adequately. It was not until design 
and planning were well underway that substantial foundations and concrete piers would be 
required for the buildings. In particular concrete settings for the plant had to be sunk 14’ (12’ in 
excess of expectations) and at least 1,000 cubic yards of additional excavation had to be completed 
for wall footings (Godden et.al. 1984:29); (Figure 2.19–Figure 2.21). It is possible that the lack of 
stability of the soils was as a result of the poor quality of reclamation fills used across the site 
following cessation of quarrying. However, that the stability of the soils was not understood 
indicates that the quarry had closed and reclamation had occurred some years prior to 1899. 
 
Following construction of the power house in 1899, there was a rapid growth in the tramway 
system, threatening to exceed capacity. By 1904, nearly 106 million passengers were using the 
trams per year and to further alleviate this pressure, it was determined that electrification of the 
railways should be considered, as well as an electrified underground system for the city to 
accommodate the increased patronage of the railways (Wilkenfeld & Spearitt 2004:11). The Ultimo 
power house was extended in 1902, three years after opening. In 1904, the Pyrmont power station 
began operating less than a mile away, and plans were proposed for another power house at White 
Bay, constructed from 1912 (Broadbent 2010:496-7, GML 2002:6-7). The 1902 extension was 
constructed at the southern ends of the boiler hall and engine room. The extension to the engine 
room, (subsequently called the turbine hall), was a single storey infill between two rooflines. The 
boiler house extension was completed in two phases as it was essential that the original fourteen 
boilers be kept in service until some of the new boilers could be commissioned. In the first phase 
a two-storey extension which ran the full length of, and had a common wall with the new turbine 
hall was completed (Godden et.al. 1984:63) (Figure 2.22). It is also presumably at this time that the 
Tram Depot expands to occupy part of the land between Omnibus Lane and Systrum Street as 

https://portal.engineersaustralia.org.au/heritage/ultimo-power-house-1899-1963
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indicated by the presence of an Arrestor Pit (the text on plan is indistinct; compare Figure 2.17 and 
Figure 2.23).  
 
When it was built, the power house occupied the northern part of the site had an engine room, 
the boiler hall and pump room, pump-room, and offices, and illustrated some early uses of steel 
truss roof construction and concrete formwork. Part of the floor of the engine room was formed 
on rolled corrugated iron permanent formwork over which the concrete was laid (Godden et.al. 
1984:44). The components of the power house were: 
 

• the Office Building (North Annex), which originally accommodated foreman, line repairers 
and greasers in the basement; a testing room, chemical laboratory, officer’s quarters and 
storeroom on the first floor; and accumulators on the second floor. 

• an Engine House with 30-tonne overhead travelling cranes, which housed the first 
electricity generators. 

• a single-storey Boiler House extending from the front wall of the Office Building (North 
Annex) to the south wall of the Engine House. It contained 14 boilers, all of which were fed 
by hand apart from two, which were mechanically fired;  

• The Engine Room Extension/Turbine Hall built in 1922, making this the largest generating 
power station in the Southern Hemisphere and the first place in Australia to use this new 
technology.  

• 1922-1926 the Switch House was built, with transformer banks, a new control room and 
an entire set of high-tension switch gear, to accommodate a major upgrade to the 
switching gear for the Sydney tramway network.  

• 1923, the state’s first pulverised coal fired boilers commissioned. 

• 1929-1931 extensive modernisation program installed two new 20,000 watt turbo-
alternators in the Turbine Hall, and a pneumatic coal and ash handling plant and coal 
bunkers. Replaced the 60 water tube boilers with 6 large single drum boilers designed to 
burn pulverised coal.  

• 1941, two additional drum boilers and an additional turbo-alternator were installed. 

• By 1942, capacity of the station had grown to 79.5 megawatts. 

• 1949 a second-hand turbo-alternator from the White Bay Power Station was installed. At 
this time the boilers were also converted to burn furnace oil, due to coal shortages (TKD 
2018:6,9). (TKD 2018:5-12). 

 
Ultimo Tram Shed (now the Harwood Building) was originally named the Ultimo Car House, it was 
the first all-electric tram car shed, servicing the Sydney tramway system. This Tram Depot did not 
use the goods line; rather, Mary Ann Street and Harris Street provided access between the Depot 
and the tram system. Although it operated independently of the Ultimo Power House, in later 
times one track (No.10) extended into the Turbine Hall to provide rail access to the equipment 
within that building. It should be noted that excavation for the basement in the 1980s also removed 
most of the original depot floor, although a small section of track remains under the suspended 
floor at the south end. The house at 137 William Henry Street was demolished c. 1913 to make 
way for the Tramway Instruction Room. A sizable single storey brick building with asbestos shingle 
roof running between the post office and the Office and Accommodation Block fronting William 
Henry Street (NSW Department of Works 1994).  
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Figure 2.19 Two photographs taken in August 1898 of the Power House chimney, under construction (left) 
and completed (right) (https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000883 and 
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000873). 

 

Figure 2.20 Two photographs taken in August 1898 of the construction of the Power House. The image, 
right, is erroneously identified as the Tram Shed chimney 
(https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000880 and https://www.records.nsw.gov.au 
/image/4481_a026_000884#expanded). 

https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000883
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000880
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/
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Figure 2.21 Two photographs taken July 1898 of the Tram Sheds under construction. The image, right, is 
erroneaously identified as the Power House  (https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/ 
4481_a026_000882 and https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000874). 

 

Figure 2.22 Layout of the original 1899 power house (left), and the 1902 extension(right) (Godden et.al. 
1984:98, 115) 

https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/%204481_a026_000882
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/%204481_a026_000882
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/4481_a026_000874
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Figure 2.23 1963 plan of the Ultimo Power Station (left) and 1908-1953 plan of the Ultimo Tram Sheds, 
with associated facilities between Sistrum Street and Omnibus Lane, including arrestor pits (Sydney Water 
archive plan DS3725(2) and BLKWTL3723_EXT). 

2.5 The Powerhouse Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences 

In 1953, control of the power house passed from the NSW Government Railways to the Electricity 
Commission of NSW, which had been formed to respond to post-war power shortages. With 
construction of new power stations and an expanded interconnected network, the outdated plant 
and city location of the Ultimo Power House made it increasingly redundant. In addition, from the 
1950s the tramway system began to be phased out in favour of buses and the Tram Depot closed. 
The power house was decommissioned in 1963, most of the chimney stack was demolished. In 
1967 the William Henry Street Bridge was widened and the remainder of the chimney was 
removed. In the mid-1970s the other two chimneys were demolished to just below the Boiler 
House roofline and are extant. By 1976, most of the remaining plant and equipment was removed, 
and from 1985 the power house buildings were adapted to accommodate the Powerhouse 
Museum. The Wran Building was constructed in 1988, and the Powerhouse Museum (formerly the 
Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences) opened to the public in that year (OEH 2018a; TKD 2018:7,10).  
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3 Evaluation of the Archaeological Potential 

3.1 Comparative Archaeological Sites 

The archaeological excavations within the vicinity of the study area are as follows (see Figure 3.1): 

• 14-28 Ultimo Road, Ultimo, excavated in 2011-2012 by Australian Museum Consulting (AMC).  

• Bullecourt Place, 287 Pyrmont Street, Ultimo, excavated in 2002 by GML.  

• Paddy’s Markets, 9-13 Hay Street, Haymarket, excavated in 1990 by Godden Mackay Logan 
Pty Ltd (GML). 

• 24-50 Mary Ann Street, Ultimo, excavated in 1993 by GML  

• 50-72 Union Street, Pyrmont, excavated in 2003 by Casey & Lowe. 

• CSR Site (Jacksons Landing), Bowman Street, Pyrmont, excavated in 1996 by Casey & Lowe. 
 

 

Figure 3.1 City of Sydney 1930 plan showing the study area and archaeological excavation sites in the 
vicinity. They are as follows: 1) Study area, 2) 14-28 Ultimo Road, 3) Bullecourt Place, 4) Paddy's Markets, 
5) 24-50 Mary Ann Street, 6) 50-72 Union Street, and 7) CSR Site. 

14-28 Ultimo Road, Ultimo 

Australian Museum Consulting excavated the 14-28 Ultimo Road site (UTS site), in 2011-2012 for 
the University of Technology, Sydney prior to construction of the Dr Chau Chak Wing Building 
(encompassing four timber cottages, early industrial activity and a terrace row). The northern part 
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of the site had been occupied since the 1870s by the NSW Shale & Oil Company and could only be 
mechanically monitored for safety reasons. From the 1950s the entire site had been the Dairy 
Farmer’s Depot, which had destroyed the NSW Shale & Oil Company’s manger’s residence in the 
south-eastern corner. 

The terrace of three houses in the southern part of the site were assessed as having low 
archaeological potential due to their late construction date of 1874 (Casey & Lowe, 2011). 
However, underfloor deposits and three phases of yard surfaces, the latest above the 1884 
reclamation were identified. An insight into land use practices of the late nineteenth century, 
particularly the continual building up of the yard surfaces to rise above the swamp in which the 
houses had been constructed. There was also a large quantity of artefacts found from underfloor 
deposits, reflecting activity areas in each room, for example, recreational and personal items were 
located around the hearths (AMC, 2015:68). Each terrace house had a cess pit in the earliest yard 
phase, which were never used and were sealed beneath the ensuing yard phase. The lack of use 
was no doubt due to the swampy environment. The site remained un-improved until the late 
nineteenth century; it was reclaimed in 1884 with a 0.5m deposit comprising clays and industrial 
material and included a discrete deposit of discarded ginger beer bottles and kiln waste from the 
nearby Thomas Field and Sons Pottery. 

Beneath the terrace row were the remains of four 1840s-1860s cottages, some of which had been 
destroyed by the terrace construction. There was no evidence of associated cesspits, and there 
was no specific evidence found to indicate family structures or room functions. Beneath the 
cottages, large sections of red river gums had been laid out across the swamp sands in a pattern 
reflecting property boundaries (Figure 3.2). 

The final depth was over 2m below road level and the excavation exceeded expectations and the 
archaeological resources were re-assessed as being of state significance (AMC, 2015: 79). 

It is possible that the archaeology of the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct will include features 
that are similar to the early houses and landscape modifications, including reclamation, to those 
exposed at the UTS site. 

 

Figure 3.2 The earliest phase on the site with the 1840s cottage in good condition arrowed. Note the red 
river gum sections laid out across the swamp sands configured to align with the property boundaries (AMC 
2015:44, Figure 3.9). 
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Figure 3.3 Archaeological features overlain on the 1865 Trigonometrical Survey Plan for Block VI (AMC 
2015:57, Figure 3.24). 

Bullecourt Place, 287 Pyrmont Street, Ultimo 

The excavation of Bullecourt Place was undertaken by GML from May-June 2002. It focused on the 
trade/industrial aspects of the occupation of the site, rather than residential aspects. It was also 
hoped that information regarding the activity pre-dating its construction phase in the 1870s and 
1880s, when the site was associated with Ultimo House as garden and grazing lands, would be 
revealed. It was anticipated that there was a low potential for survival of the sites earlier use by 
the original Aboriginal occupants; the presence of oyster shells was the only possible evidence 
discovered.   

The site contained terraces and woolstores. The terraces on Harris and Quarry Streets were built 
between 1876 and 1882, and the occupiers (particularly fronting Harris Street) conducted small 
scale trades from home and one site (438 Harris Street) operated as a factory (Walls Machinery 
Store), and another (448 Harris Street) contained a possible workshop at the rear. The early 1880s 
saw the arrival of woolstores in the area, and subsequently the introduction of large-scale 
mercantile enterprise, linking the site to the nation’s largest worldwide export industry.  

Perhaps the most interesting results were from Trench 2, where although the archaeological 
resources had been impacted by later developments and there were no underfloor deposits, the 
level of survival of structural elements was good (Figure 3.4 and Figure 3.5). By the time of their 
construction, flooring was tongue-and-groove, municipal garbage collection was in operation and 
a large fire and modifications of the site in 1992 had destroyed the rear yards, as well as all four 
woolstores (GML, 2004: 107). Despite this, the excavation provided an insight into the nature of 
production and the economy within the occupation period.  
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Figure 3.4 Detail from Sydeny Water map of Block R3 between William Henry and Quarry Streets. Trench 
2 is boxed (Sydney Water archive plan DS3724). 

 

Figure 3.5 Final plan of Trench 2 containing houses 428–436 Harris Street (GML 2001:41, Figure 3.2). 

Paddy’s Markets, 9-13 Hay Street, Haymarket 

In 1990, the Paddys Markets site was excavated by GML for the Market City development. The site 
had been occupied prior to construction of the City Market Buildings on the site in 1909-1910, 
which had required the removal of the earlier residential and industrial structures on the site. 
Market area 2 was anticipated to be archaeologically sterile, and Market area 1 and Engine Street 
were expected to contain substantial remains and deposits from the late nineteenth century 
occupation.  

The excavation exposed brick and sandstone residential and industrial structural remains. The first 
known buildings on the site were associated with the Victoria Steam Mill (later Pemmell’s Mill). 
The remains of the two storey sandstock brick house at 16 Engine Street reflected domestic life in 
the later 1840s and 1850s. The 1860s to early 1880s involved an increase in density of the 
occupation of the site, that was reflected in the physical remains, with terraces on Engine Street 
constructed at this time. The second half of the nineteenth century saw the block transform into 
an industrial centre, with a mill, brewery, engineering works and an assortment of other factories 
being established. A large quantity of artefacts were recovered that provided an insight into the 
local mid-nineteenth century community. 
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24-50 Mary Ann Street, Ultimo 

GML excavated the site located at 24-50 Mary Ann Street Ultimo in November 1993. The site was 
part of the former Harris Estate gardens and had been occupied by Scrutton’s Pty Ltd. RL Scrutton 
& Co began operation in the early 1890s, and expanded their factory c.1910. The excavations 
recovered extensive archaeology relating to the various phases of the Scrutton’s factory, however 
structural features pre-dating 1892 were not identified. The foundations of the factory, as well as 
early forges and a later installation of a dock were revealed.   

The only evidence of structures unrelated to the factory was a remnant of ‘Grove House’, the first 
structure built on the property in 1882-1888, which is described in rates records as being two 
stories with seven rooms. It was largely removed by the 1910 extensions to the factory; however, 
the remaining evidence indicated that it was built of semi-plastic shale bricks on a sandstone 
foundation.  

CSR Site, Pyrmont (Jacksons Landing) 

Casey & Lowe, during October to December 1996, undertook archaeological testing and 
excavations at the former CSR site in Pyrmont, Sydney for Lend Lease The site is now known as 
Jackson’s Landing.  

Casey & Lowe’s ‘Archaeological Assessment CSR Site, Pyrmont’ (August 1996), addressed and 
identified the potential archaeological remains of the site, in a number of areas. Testing was 
conducted in the areas considered to have the greatest potential for survival of archaeological 
remains. Five areas were excavated, three were found to have extensive archaeological remains, 
and two were found to have limited remains. The following is an excerpt from Casey & Lowe’s 
excavation report (2000: i): 

Area A contained the remains of four houses, Houses 15 to 21 New Street, Pyrmont.  
Area B contained the remains of three houses, Houses 67 and 69 Bowman Street and 2 New 
Street, Pyrmont.  
Area C contained the remains of four houses, Houses 1 to 7 McCredie Street, a footpath and 
roadway, Pyrmont.  
Area D contained limited remains associated with a dairy, 69 John Street.  
Area E contained the remains of a single terrace house, 17 Mount Street. Other potential 
remains in Area E did not survive twentieth-century use as a truck parking area. 

The housing on the site had been constructed in 1859, contemporary with the report on 
‘Conditions of the working classes’ and as such the houses were designed to provide poor long-
term houses while those built later appear to have provided better housing stock. The occupants 
were mostly working-class families, comprising skilled men working in nearby shipyards, abattoirs 
and wharves, while their wives were responsible for household duties. Personal items were the 
dominant artefact group recovered in most of the houses, including those associated with clothing, 
jewellery, accessories, grooming, and hygiene. This reveals that the importance of personal 
appearances was apparent among working class families, a somewhat surprising notion (Casey & 
Lowe, 2000: v).  

50-72 Union Street, Pyrmont  

Casey & Lowe’s excavation of the Union Street site between November and December 2003, 
encompassed parts of the former Alma and Edward Streets. The preservation of the archaeological 
remains of residential development had been impacted by twentieth century developments which 
resulted in variations in the survival of the archaeology. Construction of the Anchor Flour Mill in 
the late 1920s, in particular had a significant impact on the underlying archaeology. The three 
terrace houses, some of the earliest domestic structures on the site, were the main focus of the 
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archaeological investigations. They were occupied by various tenants from the 1840s and 1850s to 
the early twentieth century. The following are excerpts from Casey & Lowe’s excavation report 
(2010: i): 

Houses 64 and 66 Union Street both contained small areas of underfloor deposits within 
some of the rooms and both had an external building (presumably a kitchen) at the back of 
each house. Remains of stone footings, a fireplace, drains, and floor and yard surfaces were 
all identified, planned and recorded.  
Little remained of No 62 Union Street apart from the sandstone footings of two basement 
rooms and a partial yard surface.  

Three sets of double cesspits were investigated for artefacts on the northern end of Edward and 
Alma Streets. The remainder of these streets were highly impacted by the flour mill buildings.  

38/40 Edward Street: This double sandstone cesspit would have serviced these two houses. 
It was excavated by hand in 100mm spits and contained the largest quantity of artefacts of 
all three cesspits.  
31/33 Alma Street: Another stone cesspit was excavated containing a black, sandy, artefact 
rich deposit, 300mm deep at the base of the cesspit sitting directly on the bedrock. 
35/37 Alma Street was similar structure to the cesspit at 31/33 Alma Street. Both were 
excavated by machine due to contamination in the ground with the fill then skimmed for 
finds.  

A total of 3106 artefacts were recovered during the excavations at Union Street, largely from 
underfloor deposits in Houses 66 and 64 on Union Street and the cesspit in Edward Street. The 
underfloor deposit artefacts reflected a gradual accumulation of materials throughout the entire 
occupation period, and the cesspit artefacts indicated the fill from which they were from was ‘a 
primary deposit of direct household refuse used to backfill the cesspit after its abandonment as a 
water closet c.1870-1880 prior to the introduction of city-wide rubbish removal’ 

None of the artefacts could be directly linked to families or individuals occupying the houses, 
however the assemblage is typical of working-class urban sites in Sydney, and particularly domestic 
environments. They provide an insight into the working-class neighbourhood in Pyrmont during 
the second half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century.  
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3.2 Archaeological Potential & Integrity of the Resource 

Based on the historical review and realised archaeological potential from sites within the vicinity, 
the survival and integrity of the archaeological resources in the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct 
are likely to be variable. Construction of the Ultimo Power House and conversion of the SUOC 
stables to the Tram Depot for stabling electric trams in 1899 completely altered the local landform, 
with deep foundations, basements, machine beds and inspection pits will have had a significant 
impact on the underlying archaeology. Although the power house and tram depot have been 
modified to house the Powerhouse Museum, the essential structure of these buildings is extant 
(Figure 3.6). 
 

 

Figure 3.6 The existing buildings in the study area; the buildings associated with the former Ultimo 
Power Station are also labelled. Approximate study area indicated (TKD Architecture, 2018). 

3.2.1 Block U3: William Henry – Macarthur Streets  

The northern block of the study area encompasses the Ultimo Power Station and Ultimo Post 
Office, which overlie the sites of the 1840s and 1850s houses. Despite the incursions of the 
basements and foundations it is possible that some physical remains associated with some of the 
early houses located outside of the existing building footprint may survive (Figure 3.7).  
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The basements and machine beds associated with the Ultimo Power Station, particularly in the 
Engine Hall, Boiler House, Turbine Hall, Office Building (and to a lesser extent, the Wran Building), 
will have impacted the archaeological resources of the site. The Engine Hall basements range from 
approximately 3.5m to 6.7m deep, the Boiler House basements range from approx. 3.3m to 6m 
deep, those in the Turbine Hall are approx. 3m deep, the Office Building basement is approx. 4m, 
and the Wran Building basement is approx. 4.5m deep. A comparison of Figure 3.6 and Figure 3.7 
allows for an insight into which pre-existing structures are situated within the footprint of the 
existing buildings, and those that lie outside of the heavily disturbed areas.  
 
The 1886 Sydney water plan indicates that the major part of 137 William Henry Street is situated 
beneath the Office Building and Engine Hall, and a section along the western side of the property 
may be beneath the Wran Building and the area outside of the Office Building. However, accounts 
of the removal of the house in c.1913 for the construction of the Tramway Instruction Room 
indicate the remains would be located to the west of the office building. Photographic evidence of 
the house at 137 William Henry Street demonstrate the former house was situated between the 
post office and the office building (Figure 2.10). This inconsistency in the documentary sources is 
not uncommon and demonstrates the need for careful and diligent investigation. The main house 
and greater part of the backyard would have been disturbed by the former Tramway Instruction 
Room Building (since removed) and then the later construction of the Wran Building in 1987 (see 
Figure 3.8). However, there is potential for some archaeology associated with the house, including 
foundations and underfloor deposits, to be extant in the empty space between the Office Building 
and the post office. There may also be some remains within the backyard, including yard surfaces, 
outbuildings, cesspits and rubbish pits beneath the Wran building foundations to the south 
(approximate extent of the property in Figure 3.8).  
 
The house off Harris Street at 517, is within the footprint of the Boiler House and Turbine Hall and 
it is unlikely that there will be any surviving physical evidence following construction of the 
basements (see Figure 3.11).  
 
The archaeology for the remaining houses off Harris Street at 519, 521 and 523 may be relatively 
undisturbed; it is possible that house foundations and underfloor deposits, yard surfaces, rubbish 
pits, outbuildings and cesspits are extant. The sites of these houses are located within the footprint 
of the cafe courtyard, with a small part of the 521 and 523 properties beneath the Switch House. 
The depth of the foundations and the presence of a basement cannot be ascertained from the plan 
of the Northern part of the Switch House (referred to as the South-East court) (Figure 3.11). It is 
possible that some part of these properties may be extant but likely in a disturbed state. 
Archaeology beneath the café courtyard may be assumed to be relatively undisturbed with good 
integrity.  
 
The two houses at 554 and 556 Harris Street, demolished in 1922, and now within the footprint of 
the raised south-west forecourt and it is likely that the archaeological resources associated with 
these houses will be extant with good integrity.  
 
Although various reclamations had been done around Darling Harbour from the 1820s until the 
1860s, the evidence from the UTS site indicates that John Harris did not show an interest in 
improving his land and in fact, the reclamation of that site was not undertaken until 1884 (AMC, 
2015:53-54). There is potential for surviving evidence of reclamation of the swamp to be present 
and also of evidence of the underlying swamp landscape, which may have been modified prior to 
erection of houses. Also, as found in the UTS site, it is possible that the physical evidence of earlier 
houses and perhaps of quarrying may be extant with good integrity beneath the reclamation (refer 
Figure 2.4 and Figure 2.5 above). 
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The potential archaeology associated with the houses; 154 and 156 Harris Street, off Harris Street 
at 519, 521 and 523, and 137 William Henry Street, and the local environment is likely to comprise: 

• Evidence of the first land management and modification of the swamp, similar to that 
found at the UTS site, may be present beneath, or associated with the earliest structures 
on the site. Analysis of the soils and pollens will provide an insight into the original 
landscape and vegetation. 

• Foundations and underfloor occupation deposits, containing artefacts of everyday life, 
associated with the group of early houses on the site.  

• The houses were unlikely to have been connected to water or sewerage until the later 
nineteenth century and each house would have been dependent on a cess pit, which may 
contain artefacts associated with the life and work of the site. Analysis of the contents of 
cesspits may also provide information regarding diet. 

• Gardens and rubbish pits associated with the early garbage disposal prior to the 
introduction of Council garbage removal. 

• Post-holes demarcating outbuildings and fence lines. 
 

 

Figure 3.7 Sydney Water 1886 U3 plan (see Figure 2.7 above) overlain on the current aerial of the Ultimo 
Powerhouse and Post Office site (https://maps.six.nsw.gov.au/).  
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Figure 3.8 1984 MAAS Stage 2 Construction plan (Section 3) facing West, illustrating the basements 
beneath the North Annexe (the Office Building), the Engine Hall and the Turbine Hall (left to right). The 
basement of the Office Building is 4.28m and that of the Engine Hall is 6.75m at its deepest, and 2.48m in 
the shallower section. The approximate extent of 137 William Henry Street is marked.  

 

Figure 3.9 1984 MAAS Stage 2 Construction plan. Section 11 faces South, and illustrates the basements 
beneath the West Building (the Wran Building), the Turbine Hall and the Boiler House (left to right). The 
approximate extent of 517 off Harris Street has been marked. 

 

Figure 3.10 1984 MAAS Stage 2 Construction plan with the extent of 517 off Harris Street marked. Section 
14 faces West and pictures the North Annexe, Engine Hall and Turbine Hall (left to right). The basement of 
the Turbine Hall is 3.2m deep. The approximate location has been marked. 

137 Extent 

517 Extent 

517 Extent 
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Figure 3.11 1984 MAAS Stage 2 Construction plan. Section 15 (bottom) faces East and depicts part of the 
Switch House, the Boiler House and North-East Court. The basement of the Boiler House is 6m deep. The 
approximate extent of 517 off Harris Street has been marked.  

3.2.2 Block V3: Macarthur – Mary Ann Streets 

The southern block of the study area encompasses the Ultimo Tram Depot which overlies the earlier 
stables associated with the Sydney Tramway & Omnibus and City Carrying Companies which in turn 
overlays brick and wooden houses representing earlier residential occupation of the study area (Figure 
3.13, Figure 3.13 and  

Figure 3.14 ).   
 
Construction of inspection pits, in particular, associated with the electric trams and the subsequent 
redevelopment of the site for the Museum are likely to have destroyed, or significantly disturbed 
underlying archaeology within the footprint of the Tram Depot. As such it is unlikely that there will 
be surviving physical remains associated with the Sydney Tramway and Omnibus Company Stables, 
Feed Cutting Works, Edward Hanna’s blacksmith and workshops and the earlier houses. However, 
although there may be some disturbance from the construction of the tramlines traversing the 
Tram Shed southern forecourt, there is potential for physical evidence associated with the City 
Carrying Company Stables and the earlier houses appearing on the Trigonometric Survey map to 
survive. As demonstrated in the overlays, there are two phases of occupation within the footprint 
of the Ultimo Tram Depo (Figure 3.12 – Figure 3.14). The physical evidence for the stables would 
likely include: 

• Stone pavers over the floors 

• Post-holes demarcating stables and walls 

• Artefacts fallen between pavers or around walls which may provide an insight into the daily 
lives of the stables. 

 
The physical evidence for the former houses would likely comprise: 

• Evidence of the first land management and modification of the swamp may be present 
beneath, or associated with the earliest structures on the site. Analysis of the soils and 
pollens will provide an insight into the original landscape and vegetation. 

• Foundations and underfloor occupation deposits, containing artefacts of everyday life, 
associated with the group of early houses on the site.  

• The houses were unlikely to have been connected to water or sewerage until the later 
nineteenth century and each house would have been dependent on a cess pit, which may 
contain artefacts associated with the life and work of the site. Analysis of the contents of 
cesspits may also provide information regarding diet. 

517 Extent 
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• Gardens and rubbish pits associated with the early garbage disposal prior to the 
introduction of Council garbage removal. 

• Post-holes demarcating outbuildings and fence lines. 
 

 

Figure 3.12 The 1886 Sydney Water V3 Plan 
overlaying an aerial of the study area. 

 

Figure 3.13 Detail from Figure 2.17, the 1886 
Sydney Water V3 Plan overlaying a detail from 
Figure 2.5, the Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney, 
1865.  

 

 

Figure 3.14 Detail of the south eastern corner of 
the overlay of the 1865 Trigonometrical Survey 
and 1886 Sydney Water within the footprint of 
the City Carrying Co. stables. Note the 
construction materials are indicated: timber 
(grey), stone (yellow) and brick (pink). 
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3.3 Research Potential  

The additional research undertaken to provide a detailed historical development of the Ultimo 
Creative Industries Precinct has contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of the extent, 
likely integrity and research potential of the northern and southern blocks of the study area. The 
archaeological resources with good integrity have the potential to contribute to an understanding 
of the development and social interactions within a discrete group of early houses. Analysis of 
archaeological excavations discussed above in Section 3.1, particularly the adjacent Bullecourt 
Place and 14-28 Ultimo Road sites, indicates that the archaeological resource in the study area has 
the potential to contribute to research themes associated with the development of Sydney’s urban 
environment from the mid-nineteenth century (Figure 3.15). 
 
The potential for artefact assemblages from the properties in the northern block of the study area 
that have been assessed as being relatively undisturbed and with good integrity; (519, 521 and 523 
off Harris Street, 554 and 556 Harris Street and 137 William Henry Street). Excavation of these 
houses and may facilitate an insight into lives and working conditions during the second half of the 
nineteenth century. If physical remains of the City Carrying Company stables are present with good 
integrity then the archaeological resource is likely to contribute to an understanding of the local 
history and potentially contribute to research themes associated with the development of Sydney’s 
urban environment. Should the remains of the City Carrying Co. stables be identified and have 
good integrity then it is likely that the remains of the former houses dating to the mid-nineteenth 
century are also present. If the archaeological integrity of these remains is good then there is the 
potential for this resource to contribute to research themes associated with the lives and working 
conditions during the second half of the nineteenth century. 
 
It is possible that the remains of early cottages/houses similar to those exposed at the 14-28 Ultimo 
Road site will be extant. In addition, information regarding landscape modifications, such as 
managing the swampy environment would make an important contribution to an understanding 
of local settlement patterns. Questions to be considered might be why was the area so sparsely 
occupied and whether the site was reclaimed and if so when. 
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Figure 3.15 Aerial view of the Power House and Tram Sheds, 15 March 1932, glass negative taken by Baden 
H. Mullaney. The locations of the Bullecourt Place site, to the north of the Ultimo Creative Industries 
Precinct, and the 14-28 Ultimo Road sites, to the south, are indicated (http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-
161864278/view). 

 

  

14-28 Ultimo Road 

Bullecourt Place 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-161864278/view
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-161864278/view
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4 Archaeological Significance 

The physical evidence of past activities is a valuable resource that is embodied in the fabric, setting, 
history and broader environment of an item, place or archaeological site. The above evaluation of 
the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct has identified the potential for relatively intact 
archaeological resources. ‘Cultural heritage significance’ and ‘heritage value’ are terms used to 
express the tangible and intangible values of an item, place or archaeological site, and the response 
that it evokes in the community.  
 
Archaeological resources can provide information regarding the daily and working life of a local 
area or a specific site that may not be available from other sources. An item will be considered to 
be of local (or State) significance if, in the opinion of the Heritage Council of NSW, it meets one or 
more of the SHR criteria. 

4.1 Assessment of Archaeological Significance  

Historical archaeological relics assessed as having State or local significance should be managed 
under the ‘relics’ provisions of the Heritage Act 1977.  
 

Criterion (a) an item is important in the course, or pattern, of NSW’s cultural or natural 
history (or the local area); 

 
The archaeology of Blocks U3 and V3 is associated with housing established from the 1840s into 
the later nineteenth century. If present with good integrity, structural remains and artefact 
assemblages associated with early houses would have the potential to reveal information 
regarding social interactions of a small but developing community. If present with good integrity, 
the archaeological remains within the footprint of the Ultimo Power House and the Tram Shed 
would contribute to major research themes concerning early settlement patterns and may reach 
the threshold for state significance. 
 
Physical evidence associated with the stables beneath the former Tram Shed forecourt may 
contribute information that will enhance information regarding the development of the local area. 
Such archaeological remains would have local significance. 
 
Evidence of early modifications of the landscape to create a habitable environment which may be 
present would make an important contribution to research themes regarding the original 
landscape and processes of modification and change, including reclamation and quarrying. The 
significance of the archaeological resources lies in the ability to demonstrate an evolving natural 
and urban landscape and may meet the threshold for state significance. 
 

Criterion (b) an item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person, or 
group of persons, of importance in NSW’s cultural or natural history (or the local area); 

 
Although the archaeological resources within the footprint of the Ultimo Creative Industries 
Precinct have an association with John Harris and the beginnings of omnibus services and the 
electrification of the tramways in Sydney, they would not make a significant contribution to an 
understanding of these events. 
 
The threshold for inclusion against this criterion has not been met. 
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Criterion (c) an item is important in demonstrating aesthetic characteristics and/or a high 
degree of creative or technical achievement in NSW (or the local area); 

 
The archaeological resource of the study area is unlikely to demonstrate a high degree of creativity 
or technical achievement, that is not already available from other sources.  
 
The threshold for inclusion against this criterion has not been met. 
 

Criterion (d) an item has strong or special association with a particular community or 
cultural group in NSW for social, cultural or spiritual reasons (or the local area); 

 
While no consultation has been undertaken with the local community in relation to the values of 
the archaeology, it is acknowledged that local communities are interested in the archaeology of 
their local area and its development. It is possible that the substantial and intact archaeology that 
is anticipated may have interest or value to the local community. 
 
It is likely that if the public are made aware of the site archaeology through the media or an Open 
Day, community appreciation of the physical remains of their past will provoke considerable 
interest.   
 

Criterion (e) an item has potential to yield information that will contribute to an 
understanding of NSW’s cultural or natural history (or the local area); 

 
The archaeological resources within Block U3, the northern block, and Block V3, the southern 
block, have the potential to contribute to an understanding of landscape modifications and 
settlement within a likely swampy environment from the early- to mid-nineteenth century. 
Artefact assemblages associated with the houses have the potential to provide insight into living 
conditions, social interactions, occupations and gender. The 1865 Trigonometric Survey map shows 
a scatter of early houses across the entire site and the possible locations of quarries while the1886 
Sydney Water map shows seven houses on the northern block and the Sydney Tramway & 
Omnibus Co. and City Carrying Co. stables. It has been assessed that there is potential for remains 
of some houses shown on the Trigonometric Survey map and the houses at 554 and 556 Harris 
Street, 521, 523 and 519 off Harris Street, 137 William Henry Street may be extant with good 
integrity within the northern site. There is also potential for remains of the four houses on the 
southern block beneath the and City Carrying Co. stables to be extant and with good integrity 
beneath the stables, physical evidence of which may also be extant. These resources, if present 
with good integrity, will provide an insight into the development of a local community from the 
1840s, possibly together with evidence of early landscape modifications, which would contribute 
to important research themes regarding the early settlement and activities in Ultimo. If present 
with good integrity, the archaeology may meet the threshold for state significance.  
 

Criterion (f) an item possesses uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of NSW’s cultural 
or natural history (or the local area);  

 
The archaeology of the study area represents an opportunity to examine an archaeological 
resource that may provide an insight into the development and interactions of a local community. 
The artefact assemblage associated with houses and businesses dating from the 1840s to the late 
nineteenth century would make a contribution to an understanding of the early historical 
development of this urban environment. Evidence regarding early modifications of the landscape, 
which may have included early reclamation and quarrying, would contribute to an understanding 
of early land management practices, that are not currently well known. Substantial archaeological 
remains providing information regarding living conditions, social interactions, occupations and 
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gender as well as evidence of modifications of the natural landscape may meet the threshold for 
state significance.  
 

Criterion (g) an item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class 
of NSW’s cultural or natural places or cultural or natural environments (or the local area). 

 
Physical remains of 1840s houses and associated underfloor deposits, cesspits and outbuildings 
would be comparable with the archaeological resources from those sites excavated within the local 
vicinity and would provide an insight into the social interactions of the community. Additionally, 
the archaeological remains of the stables will offer an understanding of the operation of the City 
Carrying Company.  
 
Under this criterion, any substantive archaeological remains with good integrity within the study 
area would have state significance.  

4.2 Statement of Archaeological Significance  

The potential archaeological resources of the Ultimo Creative Industries Precinct encompassing 
the Ultimo Power House and Tram Depot have the potential to provide information that will 
contribute to important research themes and understanding of the historical settlement from the 
1840s of a small but developing community. Potential evidence of the processes of landscape 
modifications prior to and following the construction of housing in the 1840s may also make a 
contribution to early site formation processes and to form a habitable environment within a 
swamp.  
 
Physical evidence of houses, as well as artefact assemblages from underfloor deposits, cesspits, 
and rubbish pits may have the potential to provide an insight into living conditions, social 
interactions, occupations and gender. Evidence from the archaeological resource of the northern 
site, such as personal and domestic artefacts, has the potential to be compared with the 
assemblages from sites within the local vicinity and beyond, to contribute to addressing research 
questions relating to urbanisation, material culture, consumerism, identity, and social interactions 
within this local vicinity.  
 
The potential archaeological resource within the UCIP, if present with good integrity, is likely to 
have a high level of research potential and may meet the threshold for state significance.  
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5 Managing the Archaeological Resource 

If present with good integrity, the archaeological resources within the footprint of the Ultimo 
Creative Industries Precinct have been assessed as having local and may meet the requirements 
for state significance and as such should be managed in accordance with the requirements of the 
Heritage Act 1977.  
 
It is understood that concepts for the future use and configuration of the Precinct are at an early 
stage and that there are no proposals to excavate beneath the current ground or basement levels 
with the exception of the Harris Street south site. Retention of archaeological resources in situ 
where it can contribute to future, new research questions, is the preferred management strategy. 
 
However, should excavation ultimately be required within any of the areas identified as being 
archaeologically sensitive, an application for an Excavation Permit under Section 140 of the 
Heritage Act 1977 must be lodged with the Heritage Council of NSW. The application will need to 
include a Research Design which includes the information contained in this report as well as 
detailed research questions, excavation methodology and excavation director, who will comply 
with the Heritage Council Excavation Director Assessment Criteria for a state significant historical 
archaeological site. 
 

  

Figure 5.1 Aerial with overlay of the Sydney Water 1886 plan of Block U3 (left) and the plan of Block V3 
(right) with areas of potentially state significant archaeological sensitivity shaded red. It should be noted 
that the archaeological resource in Block V3 relating to the City Carrying Co. has the potential to be locally 
significant; however, should physical evidence of the earlier houses be revealed within the footprint of 
the former stables this resource is assessed as state significant (refer to Figure 2.7, Figure 2.17, Figure 3.13 
and Figure 3.14 above).  
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Tabulated Sands Directory and City of Sydney Rates Assessment Books 
Information 1845-1948  
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

1845 
Rates 
Assessment 

Ultimo 
Thomas Halloran (owner John Harris), wattle hut, 
barked roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £10 (1acre ground 
and detached room) 

    

1848 
Rates 
Assessment 

2130, Ultimo  
Thomas Halloran (owner Mrs Harris), wood house, 
bark roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £8 

    

1855 
Rates 
Assessment 

Ultimo Road 
Thomas Halloran (owner Mrs Harris), cornfield, 
plaster house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, £40 
Ultimo Rd Nr Harris St 
John Gorman (owner Mrs Harris), stone house & 
ground, shingled roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £50 

    

1856 
Rates 
Assessment 

Near Harris St  
Thomas Halloran (owner Mrs Harris), cornfield, 
plaster house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, £40 
(Near) Harris St 
John Gorman (owner Mrs Harris), stone house & 
ground, shingled roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £50 

    

1858 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

32 Harris St 
Edward Quinn (owner O Halloran), wood house, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms  
34 Harris St 
John Gorman, stone house, iron roof, 1 floor, 4 
rooms. 

    

1861 
Rates 
Assessment 

34 (off) Harris St 
John Gorman, stone house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 6 
rooms, £36 
36 (off) Harris St 
Martin Brown (owner Mrs Harris), stone house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £12 

    

1863 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

John Gorman (owner George Harris), brick house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 – in good repair 

    

1864 
Sands 

Ultimo 
John Gorman, dairy 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

1865-1866 
Sands 

Ultimo 
John Gorman, dairyman 
Martin Brown, milkman 

    

1867 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

Harris St – east side 
326 
Thomas Maher (owner George Harris), brick house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, £17 
328 
Mrs Margaret O’Halloran, dairy (owner George 
Harris), stone house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, 
£17 
Vacant land 
332 
John Gorman, dairyman (owner George Harris), 
wood & stone house, iron & shingled roof, 1 floor, 
6 rooms, £40 
Vacant land 
340/342 
Martin Brown (owner George Harris), wood & stone 
house, iron roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, £17. Cow house 
and stable 

    

1868 
Sands 

Harris St – east side 
326 
Thomas Maher, drayman 
328 
Mrs Margaret O’Halloran 
Vacant land 
John Gorman, drayman 
Vacant land 
Halley Henderson 
Alexander Grierson 

    

1870 
Sands 

Harris St – east side 
326 
Thomas Maher 
328 
Mrs O’Halloran 
Thomas Williams 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

Halley Henderson 
James Wood, brickmaker 
380 
Martin Brown, dairyman 

1871 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

Harris St – east side 
Off Harris St 
Thomas Maher, drayman (owner George Harris), 
stone house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £12 
Off Harris St 
Mrs O’Halloran (owner George Harris), wood 
house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £16 
Off Harris St  
C O’Keeffe (owner George Harris), brick house, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £20 
1 off 474 Harris St  
Empty (owner George Harris), wood house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £20 
2 off 474 Harris St  
Empty (owner George Harris), wood house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 5 rooms, £22 
3 off 474 Harris St  
Martin Brown, dairyman (owner George Harris), 
stone house, iron roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, £16 

  

472 
William Henry Harris (owner 
Miss Harris), brick house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 6 
rooms, £40 
474 
William Cope (owner Miss 
Harris), brick house, shingled 
roof, 1 floor, 6 rooms, £40 

4 off 474 Harris St 
John Woods (owner George 
Harris), wood warehouse, 
wood roof, 2 floors, 4 rooms, 
£40 

1873 
Sands 

Harris St – east side 
John Godfrey Drinkwater 

  
William Harris 
William Cope 

Harris St – east side 
Sydney United Omnibus 
Company 
John Free 

1875 
Sands 

Harris St – east side 
352 
John Godfrey Drinkwater 
Vacant land 
William Pierce, stonemason 
William Sinclair 
Henry Haste, engineer 
John Riley, drayman 

Harris St – east side 
Thomas Bladen, ironmoulder 

 Harris St – east side 
370 
William Houston, grocer 
372 
David Taylor, clerk 

Harris St – east side 
374 
John Free 
376 
Sydney United Omnibus 
Company 
378 
Edward Hanna, blacksmith 

1876 
Sands 

Harris St – north side 
Mrs Caroline Drinkwater 

Harris St – north side 
Thomas Bladen, iron smelter 

 Harris St – north side 
P.J. Duffy, wharfinger 

Harris St – north side 
Vacant land 
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William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

Vacant land Charles Hunt 
Sydney United Omnibus Co.’s 
stables  

1877 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

Harris St – east side 
Off Harris St  
J.G./Mrs Caroline Drinkwater (owner Harris family), 
brick & stone house, iron roof, 1 floor, 5 rooms, £22 
Off Harris St  
Thomas Maher, drayman (owner Harris family), 
brick & wood house, iron roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £13 
Off Harris St  
Thomas O’Halloran (owner Harris family), brick & 
wood house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, £13 
Off Harris St  
William Pierce, miller (owner Harris family), brick & 
stone house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
Off Harris St  
Robert Reilly/Rielly, draper (owner Harris family), 
brick & stone house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, 
£26 
Off Harris St  
Henry Haste, engineer (owner Harris family), brick 
& stone house, iron roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
Pyrmont St/Off Harris St 
John Rielly (owner Harris family), brick & stone 
house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
Off Harris St 
Martin Brown, dairyman (owner Harris family), 
brick & stone house, iron & shingled roof, 1 floor, 2 
rooms, £30 

William Henry St/Off Harris St 
Thomas Bladen, ironmoulder 
(owner Harris family), brick & 
stone house, shingled roof, 2 
floors, 8 rooms, £52 

 Harris St – east side 
474 
Mrs Mott (owner Harris 
family), brick & stone house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 
rooms, £40 
472 
P.J. Duffy, wharfinger (owner 
Harris family), brick & stone 
house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 
4 rooms, £40 

Harris St – east side 
Charles Hunt 
off Harris St  
Thomas Hales (owner John 
Harris)/S.U. Omnibus Co 
stables, stalls for 200 horses, 
brick & wood house & 
stables, iron roof, £300 
Edward Hanna, blacksmith 

1879 
Sands 

Pyrmont St (William Henry St to Macarthur St) 
Thomas Maher, drayman 
Thomas O’Halloran, drayman 
William Pierce, miller 
Robert Reilly, draper 
Henry Haste, engineer 
Michael Brown 

Thomas Bladen, engineer Vacant land Michael O’Connor 
Vacant land 
Peter J Duffy 
John Lowe, cabman 

Pyrmont St (William Henry St 
to Macarthur St) 
Thomas Maher, drayman 
Thomas O’Halloran, drayman 
William Pierce, miller 
Robert Reilly, draper 
Henry Haste, engineer 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

Martin Brown, dairyman Michael Brown 
Martin Brown, dairyman 

1880 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

Off William Henry St 
Thomas Maher, drayman (owner Harris estate), 
brick house, iron roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £15 
Margaret O’Hallaran (owner Harris estate), stone 
house, iron roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, £20 
Pyrmont St South – west side 
Vacant land 
1 off 506 Harris St 
William Pierce, miller (owner Miss Harris), wood 
house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
2 off 506 Harris St 
Robert Reilly/Riley (owner Miss Margaret Harris), 
wood house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
2 off 506 Harris St  
Robert Ware/ Henry Haste (owner Miss Harris), 
wood house, iron roof, 1 floor, 5 rooms, £26 
1 off 520 Harris St Michael Brown, dray owner 
(owner Miss Harris), wood house, shingled roof, 1 
floor, 4 rooms, £26 
2 off 520 Harris St 
Martin Brown, dairyman (owner Miss Harris), wood 
house, iron roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 

Thomas Bladen, iron 
manufacturer  (owner Mr 
Harris), wood house, shingled 
roof, 2 floors, 6 rooms, £60 

Vacant land 
 

506 
Michael O’Connor, dray 
owner (owner Miss Harris), 
brick house, iron roof, 1 floor, 
4 rooms, £26 
Vacant land 
518 
John Colquhoun, gardener / 
Margaret Duffy (owner Miss 
Harris), brick house, shingled 
roof, 2 floors, 6 rooms, £45 
520 
John Lowe, cab owner (owner 
Miss Harris), brick house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 
rooms, £45 

Pyrmont St South – west side 
/ Harris St 
540 Harris St 
William Townsend (owner 
John Woods), wood house, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, 
£36 
542 Harris St 
J Woods & Co.’s Depot, iron 
store, iron roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £40 
3 off 520 Harris St  
Winifred Travers/S.U. 
Omnibus Co, wood stables, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 2 rooms, 
£200 
1 off 542 Harris St  
Winifred Travers/S.U. 
Omnibus Co, brick chaff 
store, iron roof, 1 floor, 6 
rooms; iron New Forge, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room; wood 
Old Forge, shingled roof, 1 
floor, 1 room; £289 [note says 
“pulled down”] 
Off 542 Harris St  
Edward Hanna, farrier etc 
(owner Harris estate/John 
Woods), iron farrier’s shop, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £24 
Vacant land 

1882 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

501 Pyrmont St 
William Pierce (owner Miss Margaret Harris), wood 
house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
503 Pyrmont St 

William Carroll, butcher (owner 
Margaret Harris), wood house, 
shingled roof, 2 floors, 7 rooms, 
£52 

Miss Margaret Harris, 
land (400 feet) 

518 
John Grant (owner Miss 
Harris), brick house, shingled 
roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £44 

Pyrmont St – west side / off 
Harris St  
Thomas Hales/Bus Company 
(S.U. Omnibus  
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Year & 
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William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

Robert Reilly/Riley (owner Miss Margaret Harris), 
wood house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
505 Pyrmont St 
John Port/Michael Leo (owner Miss Margaret 
Harris), wood house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, 
£26 
505 Pyrmont St 
Michael Brown (owner Miss Margaret Harris), 
wood house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 
Miss Margaret Harris, land 

520 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 
(owner Miss Harris), brick 
house, shingled roof, 1 floor, 
4 rooms, £45 
Miss Margaret Harris, land 
(20 feet) 

Company), iron stables, iron 
roof, 2 floors, 7 rooms, £260 
Edward Hannah, brick 
workshop, iron house & 
stables, iron roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £26 

1883 
Sands 

Pyrmont St – west side  
William Pierce 
Robert Reilly 
Matthew Leo, carrier 
Michael Brown 

William Carroll, butcher  518 
John Grant, contractor 
520 
John Lowe, cabman 

Pyrmont St – west side  
Omnibus Company’s stables 

1884 
Sands 

Pyrmont St – west side  
William Pierce 
Robert Reilly 
Jacob Sargeant 
J Webber 

William Carroll, butcher  518 
John Grant, contractor 
520 
John Lowe, cabman 

Sydney United Omnibus 
Company’s stables  

1885 
Sands 

Pyrmont St – west side  
George Smith 
Michael Flood 
August Webber 
Samuel Polglase, miner 
George Dodd 
Charles Stewart 
John Brown 

William Carroll, butcher  John Grant, contractor 
John Lowe 

City Carrying Co.’s stables 
[N.B. Omnibus Co.’s stables is 
listed here in Pyrmont St – 
west side] 

1886 
Sands 

 

William Carroll, butcher  518 
John Grant, contractor 
520 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 

City Carrying Co.’s stables 
[N.B.  Sydney Tramway and 
Omnibus Company’s stables 
is listed here in Pyrmont St – 
west side] 

1887 
Sands 

 

William Carroll, butcher  518 
Mrs C Sampson, music 
teacher 
520 

Sydney Tramway and 
Omnibus Company’s stables 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

John Lowe, cab proprietor 

1887-1889 
Sands 

 

William Carroll, butcher  492 
Miss M O’Leary, storekeeper 
518 
David Sampson, butcher 
520 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 

Sydney Tramway and 
Omnibus Company’s stables 

1890 
Sands 

 

William McCaffrey, drayman  554 
David Sampson, butcher 
556 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 

 

1891 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

517 Pyrmont St 
P O’Hallaran (owner Miss Harris), wood house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £31 
519 Pyrmont St 
T McCarthy (owner Miss Harris), wood house, 
shingled roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £31 
521 Pyrmont St 
L Davey (owner Miss Harris), wood house, iron roof, 
1 floor, 5 rooms, £31 
523 (off) Pyrmont St 
M Brown (owner Miss Harris), wood house, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 4 rooms, £26 

William McCaffrey (owner Miss 
Harris), wood house, shingle 
roof, 1 floor, 7 rooms, £52 

Miss Harris, land, £774 554 
Thomas Fitzgerald, van 
proprietor (owner Miss 
Harris), brick house & stables, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 6 rooms, 
£52 
556 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 
(owner Miss Harris), brick 
house, iron roof, 1 floor, 6 
rooms, £44 
Miss Harris, land, £72 

535-577 Pyrmont St 
John Woods/Sydney Bus 
Company, iron house & 
stables, iron roof, 1 floor, 4 
rooms, £770 

1891-1894 
Sands 

 

William McCaffrey  554 
Thomas Fitzgerald, van 
proprietor 
556 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 

 

1895 
Sands 

 
William McCaffrey  556 

John Lowe, cab proprietor 
Sydney Tramway and 
Omnibus Company’s stables 

1896 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

 

William McCaffrey 
(owner Margaret Harris), house 
& stables 

Miss M Harris, land, 
£312 
 

554 
Mrs Mary Black / Mrs Agnes 
Dooley (owner Miss M 
Harris), brick house & stable, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 6 rooms, 
£41 
556 

Sydney Tramway and 
Omnibus Company, wood 
stables & stores, iron roof, 2 
floors, 4 rooms, £600 
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William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

John Lowe, cab proprietor 
(owner Miss M Harris), brick 
house & stable, iron roof, 1 
floor, 6 rooms, £41 
Miss M Harris, land, £40 

1897-1899 
Sands 

 

Mrs Henrietta Meikle 
James O’Grady, butcher 

 554 
Mrs M Black 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
556 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 

Sydney Tramway and 
Omnibus Company’s stables 

1900 
Sands 

Electric power station Thomas Love  554 
Mrs M Black 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
556 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 

Electric tram powerhouse  

1901 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

 

Thomas Love / William 
McCaffrey 
(owner Margaret Harris), house 
& stables, £35 

Miss M Harris, land 
(Block 23), £270 
 

554 
Mrs Mary Black / Mrs Agnes 
Dooley (owner Miss M 
Harris), house/stable, £33 
556 
John Lowe, cab proprietor 
(owner Miss M Harris), 
house/stable, £33 
Miss M Harris, land (part 
Block 23), £34 

 

1902-1903 
Sands 

NSW Government Railway Commissioner Electric 
power station 

 Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd 
554 
Mrs M Black 
556 
John Lowe 

Electric tram traffic office  

1904-1905 
Sands 

Electric power station George Taylor Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd 
554 
Mrs M Black 

Electric tram traffic office  
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William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

556 
John Lowe 

1906-1908 
Sands 

Electric power station Charles Lacey Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric Tramways, 
powerhouse  
Wright Sheard, fuel merchant 
554 
Mrs M Black 
556 
John Lowe 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car sheds 

1909 
Sands 

Electric power station Charles Lacey Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric Tramways, 
powerhouse  
Wright Sheard, fuel merchant 
554 
Mrs M Black 
556 
John Lowe 
[N.B. 554 and 556 are noted 
as being south of Macarthur 
St in this year] 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car sheds 

1910 
Sands 

NSW Government Railway Commissioner Electric 
power station  

Charles Lacey Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric Tramways, 
powerhouse  
Wright Sheard, fuel merchant 
554 
Mrs M Black 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
556 
Miss L Lowe 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car sheds 
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1911 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Government Australian Gaslight Company 
brick Tramway Power House, iron roof, 2 floors, 4 
rooms, £9,388 

Charles Lacey (owner Margaret 
Harris), wood house, iron roof, 1 
floor, 8 rooms, £31 

The Commonwealth of 
the Govt, Ultimo Post 
and Telegraph Office, 
brick, tiled roof, 1 floor, 
2 rooms, £78 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd (owner Margaret Harris), 
stone offices & workshop, 2 
floors, 2 rooms, £464 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd (owner Margaret Harris), 
land, £112 
Wright Sheard, fuel merchant 
(owner Margaret Harris), 
wooden wood and coal yard, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £66 
554 
Mrs M Black / Mrs Agnes 
Dooley (owner Margaret 
Harris), brick house, iron roof, 
1 floor, 6 rooms, £39 
556 
John Connolly (owner 
Margaret Harris), brick 
house, iron roof, 1 floor, 6 
rooms, £39 
Govt of NSW Railway 
Commissioners (owner 
Margaret Harris), land, £48 

Govt of NSW (Railway 
Commissioners) electric tram 
traffic office and car sheds. 
Brick tram depot, iron roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £2777 

1912-1913 
Sands 

Electric power station Charles Lacey Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile Co 
Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric Tramways, 
powerhouse 
Wright Sheard, fuel merchant 
554 
John Black 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
556 
John Connolly 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car sheds 
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William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

1914 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Railway Commissioners brick Tramway 
Instruction Room, tiled roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £78 
NSW Railway Commissioners brick Power House, 
iron roof, £9,388 

Federal Govt, Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office, brick, slate 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £78 
[N.B. Commonwealth Savings 
Bank noted here as well, on 
William Henry St] 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd (owner Margaret 
Harris), brick works & 
offices, iron roof, 1 
floor, 2 rooms, £464 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd (owner Margaret 
Harris), land, £135 
Wright Sheard, fuel 
merchant (owner 
Margaret Harris), 
wooden wood and coal 
yard, iron roof, 1 floor, 
1 room, £59 
554 
John Black / Leo 
O’Connor / Mrs Agnes 
Dooley (owner 
Margaret Harris), brick 
cottage, iron roof, 1 
floor, 6 rooms, £41 
556 
John Connolly (owner 
Margaret Harris), brick 
cottage, iron roof, 1 
floor, 6 rooms, £41 
Railway Commissioners 
iron workshop, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room, 
£52 

Railway Commissioner 
electric tram traffic office and 
car sheds. Brick tram depot, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, 
£2777 

NSW Railway Commissioners 
brick Tramway Instruction 
Room, tiled roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £78 
NSW Railway Commissioners 
brick Power House, iron roof, 
£9,388 

1915-1917 
Sands 

Electric power station  
Tramway Instruction Room 

Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office [N.B. Commonwealth 
Savings Bank noted here as on 
William Henry St] 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric 
Tramways, 
powerhouse 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car sheds 

Electric power station  
Tramway Instruction Room 
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Wright Sheard, fuel 
merchant 
554 
John Black 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
556 
William Houston 

1918 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioners brick Tramway 
Rooms, iron roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £78 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioners brick Power 
House, iron roof, 1 floor, £9,388 

Federal Govt, Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office, brick & stone, 
slate roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £78 
 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd (owner Margaret 
Harris), brick works & 
offices, iron roof, 1 
floor, 2 rooms, £416 
Margaret Harris, land, 
£135 
Harry/Henry Chapman, 
fuel merchant (owner 
Margaret Harris), wood 
woodyard & stables, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £58 
554 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
(owner Maurice 
Newstadt), brick 
cottage, iron roof, 1 
floor, 6 rooms, £41 
556 
William Housten / Mrs 
Annie Houston (owner 
Maurice Newstadt), 
brick cottage, iron roof, 
1 floor, 6 rooms, £41 
Maurice Newstadt, 
land, £80 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners electric tram 
traffic office and car shed. 
Brick tram depot, iron roof, 1 
floor, 3 rooms, £2777 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners brick 
Tramway Rooms, iron roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners brick Power 
House, iron roof, 1 floor, 
£9,388 
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1919-1920 
Sands 

Tramway Instruction Room 
Electric power station  

Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office and Commonwealth 
Savings Bank 

496-504 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric 
Tramways, 
powerhouse 
Harry Chapman, fuel 
merchant 
554 
Mrs Agnes Dooley  
556 
James Clapson 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car shed 

Tramway Instruction Room 
Electric power station  

1921 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioners brick Tramway 
Room, malthoid roof, 1 floor, £78 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioners brick Power 
House, iron roof, £9,388 

Federal Govt, Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office and 
Commonwealth Savings Bank, 
brick, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 room, 
£78 
 

496-550 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd (owner Margaret 
Harris), brick works & 
offices, iron roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £780 
Margaret Harris, land, 
£158 
Harry Chapman, fuel 
merchant (owner 
Margaret Harris), yard 
& stables, £104 
554 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
(owner Maurice 
Newstadt), brick 
cottage, iron roof, 1 
floor, 6 rooms, £46 
556 
James Clapson (owner 
Maurice Newstadt), 
brick cottage, iron roof, 
1 floor, 6 rooms, £46 
Maurice Newstadt, 
land, £80 

NSW Railway Commissioners 
electric tram traffic office and 
car shed. Brick tram depot, 
iron roof, 1 floor, £2777 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners brick 
Tramway Room, malthoid 
roof, 1 floor, £78 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners brick Power 
House, iron roof, £9,388 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

1922 
Sands 

Tramway Instruction Room 
Electric power station 

Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office and Commonwealth 
Savings Bank 

496-550 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric 
Tramways power-
house 
Harry Chapman, fuel 
merchant 
554 
Mrs Agnes Dooley 
556 
James Clapson 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car shed 

Tramway Instruction Room 
Electric power station 

1923 
Sands 

Tramway Instruction Room 
Electric power station 

Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office and Commonwealth 
Savings Bank 

496-550 
The Sydney Glass & Tile 
Co Ltd 
NSW Govt Electric 
Tramways power-
house 
Harry Chapman, fuel 
merchant 

Electric tram traffic office and 
car shed 

Tramway Instruction Room 
Electric power station 

1924-1925 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

Railway Commissioner brick Tramway Room, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £78 
Railway Commissioner brick Power House, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £9,388 

Federal Govt, Ultimo Post and 
Telegraph Office and 
Commonwealth Savings Bank, 
brick, slate roof, 1 floor, £78 

496-550 
The Sydney Glass Co Ltd 
brick & wood factory 
office, offices & yard, 
iron roof, 1 floor, £780 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd, 
land, £180 
Harry Chapman, fuel 
merchant (owner 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd), 
offices & yard, £104 
Public weighbridge, 
No.552 
Maurice Newstead, 
land, £200 

Railway Commissioner NSW 
electric tram traffic office and 
car shed. Brick tram depot, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 3 rooms, 
£2777 

Railway Commissioner brick 
Tramway Room, iron roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 
Railway Commissioner brick 
Power House, iron roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £9,388 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

1927 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

The Crown, brick Tramway Room, malthoid roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioners brick Power 
House, malthoid roof, 2 floors, £9,388 

Commonwealth Government, 
Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office and Commonwealth 
Savings Bank, brick, iron roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 

496-550 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd, 
brick factory, iron roof, 
1 floor & basement, 2 
rooms, £780 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd, 
land, £225 
552 
Harry Chapman (owner 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd), 
fuel merchant, brick 
wood and coal yard, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £104 
Public weighbridge, No. 
31, brick shed and 
weighbridge 
Maurice Newstead, 
land, £257 

NSW Gov electric tram traffic 
office and car shed. Brick 
tram depot, iron roof, 1 floor, 
3 rooms, £2777 

The Crown, brick Tramway 
Room, malthoid roof, 1 floor, 
1 room, £78 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners brick Power 
House, malthoid roof, 2 
floors, £9,388 

1930 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt, brick Tramway Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 
1 room, £78 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioners brick Power 
House, malthoid roof, 2 floors, £9,388 

Post Master General’s Dept, 
Commonwealth Government, 
Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office and Commonwealth 
Savings Bank, brick, slate roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 

496-504 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd, 
brick factory, office & 
sheds, iron roof, 2 
floors, 3 rooms, £780 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd, 
land, £563 
Maurice Newstead, 
land, £257 

NSW Gov Tramways electric 
tram traffic office and car 
shed. Brick tram depot, iron 
roof, 1 floor, £2777 

NSW Govt, brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £78 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioners brick Power 
House, malthoid roof, 2 
floors, £9,388 

1932 
Sands/Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioner brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 room, £77 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioner brick Power 
House, malthoid roof, 2 floors, 2 rooms, £9,388 

Post Master General’s Dept, 
Commonwealth Government, 
Ultimo Post and Telegraph 
Office and Commonwealth 
Savings Bank, brick, slate roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 

496-504 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd 
brick factory & offices, 
iron roof, 2 floors, 3 
rooms, £702 
506-550 
Sydney Glass Co Ltd, 
land, £450 
552-560 

NSW Gov Metropolitan 
Transport Trust electric tram 
traffic office and car shed. 
Brick depot, sheds & offices, 
iron roof, 1 floor, 1 room, 
£2777 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 
room, £77 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner brick Power 
House, malthoid roof, 2 
floors, 2 rooms, £9,388 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

Maurice Newstead, 
land, £198 

1933 
Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioner brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 room 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioner brick Power 
House, iron roof, 2 floors, 2 rooms 

Post Master General’s Dept, 
Commonwealth Government, 
brick Post Office, slate roof, 1 
floor, 1 room 

496-504 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd 
brick factory & office, 
iron roof, 2 floors, 3 
rooms, £585 
506-550 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd, 
land, £395 
552-560 
Maize Products Pty Ltd, 
brick warehouse, 
cement sheets roof, 1 
floor & basement, 2 
rooms, £935 

NSW Gov Transport 
Commissioners brick shed, 
offices & depot, iron roof, 1 
floor 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 
room 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner brick Power 
House, iron roof, 2 floors, 2 
rooms 

1939 
Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioner brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 room 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioner brick Power 
House, iron roof, 2 floors, 2 rooms 

Post Master General’s Dept, 
Commonwealth Government, 
brick Post Office, slate roof, 1 
floor, 1 room 

496-504 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd 
brick factory & office, 
iron roof, 2 floors, 3 
rooms, £585 
506-550 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd, 
land, £395 
552-560 
Maize Products Pty Ltd, 
brick warehouse, 
cement sheets roof, 1 
floor & basement, 2 
rooms, £935 

NSW Gov Transport 
Commissioners/ Dept of Road 
Transport & Tramways brick 
shed, offices & depot, iron 
roof, 1 floor 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner brick Tramway 
Room, slate roof, 1 floor, 1 
room 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner brick Power 
House, iron roof, 2 floors, 2 
rooms 

1945 
Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioner Tramway Room 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioner Power House 

Commonwealth Government, 
brick Post Office, slate roof, 1 
floor, 1 room, £78 

496-504 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd 
brick factory & offices, 
iron roof, 2 floors, 3 
rooms, £585 
506-550 

NSW Gov Dept of Road 
Transport & Tramways brick 
shed, offices & depot, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner Tramway 
Room 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner Power House 
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Year & 
Source 

William Henry Street (east end, next to railway 
line) 

137 William Henry Street 494 Harris Street 496-560 Harris Street 84 Mary Ann Street 

Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd, 
land, £395 
552-560 
Maize Products Pty Ltd, 
brick warehouse, 
cement sheets roof, 1 
floor & basement, 2 
rooms, £935 

1948 
Rates 
Assessment 

NSW Govt Railway Commissioner Tramway Room 
NSW Govt Railway Commissioner Power House 

Brick Post Office, slate roof, 1 
floor, 1 room 

496-504 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd 
brick factory & offices, 
iron roof, 2 floors + 
basement, 3 + 5 rooms, 
£585 
506-542 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd, 
land, £413 
544-550 
Sydney Glass Co Pty Ltd 
(owner NSW Govt 
Railway 
Commissioner), land, 
£150 
552-560 
Maize Products Pty Ltd, 
brick warehouse, 
cement sheets roof, 1 
floor & basement, 2 
rooms, £935 

NSW Gov Dept of Road 
Transport & Tramways brick 
shed, offices & depot, iron 
roof, 1 floor, 1 room 

NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner Tramway 
Room 
NSW Govt Railway 
Commissioner Power House 
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APPENDIX D—Evolution of the Powerhouse Site (Maps by Design 5 Architects) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1: Evolution of the site, 1901 – 2022. 



 

 

Figure 2: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Basement Level, 2022. 



 

 

 
Figure 3: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 1, 1988. 



 

 

 

Figure 4:  Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 1, 2013. 



 

 

 

Figure 5: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 1, 2022. 



 

 

 

Figure 6: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 2, 1988. 

 



 

 

 

Figure 7: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 2, 2013. 



 

 

 

Figure 8: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 2, 2022. 



 

 

Figure 9: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 3, 1988. 



 

 

Figure 10: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 3, 2013. 



 

 

Figure 11: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 3, 2022. 



 

 

Figure 12:  Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 4, 2018. 



 

 

Figure 13:  Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 4, 2013. 



 

 

Figure 14:  Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 4, 2022. 



 

 

Figure 15: Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 5, 1988. 



 

 

Figure 16:  Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 5, 2013. 



 

 

Figure 17:  Stage II Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 5, 2022. 



 

 

Figure 18: Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Basement Level, 1981. 



 

 

Figure 19:  Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 1, 1988. 



 

 

Figure 20:  Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 2, 1988. 



 

 

Figure 21:  Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 1, 1995. 



 

 

Figure 22:  Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 2, 1995. 



 

 

Figure 23: Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Basement Level, 2022. 



 

 

Figure 24: Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 1, 2022. 



 

Figure 25: Stage I Powerhouse Museum Evolution Diagram for Level 2, 2022. 
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“Over 30 years and more than 20 million visitors, 

the Powerhouse Museum in Ultimo has become an 

ȌɐɈȺɈƊȁƮǞȁǐ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ǞȁȺɈǞɈɐɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁƧƵ�

ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ȯȲȌ˛ǶƵخ

Since the Museum’s 1st move to Ultimo in 1893, 

the Museum has been at the core of a sequence 

of changes - all strengthening the energy and 

identity of this Ultimo locale - ABC, Central Park, 

the Goods Line, Darling Harbour, Darling Park, UTS, 

Chippendale, Redfern, USyd, Notre Dame, Sydney 

TAFE and the expansion of start-ups, galleries and 

ȺɈɐƮǞȌȺخ

ÀǘƵ�§ɯȲǿȌȁɈ�§ƵȁǞȁȺɐǶƊ�§ǶƊƧƵ�²ɈȲƊɈƵǐɯ�ƧȌȁ˛ȲǿȺ�

Harris Street as the key frame for the development of 

§ɯȲǿȌȁɈ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌخ���Ⱥ�Ɗȁ�ǞȁȺɈȲɐǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ȲƵƧȌȲƮ�

and display, the Powerhouse has a pivotal role in 

supporting, recording, presenting and fostering 

ƧȌȁȁƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƧȲƵƊɈǞɨƵ�ȺȯƊƧƵ1٘خ  

As part of the Powerhouse Ultimo Renewal, the 

NSW Government aims to retain and regenerate the 

§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌ2خ  The Museum of Applied Arts 

& Sciences informs the reimagining of the Museum 

ɩǞɈǘ�ɈɩȌ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈǞɨƵȺخ�

To facilitate the ongoing maintainace, conservation 

and refurbishment of the Museum, its architecture, 

ƊȁƮ�ǞɈȺ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺة�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ2خ  

To safeguard the original design integrity of the 

Museum through the documentation of the history, 

ɨǞȺǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ǞȁɈƵȁɈ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ׁ�wɐȺƵɐǿ1خ  

The history, vision and design intent are articulated 

in a set of Design Principles that act as a reference 

for the conservation of the building and its evolving 

ȲȌǶƵ�Ǟȁ�§ɯȲǿȌȁɈ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌخ���ÀǘƵ�ȯȲǞȁƧǞȯǶƵȺ�ȯǶƊɯ�Ɗ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�

role in guiding the Conservation Management Plan 

which sets out how this vision can be retained into 

ɈǘƵ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵخ

This document is structured into four parts; 

Part I�ٌ�ƧȌȁɈƊǞȁȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈǞɨƵȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�(ƵȺǞǐȁ�

Principles accompanied by a brief history of the 

wɐȺƵɐǿخ�����

Part II - contains Colin Wood’s 1988 discussion with 

Lionel Glendenning and Richard Johnson describing 

the vision for the 1988 design and the accompanying 

ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ3خ

Part III -  lists the fundamental principles underlying 

ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁȺخ��

Part IV -  outlines the approach to the future of 

§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ƊȁƮ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�§ȲƵƧǞȁƧɈخ�� 

 

The Principles are based on writings by Lionel 

Glendenning and Richard Johnson, and on their 

recent conversations and site walk with Design 5 - 

�ȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈȺخ���

01
INTRODUCTION
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1 I Powerhouse Museum Axonometric Plan.

 



5

ÀǘƵ�(ƵȺǞǐȁ�§ȲǞȁƧǞȯǶƵȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǏȌǶǶȌɩǞȁǐ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈǞɨƵȺب

a) Outline and explain the 1988 vision for the 

building as Lionel Glendenning and Richard Johnson 

envisioned it, and identify the value of achievement 

in cultural heritage conservation, architecture, 

ƊƮƊȯƊɈǞɨƵ�ȲƵٌɐȺƵة�ǞȁȁȌɨƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁخ��

b) Inform the Conservation Management Plan (CMP), 

a separate document, with a clear understanding 

ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ǞȁɈƵȁɈ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿخ�ÀǘƵȺƵ�

Principles set out why the museum was designed 

as it was, and the CMP sets out how these principles 

ƧƊȁ�ƦƵ�ȲƵɈƊǞȁƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵȺȯƵƧɈƵƮ�ǞȁɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵخ

Ƨف�Xȁ�ƧȌȁǯɐȁƧɈǞȌȁ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�!w§ة�ƊƧɈ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ȲƵǏƵȲƵȁƧƵ�

that informs future proposals for thoughtful 

ǿȌƮǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿٚȺ�

architecture and exhibition design, in order to 

ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲƵȺƵȲɨƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁƧƵ�ȌǏ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�

ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ȯȲƵƧǞȁƧɈ�Ǟȁ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌخ��

d) Inform a mutually advantageous relationship 

ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�ƊȁƮ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈȌȁȺخ����

synergistic dialogue between the two should aim 

to maintain and enhance the architecture, the 

ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵٚȺ�ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ɈɩȌخ 

1.1
THE OBJECTIVES

The following quotations by Lionel Glendenning 

and Richard Johnson capture their original vision for 

§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿة�ƊȁƮ�ǞƮƵƊȺ�Ȍȁ�ǞɈȺ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵخ�ÀǘƵ�

principles act as a means to encourage exploration 

in any future changes to architecture and the 

ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺخ��

Lionel Glendenning

“Buildings like this should live well beyond today, 
extending into the future the principles that we 
had put in place in early concepts developed in 
the great successes of 1988.  Hopefully many of the 
ȯȲǞȁƧǞȯǶƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�˜ƵɮǞƦǶƵ�ƵȁȌɐǐǘ�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶȌɩ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ǐȲȌɩɈǘ�
and expansion into the future, with an awareness that 
certain elements are critically important, while others 
ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƮȌƧɐǿƵȁɈ�ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ȯȌȺȺǞƦǶƵ�
development opportunities.”1 

“We should see this document as a document that 
stabilises that position and makes an emphatic 
statement that the Museum is fundamental to 
understanding how the profession of architecture, 
museology, anybody who ever wants to think about 
how we go about making our world, as an example of 
how you have to work with what you have as much as 
your own creativity and socities’ issues now and into 
the future.”1 

Richard Johnson

“One of the things that’s probably embedded in all of 
them is the idea of diversity, it applied to the building, 
it applied to the exhibitions, it applied to the curatorial 
ideas, it applied to the story telling, it applied to the 
exhibition design, it applied to the audience that 
came. So that created the richness, but it all came out 
of the collections in the first place.”

“At the detailed design level what it was trying to 
do was to add to and be part of the total Museum 
experience.  I call it ‘Design as a Continuum,‘ that there 
was a continuum of thought historically, there was a 
continuum in the collection upto the contemporary 
times, there was a continuum of curatorial thought 
and there was a continuum of design."
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2 I Concept section through Turbine Hall by Lionel Glendenning.
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“The Powerhouse Museum was a 100 year 

Bicentennial investment in a core Sydney cultural 

institution, that in a radial city is accessible to 

all in New South Wales as well as Australian and 

ǞȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ɨǞȺǞɈȌȲȺخ���ƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�! (ة�Ǟȁ�(ƊȲǶǞȁǐ�

Harbour, the genesis of the ‘creative precinct’ of the 

early development of Pyrmont, Ultimo, Eveleigh – a 5 

min walk or tram ride from Central Station and buses 

in Broadway, on the city bus shuttle stops, and 8 km 

ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ƮȌǿƵȺɈǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ƊǞȲȯȌȲɈȺ1٘خ

“The original Powerhouse Museum collection 

was acquired from the exhibits in the Sydney 

International Exhibition of 1879, held in the purpose-

built Garden Palace in the Botanic Gardens founded 

in 1880 as the Technological, Industrial and Sanitary 

wɐȺƵɐǿخ��XɈ�ɩƊȺ�ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�JƊȲƮƵȁ�§ƊǶƊƧƵ�

after the exhibition closed (as was the Art Gallery of 

y²à�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ��ɐȺɈȲƊǶǞƊȁ�wɐȺƵɐǿخف��ÇȁǏȌȲɈɐȁƊɈƵǶɯ�

the timber and steel building was destroyed by 

˛ȲƵ�Ǟȁ�ׁׂ�ƊȁƮ�ǿȌȺɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ɩƊȺ�

ƮƵȺɈȲȌɯƵƮخ��ÀǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ɩƊȺ�ȱɐǞƧǲǶɯ�ȲƵƦɐǞǶɈ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�

˛ȲȺɈ�ƧɐȲƊɈȌȲ�hخ�Rخ�wƊǞƮƵȁ�ƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ׁ׃�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�

ǿȌɨƵƮ�ǞȁɈȌ�ǞɈȺ�ȯɐȲȯȌȺƵ�ƦɐǞǶɈ�ǘȌǿƵة�ƮƵȺǞǐȁƵƮ�Ʀɯ�àخ�

��Ȍȁ�RƊȲȲǞȺ�²ɈȲƵƵɈ�Ǟȁ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵة׃�jƵǿȯ�Ǟȁ�ׁخ0

ȁƵɩ�ÀƵƧǘȁȌǶȌǐǞƧƊǶ�wɐȺƵɐǿخ��IȲȌǿ�ׁׂ׃�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ƊǐȌ�

ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�ƮƊɯ�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿـ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ƊƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�

and integrated college precinct also designed by 

àخ�0خ��jƵǿȯ�Ǟȁ�ׁف׃�ǘƊȺ�ƦƵƵȁ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�

and educational player in a locale modelled on the 

museum and education precinct of V&A + Science 

wɐȺƵɐǿ�Ǟȁ�²ȌɐɈǘ�jƵȁȺǞȁǐɈȌȁة�mȌȁƮȌȁخ

Xȁ�ׁة׆�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ȌȯƵȁƵƮ�ǞɈȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƦȲƊȁƧǘ�

museum in Albury, followed by Bathurst, Goulburn, 

West Maitland, Newcastle and Broken Hill – each 

ƊɈɈƊƧǘƵƮ�ɈȌ�Ɗ�ɈƵƧǘȁǞƧƊǶ�ƧȌǶǶƵǐƵ�0خɨƵȁɈɐƊǶǶɯ�ƊǶǶ�ɩƵȲƵ�

ƧǶȌȺƵƮ�ƦƵƧƊɐȺƵ�ȌǏ�ǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ƮɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ׁ׀Ⱥخ

The Museum had become landlocked (with 

inadequate storage abd facilities, and small 

substandard galleries over 3 levels) with no site 

ƊƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿخ��ÀǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ÀȲɐȺɈ�

purchased the derelict Ultimo Tram Depot (opened 

��خׄ׆�ǏȌȲ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�Ǟȁ�ׁفׁ

The expanding University of Technology and 

large Sydney Technical College were dominating 

ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƊƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�ȺǞɈƵȺ��²خǞȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊɈƵ�

1950s, numerous proposals had investigated a range 

of sites but none were considered suitable till the old 

Sydney Market site and the decommissioned Ultimo 

§ȌɩƵȲ�RȌɐȺƵ�ƦƵƧƊǿƵ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǶƵخ�

The Minister for Public Works, Jack Ferguson 

commissioned a feasibility study with the MAAS to 

explore options for development of a museum to rival 

ɈǘƵ�!ƵȁɈȲƵ�§ȌǿȯǞƮȌɐ�Ǟȁ�§ƊȲǞȺخ��ÀǘƵȺƵ�ȺɈɐƮǞƵȺ�ȲƵȺɐǶɈƵƮ�

over 10 years later in the Powerhouse Museum in 

the recycled Ultimo Power House that established 

a new paradigm for museums in Australia, indeed 

the state of the art access to the collection was vastly 

ƵȁǘƊȁƧƵƮخ��àǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ǘǞǐǘƵȺɈ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ȺɈƊȁƮƊȲƮȺة�

ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȲƊȁǐƵƮ�ǏȲȌǿ��ɐȺɈȲƊǶǞƊȁ�ǐȌǶƮ˛ƵǶƮȺ�

ǯƵɩƵǶǶƵȲɯة�ǿɐȺǞƧƊǶ�ǞȁȺɈȲɐǿƵȁɈȺة�ƮƵƧȌȲƊɈǞɨƵ�ƊȁƮ�

applied arts to giant aircraft and locomotives, 

steaming engines and industrial heritage icons – the 

1785 Boulton and Watt steam engine, the Saturn V 

ȲȌƧǲƵɈ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�!ƊɈƊǶǞȁƊ�˜ɯǞȁǐ�ƦȌƊɈخ

1.2
A BRIEF HISTORYA BRIEF HISTORY
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The multiaward winning Powerhouse Museum 

became the litmus test for many new museums 

in Australia and internationally with museum and 

ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ǶƵƊƮƵȲȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�ÇȁǞɈƵƮ�jǞȁǐƮȌǿة�Ç²²ªة�

China, Europe, Central Asia, Asia and the USA 

engaging with the Museum through VIP visitors, 

memoranda of understanding, study programs, staff 

exchanges, exhibition partnerships and tours, and 

ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ǶȌƊȁȺ�2٘خ

3 I An axonomteric of the south west corner.
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02
THE VISION

The 1978 Feasibility Study for the development of 

the Powerhouse Museum undertaken by the NSW 

JȌɨƵȲȁǿƵȁɈ��ȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈȺ��Ǐ˛ƧƵـ�ةȯȲƵȯƊȲƵƮ�Ʀɯ�mǞȌȁƵǶ�

Glendenning with critical support from Norman 

Harwood, Curator MAAS and reviewed by the MAAS 

Director Staff as submitted), noted the opportunities 

and advantages offered by the Ultimo Power Station 

ƊȁƮ�ÀȲƊǿɩƊɯ�(ƵȯȌɈب

For the purpose of developing a new Science and 

Technology Museum in the late twentieth-century, 

the site has outstanding potential.  It is historically 

ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈƵل�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƊǶǶɯ�˹ƵɮǞƦǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵǿƊȲǲƊƦǶɯ�

cost-effective.  What could be more appropriate 

ǏȌȲ�ȺɐƧǘ�Ɗ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ɈǘƊȁ�ɈǘƵ�˸ȲȺɈ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ȯȌɩƵȲ٧

house in Sydney?  And what building in Sydney 

has interior spaces built on such a generous scale 

to accommodate the Museum’s exceptional 

transport and engineering collections?1 3 I �ȁ�ƵƊȲǶɯ�ƧȌȁƧƵȯɈɐƊǶ�˸ǐɐȲƵ�Ʀɯ�mǞȌȁƵǶ�JǶƵȁƮƵȁȁǞȁǐى
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The following extracts  have been taken from Colin 

Wood’s 1988 discussion with Lionel Glendenning and 

ªǞƧǘƊȲƮ�hȌǘȁȺȌȁ1خ  Lionel Glendenning describes his 

vision for the 1988 design and the accompanying 

ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁخ

1988

LIONEL GLENDENNING

2.1
ARCHITECTURE

“The beginnings of the Powerhouse Museum 

ȲƵƊǶǶɯ�ƦƵǐǞȁ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�JȲƵƊɈ�0ɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁخ��Xȁ�ׇׁ�Ɗ�

building was very rapidly erected in London to great 

ƊƧƧǶƊǞǿ�²خɯƮȁƵɯ�ǘƊƮ�ǞɈȺ�Ȍɩȁ�ǿǞȁǞ�ٗ!ȲɯȺɈƊǶ�§ƊǶƊƧƵ٘ة�

ɈǘƵ�ׇׁ�JƊȲƮƵȁ�§ƊǶƊƧƵخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ɩƊȺ�ȲƊȯǞƮǶɯ�

constructed, mostly wood on steel frame, and was 

ƮƵȺɈȲȌɯƵƮ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ƧȌȁ˜ƊǐȲƊɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ׁׂ�ƊǶȌȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�

wɐȺƵɐǿٚȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁـ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�

ɈǘƵ�JƊȲƮƵȁ�§ƊǶƊƧƵ�0ɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺخف��ÀǘƵ�ƦƵǐǞȁȁǞȁǐȺ�ȌǏ�

ɈǘƵ�ׁ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�

ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȺȌǶɐɈǞȌȁ٘خ

“The Architectural Brief was developed initially 

ɩǞɈǘ�yȌȲǿƊȁ�RƊȲɩȌȌƮة�!ɐȲƊɈȌȲ�w��²خ��ÀǘƵȲƵ�ǞȺ�

always an evolutionary element in a Brief, but in this 

particular case Dr Lindsay Sharp, Museum DIrector 

had a view, an evolving view of the museums in that 

the traditional museum had pretty serious failings, 

ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲǶɯ�Ǟȁ�ǞɈȺ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊǶ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�

he held that museums should change both their 

role and their ways of presentation; they needed to 

ƵǿƦȲƊƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǘƊǶǶƵȁǐƵȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵɩ�ƊǐƵٗ�خ

ٗÀǘƵ�ȱɐƵȺɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ƦƊǶƊȁƧƵ�ǞȺ�ƊǶɩƊɯȺ�Ɗȁ�ǞȺȺɐƵخ���Ɉ�ɈǘǞȺ�

time the traditional approach was beginning to be 

ȲƵƧȌȁȺǞƮƵȲƵƮخ��ÀǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȲƵȺȌǶɐɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�

ȌǏǏƵȲƵƮ�ɨƊȲǞƵɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�˜ƵɮǞƦǞǶǞɈɯخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�

opportunity for the museum to bridge the gap 

between the traditional style and the more radical, 

experimental, hands on experience, interactive type, 

ȌǏ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ȌǏ�ɈȌƮƊɯ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ȯȌɈƵȁɈǞƊǶǶɯ٘خ�

“In supporting the view that the Museum should 

offer the potential for traditional design options, 

ƦƵǞȁǐ�ȲƵƊǶǞȺƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ƧƵȲɈƊǞȁ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺخ��ÀǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȯƊȲɈȺ�

of Museum exhibition design work that will be very 

beautiful, but explore quite traditional approaches 

ɈȌ�ƮǞȺȯǶƊɯǞȁǐ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ȺȯǞȲǞɈ�

ǞȺ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƵɈƊǞȁƵƮ�

ƧǘƊȲƊƧɈƵȲ�ȌǏ�ƊȁƮ�ǿȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ƮȲƊɩȁ�ȌɐɈ�ȌǏ�ȌǶƮ�

architecture - the new architecture, and in the 

same way, the exhibitions don’t deny the traditional 

view of museums, they embrace the old where it is 

ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈƵ٘خ
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“The bottom line is the beautiful dichotomy between 

ȌƦȺƵȲɨƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈس�ɈǘƊɈ�ǿƊǐǞƧƊǶ�ȺƵȁȺƵ�ȌǏ�ɩȌȁƮƵȲ�

that occurs when one comes face to face with the 

ȲƵƊǶ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈخ��ÀǘƵ�ǏƵƊȺǞƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ȺɈɐƮɯ�ƮǞȺƧɐȺȺƵƮ�ٙɈƵǶƵɨǞȺǞȌȁٙة�

‘media,‘ and ‘image’; the fact that we have a society 

sated with television; the gap between self and 

ȲƵƊǶǞɈɯخ��ÀȌ�ǐǞɨƵ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ȲƵƊǶǞɈɯ�ɩƊȺ�ǯɐȺɈ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�

ƦǞǐǐƵȺɈ�ٙɈɐȲȁٌȌȁٙ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȌȁƵ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƧȲƵƊɈƵ��²خȌ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȯȌǞȁɈ�

at which interaction occurs between the observer 

ƊȁƮ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ɩƊȺ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ǞȺ�ƊǶǶ�ƊƦȌɐɈخ��XɈٚȺ�

really about that magic moment, that sense of 

ɩȌȁƮƵȲة�ɈǘƊɈ�ƧȌȁǏȲȌȁɈƊɈǞȌȁ٘خ

“To do that the architecture explored very 

controversial, very powerful and yet very sensitive 

ƊȁƮ�ȲƵȺȯȌȁȺǞɨƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ƧȌȁƧƵȯɈȺخ��ÀǘƵȲƵ�ɩƊȺة�

however, a period in the development of the 

exhibitions where the building was seen as both a 

ɈǘȲƵƊɈ�ƊȁƮ�ǞǿȯȌȺȺǞƦǶƵ�ɈȌ�ɩȌȲǲ�ɩǞɈǘخ��ȁƮ�ɯƵɈ�ɩȌȲǲǞȁǐ�

with Richard Johnson I felt that here was 

Ɗȁ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯخ��XɈ�ǯɐȺɈ�ȁƵƵƮƵƮ�ȺȌǿƵȌȁƵ�ƧƊȯƊƦǶƵ�ȌǏ�

making that connection between the new and the 

ȌǶƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ٘خ

ٗÀǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƊƦȌȲƊɈǞɨƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ɩȌȲǲ�ǘƊȺ�ƦƵƵȁ�ȺɐƦǯƵƧɈƵƮ�

to the most rigorous scrutiny, from curators through 

Ɗ�ɩǘȌǶƵ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶǞȺɈȺخ��àǘƊɈ�ǘƊȺ�

emerged is a pretty powerful design message; a 

ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɈǘƊɈٚȺ�ɐȁǞȱɐƵ�ƊȁƮ�ƦǶƊɹǞȁǐ�ȁƵɩ�ɈȲƊǞǶȺ�ƊɈ�Ɗ��ǶƵɨƵǶ�

that had never been achieved in this country, at least 

Ǟȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲ�˛ƵǶƮ٘خ�

“Design has a voice on a whole range of issues in 

ɈǘƵ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿخ��XɈ�ǞȺ�ƦɐǞǶɈ�ǞȁɈȌ�ƧȌǿǿǞɈɈƵƵ�

structures so that there were key people who 

Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵƮ�Ɗ�ɩǘȌǶƵ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ǞȺȺɐƵȺ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ȁȌȲǿƊǶǶɯ�

the design community wouldn’t believe was their 

ɈɐȲǏخ��ÀǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ǐȲȌɐȯȺ�ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘƵƮ�Ɗ�ƮǞȲƵƧɈǞȌȁة�

a concept and an approach in which quality was 

ǞȁƧȌȲȯȌȲƊɈƵƮ�ƊȺ�ǏɐȁƮƊǿƵȁɈƊǶخ��àǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�

wɐȺƵɐǿة�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ǘƊȺ�ƊƧǘǞƵɨƵƮ�Ɗ�ƧȲƵƮǞƦǞǶǞɈɯ٘خ

��X�ƦƵǶǞƵɨƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ȁƵƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵخ�خ�خٗ

city’s patterns, the city’s connections, the city’s ‘feel‘ 

are generated in the buildings, which may become 

ɈǘƵ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈȌȲ�ȌǏ�ȁƵɩ�ɐȲƦƊȁ�ǏȌȲǿȺخ��XɈٚȺ�ȁȌɈ�Ɗ�ɨƵȲɯ�

fashionable position but the ego trippers have been 

ƮƵȺɈȲȌɯǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǞɈɯخ��wɯ�ǏƵƵǶǞȁǐ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�

is that it’s evolutionary and revolutionary and so the 

Powerhouse, for me, is a demonstration of my thesis 

that the most revolutionary architecture can be 

evolutionary, and that design by constraint, design 

in context, can produce far more powerful, far more 

exciting, far more successfully integrated solutions 

than those that represent the current prototype for 

ɈǘƵ�ƧǞɈɯ٘خ
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“From its very beginning from 1898 the museum 

was built upon the guiding principle that the skin 

ɩƊȺ�ƵȁƧǶȌȺǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ɈƵƧǘȁȌǶȌǐɯخ��XɈ�ɩƊȺ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵƮة�ǞɈ�

was robust, it was adapted and I felt that I was part 

ȌǏ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐǞɈɯ��²خɐƧǘ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵȺ�ɩǞǶǶ�ǐȌ�Ȍȁخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�

beautiful aspect of museums; they have a life beyond 

ƊǶǶ�ȌǏ�ɐȺخ��ȺȌ�X�Ɗǿ�ȺǞǿȯǶɯ�Ɗ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐɐǿ�ƊȁƮ�

ǿɯ�ǿȌƮǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁȺة�ƊƮƊȯɈƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊƮǯɐȺɈǿƵȁɈȺ�

to this building were done without some of the 

ƧȌȁȺɈȲƊǞȁɈȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǿǞǐǘɈ�ƊȯȯǶɯ�Ǟȁ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ٘خ

“My feeling was that I was dealing here with a 

skin that was scarred, broken and had lesions, was 

ǿȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ǘƊƮ�ƦƊȁƮٌƊǞƮȺخ��Xȁ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈة�XٚɨƵ�ɈȲǞƵƮ�ɈȌ�

recreate some of the feeling in the east facade with 

those black silhouttes which are the shadows of 

ɩǘƊɈ�ɩƊȺ�ȌȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵȲƵخ��XٚɨƵ�ɈȲǞƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƵɮȯǶƊǞȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȲȌƦɐȺɈ�

ƦȲȌǲƵȁ�ȁƊɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǏƊƧƊƮƵخ��

ٌ��ȁ�ƵƧǘȌ٘خ
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11 I An illustration of the interior of Wran building.
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The following extracts have been taken from Colin 

Wood’s 1988 discussion with Lionel Glendenning and 

ªǞƧǘƊȲƮ�hȌǘȁȺȌȁ1خ  Richard Johnson describes his 

ɨǞȺǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ׁ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁخ

1988

RICHARD JOHNSON

2.2
EXHIBITION DESIGN

ٗX�ȺɐȯȯȌȺƵ�X�ǘƊɨƵ�ɈɩȌ�ȲȌǶƵȺخ���ȁƵ�ǞȺ�ɈȲɯǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ǐǞɨƵ�ɈǘƵ�

ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȺȌǿƵ�ƧȌǘƵȺǞȌȁ�ƊȺ�Ɗȁ�ȌɨƵȲƊǶǶ�ƊƧǞɨǞɈɯخ��

I am a consultant to the Powerhouse Museum, giving 

an overview and some criticism and direction to all 

ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁخ��yȌ�ȌȁƵ�ǘƊƮ�ȲƵƊǶǶɯ�ǶȌȌǲƵƮ�ƊɈ�

the exhibitions as a whole or from a design point of 

ɨǞƵɩخ��wȌȺɈ�ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲǶɯ�ɈǘƵɯ�ǘƊƮȁٚɈ�ǏȌƧɐȺȺƵƮ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�

fact that the exhibitions must feed from, and be part 

of, what Lionel Glendenning had already started; to 

grow and graft on to those things and exploit and 

add to what was already there rather than tussle 

ƊǐƊǞȁȺɈ�ǞɈ٘

ٗX�ȺƵƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ƊȲɈ�ƊɈ�ǞɈȺ�ǿȌȺɈ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐɐǿخ��

XɈ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�ȺɈȌȯȺخ��ÀǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƧƊȁ�ȌȯƵȁ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�

ǞȺ�ȺɈǞǶǶ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ȌȯƵȲƊɈǞȁǐخ��ÀǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁƵȲ�ȺƵɈȺ�ǞɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈȲƊǞȁ�

with the client and various other bodies and people 

ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȁȺȯǞȲƵ�ȌȲ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǞƮƵƊȺخ��ÀǘȌȺƵ�ǞƮƵƊȺ�ƊȁƮ�

concepts have started the design process, generated 

ǞɈخ��mǞȌȁƵǶ�JǶƵȁƮƵȁȁǞȁǐ�ǞȺ�ƧƊȲȲɯǞȁǐ�ǞɈ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘخ���ɈǘƵȲ

ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ɩǞǶǶ�ȯǞƧǲ�ɐȯ�ƊȁƮ�ɩȌȲǲ�ɩǞɈǘ�ǞɈخ�� ɐɈ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǿȌȺɈ�

ƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵ�ǞɈ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮȁٚɈ�ȺɈȌȯخ��§ƵȌȯǶƵ�ǿɐȺɈ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞǏɯ�

ɩǞɈǘ�ǞɈ�ƊȁƮ�ɐȁƮƵȲȺɈƊȁƮ�ǞɈخ��ÀǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺ�ǞȺ�ȁȌɈ�

simply something that happens sitting at a drawing 

board doing a couple of drawings, although there is a 

ɈƵȁƮƵȁƧɯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ɈǘǞȁǲ�ȌǏ�ǞɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɩƊɯخ�خ�خ��

People have simply got to be aware that design is not 

ȺȌǿƵ�ǿɯȺɈǞƧƊǶ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺخ��XɈ�ǞȺ�ȺȌǿƵɈǘǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵɯ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�

understand and want to keep, want to maintain and 

ƦɐǞǶƮ�ɐȯȌȁ٘خ�

ٗXɈ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ƧȌȁɈƵɮɈɐƊǶ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐة�Ɗ�ǐȲƊǏɈ�ȌǏ�ȌǶƮ�ƊȁƮ�ȁƵɩخ��

It offered a great variety of spaces, immense scale, 

some of the largest spaces within which to display 

ȱɐǞɈƵ�Ɗ�ƮǞɨƵȲȺƵ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ��²خȌǿƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȲƵ�ȺȌ�

tiny they could be overwhelmed by the space while 

ȌɈǘƵȲȺ�˛Ɉ�ƧȌǿǏȌȲɈƊƦǶɯ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ǞɈ��²خȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȯƊƧƵ�ɩƊȺ�

very assertive, quite constrasting in some cases, but 

at the same time offered immense opportunities 

ɈǘƊɈ�Ɗ�ȁƵɩ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�ȌǏǏƵȲخ
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11 I  An illustration of the interior of the Engine House.
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ȺƊǿƵ�ɈǞǿƵة�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ɈǞǿƵ�ɩƵ�ȯɐɈ�ƊȁȌɈǘƵȲ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈة�

another statement, into the Powerhouse Museum, 

we could potentially confuse the reading of the 

ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƊɈǘȺ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�ɈȌ�ɈƊǲƵ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ǞɈخ

So we have to understand this and give people 

as they enter some comprehension of the total 

space, and then of the gallery space, and each bit 

ɈǘƊɈٚȺ�ƮƵɨȌɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�Ɗȁ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁخ��ÀǘƵ�ɨǞȺǞɈȌȲȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ɈȌ�

comprehend the space, and feel comfortable with 

ǞɈة�ƦƵǏȌȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƧƊȁ�ǏȌƧɐȺ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈȺخ��ÀǘƵɯ�ǿɐȺɈ�

ǲȁȌɩ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵة�ƊȁƮ�ȁȌɈ�ǏƵƵǶ�ɈǘƵɯٚǶǶ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�˛ȁƮ�

ɈǘƵǞȲ�ɩƊɯ�ȌɐɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǿƊɹƵخ

Not only is the architecture challenging, but the 

ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ǞƮƵƊȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǶȺȌ�ƧǘƊǶǶƵȁǐǞȁǐخ��àƵ�ɈȲɯ�ɈȌ�

give a range of different experiences so that if poeple 

are turned off by one particular thing, they can 

ƧǘȌȌȺƵ�ȺȌǿƵɈǘǞȁǐ�ƵǶȺƵ٘خ

“There is quite a lot of learned debate among  

museum people that the ‘black box environment‘ 

ǞȺ�ɈǘƵ�ɩƊɯ�ɈȌ�ǐȌ�ǏȌȲ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿȺخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǘƊȺ�

˛ȲǿǶɯ�ƧȌȁɨǞȁƧƵƮ�ǿƵ�ȌɈǘƵȲɩǞȺƵخ��ÀǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ƦǶƊƧǲ�ƦȌɮ�

situations in the Powerhouse Museum, for individual 

ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈȺة�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵɯ�ɩȌȲǲ�ɩƵǶǶخ�� ɐɈة�ȌɨƵȲƊǶǶ�ȌȁƵ�ǿɐȺɈ�

ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�ƦƊǶƊȁƧƵخ���ȁƵ�ȁǞƧƵ�ɈǘǞȁǐ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�

became very evident as soon as I walked through the 

ȺǞɈƵ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�ɨƵȲɯ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƮƊɯخ��X�ǏƵǶɈ�ǘƵȲƵ�ɩƊȺ�Ɗ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�

with a great range of diverse spaces, with a great 

diverse colelction, with a whole range of thematic 

ǞƮƵƊȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵɯ�ɩƊȁɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧخ��ÀǘƵ�

architecture had responsed to that diversity and 

contextualism and built upon the things that were 

already there and the exhibiton design had to folllow 

ɈǘǞȺ�ǶƵƊƮخ

The collection is an old one and very diverse and 

ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵȺ�ȺȌǿƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ǞȁɈƵȲȁƊǶǶɯ�ȲƵƧȌǐȁǞȺƵƮ�

ȺɯǿƦȌǶȺخ��X�ɈȲǞƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƦɐǞǶƮ�ɐȯ�Ɗ�ƮǞȺƧǞȯǶǞȁƵة�Ɗ�ɩƊɯ�ȌǏ�

structuring the exhibition design, based upon the 

ɩƊɯ�Ɗ�ɨǞȺǞɈȌȲ�ȺƵƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǿȌɨƵȺ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐخ��

This ‘vista‘ perception was necessary to understand 

ɈǘƵ�ǞƮƵƊȺة�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ٘خ

“First of all we have to understand how people will 

approach and enter the building, how they move 

through it, because some of the spaces are quite 

ǞȁɈǞǿǞƮƊɈǞȁǐس�ƦǞǐة�ǐȲƊȁƮة�ƵȁȌȲǿȌɐȺ�ɨȌǶɐǿƵȺخ��ÀǘƵ�

building is as it is because it evolved over such a 

ǶȌȁǐ�ȯƵȲǞȌƮ�ȌǏ�ɈǞǿƵخ��mǞǲƵ�Ɗ�ƧǞɈɯ�ǞɈ�ǘƊȺ�ȺȌȲɈ�ȌǏ�ǶȌȌȺƵ�˛Ɉ�

ƧǞȲƧɐǶƊɈǞȌȁة�ɈǘƵȲƵٚȺ�ȁȌ�ƧǶƊȺȺǞƧƊǶ�ȲȌɐɈƵ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ǞɈخ��æȌɐ�

don’t enter a central exhibition hall and then relate 

ƦƊƧǲ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ǘƊǶǶخ��XɈٚȺ�ȁȌɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȺȌȲɈ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐخ��XɈٚȺ�

not that sort of a collection either, and that makes it 

ƊƧɈɐƊǶǶɯ�ǿɐƧǘ�ǿȌȲƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲƵȺɈǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵخ�� ɐɈ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�
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11 I ÀǘƵ�!ƊɈƊǶǞȁƊ�˹ɯǞȁǐ�ƦȌƊɈٴ�IȲǞǐƊɈƵ� ǞȲƮ�XXٴ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƊƵȲǞƊǶ�ƧƵȁɈƵȲȯǞƵƧƵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵףףפל��ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ɈǘƵǿƵٵ� ȲǞȁǐǞȁǐ�§ƵȌȯǶƵ�ÀȌǐƵɈǘƵȲٵى
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There were obvious constraints, there were also 

spaces that exhilarated because they had great 

ȺǘƊǏɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ǶǞǐǘɈ�ȯƵȁƵɈȲƊɈǞȁǐ�ǞȁɈȌ�ɈǘƵǿخ��IȲȌǿ�

a museum point of view, some curators and others 

ɩǞǶǶ�ɈƵǶǶ�ɯȌɐ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞɈٚȺ�ǞǿȯȌȺȺǞƦǶƵس�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞɈ�ǯɐȺɈ�ɩȌȁٚɈ�ɩȌȲǲ�

ƊȁƮ�ǘƊȺ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ƦǶƊƧǲƵƮ�ȌɐɈخ��RȌɩƵɨƵȲة�ǞǏ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�

design is generated by public perception, if visitors 

ǶǞǲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǏƵƵǶǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�ɩƊǶǲǞȁǐ�ǞȁɈȌ�Ɗ�ȺȯƊƧƵ�˜ȌȌƮƵƮ�ɩǞɈǘ�

natural light, why blacken it out?  Why not, more 

cleverly, look at the design opportunities presented 

and try and control the environment in another way 

by building shelters or cocoons for things that are 

ǶǞǐǘɈ�ȺƵȁȺǞɈǞɨƵ٘خ

��ǞǏ�ɈǘƵ�ɩǘȌǶƵ�ȌǏ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ǘƊƮ�ƦƵƵȁخ�خ�خٗ

ȺɈƵƊǿ�ɈȲƊǞȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǘɐǏ˛ȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ȯɐǏ˛ȁǐة�ɩǞɈǘ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�

noise and excitement, then that would set up a 

ȲƵǶƊɈǞɨƵǶɯ�ƦȌȲǞȁǐ�ȯƊɈɈƵȲȁخ��XɈ�ǿǞǐǘɈ�ǞȁǞɈǞƊǶǶɯ�ƵɮƧǞɈƵ�ƦɐɈ�

ǞɈ�ɩȌɐǶƮȁٚɈ�ȺɐȺɈƊǞȁ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵٚȺ�ǞȁɈƵȲƵȺɈخ���ȁƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲƵƊɈ�

things has been to attempt to arrive at a balance of 

content, space, experience, interactivity and classical 

are located at key points, generally with an axial 

approach to them so that people can see them from 

Ɗ�ƮǞȺɈƊȁƧƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵǿƵǿƦƵȲ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ƊȁƮ�˛Ɉ�

ɈǘƵǿ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǞȲƧɐǶƊɈǞȌȁ٘خ

“Another thing that’s happening is that we’re putting 

in an electronic information system in the main 

ǏȌɯƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ǞȺ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�Ʀɯ�Ɗ�ȺɈɐȁȁǞȁǐ�

ȯǘȌɈȌǐȲƊȯǘ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ǲƵɯ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ��²خȌة�

we are identifying exhibitions and themes by key 

ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ��0خɨƵȲɯ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ɩǞǶǶ�ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�ȯȌȺɈƵȲ�Ȍȁ�ƮǞȺȯǶƊɯ�

in the forecourt, so people (before they enter the 

building) will know broadly what are the themes and 

ɩǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌȁɈƵȁɈ�ǞȺ�ǐȌǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǶǞǲƵخ��àǘƵȁ�ɈǘƵɯ�ǐƵɈ�

into the Powerhouse Museum, they are directed to 

a particular exhibition by the poster image which is 

ǞȁƧȌȲȯȌȲƊɈƵƮ�ǞȁɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲȌȁǞƧ�ǞȁǏȌȲǿƊɈǞȌȁ�ȺɯȺɈƵǿ٘خ

ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�Ɗȁ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ǏȌȲ�ǞɈȺ�Ȍɩȁ�ȺƊǲƵخ��XɈ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�

be terribly wrong to have every exhibition with the 

same level of interactivity, or every single exhibition 

ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƊǿƵ�ǶƵɨƵǶ�ȌǏ�ƵɮƧǞɈƵǿƵȁɈة�ȁȌǞȺƵ�ȌȲ�ȺɈǞǿɐǶƊɈǞȌȁخ��

���ȁƮ�ǯɐȺɈ�ƊȺ�ɯȌɐȲ�ǿȌȌƮ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵ�ǿȌǿƵȁɈƊȲǞǶɯ�ƊȺخ�خ

you’re moving through a visit, or it will change from 

one visit to another, your needs and demands of 

ɈǘƵ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵ��0خɨƵȲɯ�ɨǞȺǞɈȌȲ�

ȁƵƵƮȺ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵخ��ÀǘƵɯ�˛ȁƮ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�Ȍɩȁ�ɩƊɯخ��ÀǘƵɯ�˛ȁƮ�

their own special little spaces in what I see as the 

ٙɈȌɩȁȺƧƊȯƵٙ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿة�ǯɐȺɈ�ƊȺ�ɩƵ�ƮȌ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ɈȌɩȁخ��

�ȁƮ�ȁȌ�ɈɩȌ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵȺٚ�ȯȲƵǏƵȲƵȁƧƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƊǿƵ٘خ

ٗàƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȯǶƊƧƵƮ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɩƵ�ƧƊǶǶ�ǶƊȁƮǿƊȲǲ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�Ǟȁ�

public spaces that will guide people through the 

ǿɐȺƵɐǿخ�خ�خ��ɈǘƵ� ȌɐǶɈȌȁش��àƊɈɈ�0ȁǐǞȁƵ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�

ǶƊȁƮǿƊȲǲ�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵخ���ȁƧƵ�ɯȌɐ�ȺƵƵ�ǞɈ�ɯȌɐ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�

forget it, and you know where it is in the Powerhouse 

wɐȺƵɐǿخ��ÀǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǞȲƧȲƊǏɈة�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȺǿƊǶǶ�ȯȲƵƧǞȌɐȺ�

ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺة�ƵɮƧǞɈǞȁǐ�ǞȁƮǞɨǞƮɐƊǶ�ǞɈƵǿȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ɩǞǶǶ�ȺƵƵ�

ƊȁƮ�ȲƵǿƵǿƦƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ǲȁȌɩ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵخ��ÀǘƵȺƵ
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��ǞǏ�ɯȌɐ�ɈǘǞȁǲ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ƮǞȺƧǞȯǶǞȁƵȺ�ƊȁƮخ�خ�خٗ

specialist skills that have gone into the creation of 

the building, I don’t think there would be any other 

building which would encompass and integrate so 

ǿƊȁɯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȺǲǞǶǶȺخ��mǞȌȁƵǶ�JǶƵȁƮƵȁȁǞȁǐ�ɩƊȺ�

talking about the theatrical set painters who painted 

ɈǘƵ�ƧǶȌɐƮȺƧƊȯƵخ��ÀǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǶȺȌ�ƊɐƮǞȌ�ƊȁƮ�ɨǞȺɐƊǶ�

experts, there are sound experts, there are graphic 

designers, there are colour consultants, there are 

lighting design specialists, there are specialists in 

ȯƊǞȁɈ�˛ȁǞȺǘƵȺة�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶǞȺɈȺ�Ǟȁ�ɩƵƊɨǞȁǐ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶ�

ƧƊȲȯƵɈȺخ�خ�خ��§ɐƦǶǞƧ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�ƊƧɈɐƊǶǶɯ�ƮƵǿƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�

coordination and contribution of all that amount of 

ƮƵȺǞǐȁة�ɈƵƧǘȁǞƧƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ƊȲɈǞȺɈǞƧ�ƵɮȯƵȲɈǞȺƵ٘خ

���XɈ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƵɨȌǶɨƵ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵɈƊǞǶȺ�ɩǞǶǶخ�ǞɈٚȺ�ǶǞǲƵ�Ɗ�ɈȌɩȁخ�خ�خٗ

ƧǘƊȁǐƵ�Ǟȁ�Ɗȁ�ƵɨȌǶɐɈǞȌȁƊȲɯ�ɩƊɯخ��ÀǘƊɈٚȺ�ǘȌɩ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿȺ�

ƵɨȌǶɨƵخ��ÀǘƵȲƵٚȺ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ǿȌȁƵɯ�ɈȌ�ȲƵƮȌ�ɈǘƵ�

ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ƧȌǿȯǶƵɈƵǶɯ�ƊɈ�Ɗȁɯ�ȌȁƵ�ȯȌǞȁɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈǞǿƵخ��ÀǘƊɈ�

ȌȁǶɯ�ǘƊȯȯƵȁȺ�ȌȁƧƵ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿٚȺ�ǶǞǏƵ��²خȌ�ɩƵٚɨƵ�ƦɐǞǶɈ�

Ǟȁ�ƧƵȲɈƊǞȁ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƊȲƵ�ǶƵȺȺ�˜ƵɮǞƦǶƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ȌɈǘƵȲȺ�Ǟȁ�

Ɗ�ǘǞƵȲƊȲƧǘɯ�ȌǏ�ƦȲȌƊƮ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȁƵ�ǐȲƊǞȁخ��ÀǘƵ�

ǿȌȺɈ�˜ƵɮǞƦǶƵ�ƊȲƵ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺ�ǶǞǲƵ�ǶƊƦƵǶȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈƵɮɈ�ȯƊȁƵǶȺ�

which are actually systematised to the point where 

the Powerhouse Museum, on its own desk-top 

computer can produce another instant label that will 

˛Ɉ�Ɗ�ȯƵȲȺȯƵɮ�ƧȌȁɈƊǞȁƵȲخ���ȁƮ�ǞǏ�ȺȌǿƵ�ǏƊƧɈ�ǞȺ�ɩȲȌȁǐ�

ɈǘƵɯ�ƧƊȁ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵ�ǞɈخ���ƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶǶɯ�Ǟȁ�ȺȌǿƵ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ�

there are items that, for conservation reasons, must 

ƦƵ�Ȍȁ�ƧȌȁȺɈƊȁɈ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵٌȌɨƵȲ��²خɐƧǘ�ǞɈƵǿȺ�ǿǞǐǘɈ�

be on display for only a matter of weeks or months 

ƦƵǏȌȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵƮ٘خ
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“It is worth restating the meaning of Museum and 

then exploring the potential of the term as it applied 

ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�Ǟȁ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌخ���Ⱥ�ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�Ʀɯ�

X!�wة�ɈǘƵ�XȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�!ȌɐȁƧǞǶ�ȌǏ�wɐȺƵɐǿȺب�

��ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ȁȌȁ٧ȯȲȌ˸Ɉل�ȯƵȲǿƊȁƵȁɈ�

institution in the service of society and its 

development, open to the public, which 

acquires, conserves, researches, communicates 

and exhibits the tangible and intangible 

heritage of humanity and its environment 

for the purposes of education, study and 

ƵȁǯȌɯǿƵȁɈٌى 1

 

03
DESIGN PRINCIPLES i 1988

The following principles are described by Glendenning 

(quoted in blue) and Johnson (quoted in green), 

ƊȁƮ� ƊȲƵ� ǞǶǶɐȺɈȲƊɈƵƮ�ɩǘƵȲƵ� ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈƵخ� � ²ȌǿƵ�ȌǏ� ɈǘƵ�

quotations are reused due to their relevance for 

ƵɮȯǶƊǞȁǞȁǐ�ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁɈ�ǏƊƧƵɈȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȯȲǞȁƧǞȯǶƵȺخ

ORIGINS: historical references

MUSEUM AS SYMBOL

MUSEUM & PRECINCT

MUSEUM & COLLECTION

OLD & NEW

ARCHITECTURE & EXHIBITION

INNOVATION & SUSTAINABILITY 

ENTRY, ORIENTATION & MOVEMENT 

ENGAGEMENT

COLOUR & LIGHT
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11 I A close up view of the north western elevation of the Wran building.  11 I JƊȲƮƵȁ�§ƊǶƊƧƵ�²ǞǶǘȌɐƵɈɈƵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�àȲƊȁ� ɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƊȺ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�
ى�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺףףפל

11 I ÀǘƵ�XȁɈƵȲǞȌȲ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�JƊȲƮƵȁ�§ƊǶƊƧƵل�ȯǘȌɈȌǐȲƊȯǘƵƮ�Ǟȁىםףףל���w��²�
ɩƊȺ�ǐǞɨƵȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲȌɐȁƮ�ƊȁƮ�˸ȲȺɈ�˹ȌȌȲȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȌɐɈǘ٧ɩƵȺɈ�ƧȌȲȁƵȲى
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Celebration of the correlation between Power Station 
and Museum’s Transport collections

“What could be more appropriate for such a Museum 
ɈǘƊȁ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ȯȌɩƵȲٌǘȌɐȺƵ�Ǟȁ�²ɯƮȁƵɯد���ȁƮ�
what building in Sydney has interior spaces built on 
such a generous scale to accommodate the Museum’s 
ƵɮƧƵȯɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈ�ƊȁƮ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵƵȲǞȁǐ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ3٘د

Embodiment of Industrial Revolution

“Unique to the Powerhouse Museum is the fact 
ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿٚȺ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ٌ�ǞɈȺ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧ�ǏƊƦȲǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�
contemporary architecture, and its Ultimo location – 
together with its diverse collection are metaphors for 
the overarching narrative that informs the Powerhouse 
Museum, for the Museum is born of the Industrial 
Revolution – its essence is designing and making for 
living.”1 

Beginnings in the Garden Palace, 1881

“The beginnings of the Powerhouse Museum really 
begin with the Great Exhibition.  In 1878, a building 
was very rapidly erected in London to great acclaim. 
Sydney had its own mini “Crystal Palace,” the 1879 
Garden Palace.  This building was rapidly constructed, 
mostly wood on steel frame, and was destroyed in a 
ƧȌȁ˜ƊǐȲƊɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ׁׂ�ƊǶȌȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿٚȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�
ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁـ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�JƊȲƮƵȁ�
Palace Exhibitions).  The beginnings of the 1988 
§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�
solution.”4

A reference to the rich history of the Museum of 
Applied Arts & Sciences (MAAS)

“The architectural design explored the rich history of 
the museum from its early beginnings in the great 
Garden Palace exhibition in 1879.  The West Building 
(later Wran Building) and the galleria derive from the 
arched form of this earlier building whilst also creating 
spatial sequences that expand and augment the 
existing great rectangular volumes of the Turbine and 
ƦȌǞǶƵȲ�ǘƊǶǶȺ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌش��§ɯȲǿȌȁɈ�ٙƧǶǞǏǏ�ȌǏ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ2ٗخ

The vision and design intent of the 1988 Museum

“A number of ideas are developed and explored in this 
ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐب

• The great exhibition and railway buildings of the 
19th century including Garden Palaces, Sydney; 
Melbourne Exhibition Building; Central Railway 
Station, Sydney.

• A contextual awareness and historic reference.

• Creating old and new linkages with the 
architecture of Ultimo and the Powerhouse.

• Architecture within Architecture.  House within 
House.

• Adaption and reuse of existing fragments of the 
city.

• Separation, layering, transparency, screen, density, 
diversity, intervention.“5 

ORIGINS: HISTORICAL REFERENCES
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11 I !ȌǶȌȁȁƊƮƵ�ƊǶȌȁǐ�RƊȲȲǞȺ�²ɈȲƵƵɈ�Ǟȁلףףפל��ȺǞȁƧƵ�ȯƊȲɈǶɯ�ƮƵǿȌǶǞȺǘƵƮ11ىى I An aerial view of Ultmo at completion of Stage I of the Museum. 11 I  ȌǞǶƵȲ�RƊǶǶ�ƮɐȲǞȁǐ�ƧȌȁȺɈȲɐƧɈǞȌȁى��ÀǘƵםכפל��ƧǘǞǿȁƵɯȺ�
are now used as part of the air conditioning system.
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Recollection of our industrial past

“The building references the Garden Palace, Richard 
Johnson referenced the Garden Palace . . . Look 
how original that is, it has never existed before, how 
ƦȲǞǶǶǞƊȁɈ�ٌ�Ɗ�ȺǞǶǘȌɐƵɈɈƵ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ٙƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐٚ�ٌ�Ɗ�
ǐǘȌȺɈٌǶǞǲƵ�ǿƵǿȌȲɯخ��ÀǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ȲƵǏƵȲƵȁƧƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�
through performance; through the Museum; and 
ǞɈȺ�ƦƵǐǞȁȁǞȁǐة�ƊȁƮ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɯȌɐ�ǘƊɨƵ�ǞȺ�ׂ׀׀�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ȌǏ�
incredible rich history.”6

An Evolutionary Entity

“My feeling about architecture is that it’s evolutionary 
and revolutionary and so the Powerhouse, for me, 
is a demonstration of my thesis that the most 
revolutionary architecture can be evolutionary, and 
that design by constraint, design in context, can 
produce far more powerful, far more exciting, far more 
successfully integrated solutions than those that 
represent the current prototype for the city.”4

“. . . it’s like a town.  It will evolve and details will 
change in an evolutionary way.  That’s how museums 
evolve.”2 

Museums are storytellers / Museology is storytelling

“Museums are the narrative in a way, which is a 
wonderful thing if you see it as an opportunity, and 
develop them positively in that way.”6

An archive for Ultimo’s urbanity 

“I believe that there is a need to ensure that the city’s 
patterns, the city’s connections, the city’s ‘feel‘ are 
generated in the buildings, which may become the 
generator of new urban forms.”6 

“Concepts like the vault, built a powerful urban 
element which became almost rhetorical verandah, 
a really overstated urban element which we all know 
and recognise.”4
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11 I  ȌɐǶɈȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�àƊɈɈ�ȺɈƵƊǿ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵل�ƦɐǞǶɈ�Ǟȁןףעל��ǞȺ�ȌǶƮƵȺɈ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵ�
of its type to survive in the world. It is the Monalisa of the 
Museum’s collections.

11 I The Engine House and Turbine Hall (foreground) during construction. 11 I mȌƧȌǿȌɈǞɨƵ�yȌל�ى�ȯɐǶǶƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�˸ȲȺɈ�ȯƊȺȺƵȁǐƵȲ�ɈȲƊǞȁ�ǏȲȌǿ�
Sydney Station (near where Redfern Station is today) 
to the Long Cove viaduct (near the present site of 
mƵɩǞȺǘƊǿٜ�Ȍȁמם��wƊɯىננףל�
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MUSEUM AS SYMBOL

Cultural and social symbol

“The Powerhouse Museum is a collection which 
resonates, makes real the past, speaks of the present 
and looks to the future – it provokes thought and 
ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮة�ǞɈ�ǞȁȺȯǞȲƵȺخ���ȁƮ�ǞɈ�ƮȌƵȺ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘǞȺ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�
the stories that it tells – the themes embedded in the 
ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȲƵ�ǞȁƧȲƵƮǞƦǶɯ�ȲǞƧǘ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵɩƊȲƮǞȁǐى��ȯƵȌȯǶƵٚȺ�
lives across time and space – across cultures.” 

“The museum was attracting great interest from 
sponsors, collectors and the media, establishing the 
museum’s pivotal place in the constellation of the 
Sydney’s cultural milieu.”2 

 “The museum opened in March 1988 to an amazing 
public reception to become internationally recognised 
as an insitution that continues a tradition of eclectic, 
universal collecting (albeit considered), thoughtful 
communication, passionate advocacy and learned 
ȺƧǘȌǶƊȲȺǘǞȯ�ɩǘǞǶȺɈ�ǿƊǞȁɈƊǞȁǞȁǐ�ǞɈȺ�ǶǞȁǲȺ�ɈȌ�˛ȁƵ�
traditions.

In some small way the architecture contributes to this 
cultural memory.”2 

��ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ƦƵǐƊȁ�ɈȌ�ƧƊȯɈɐȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǞǿƊǐǞȁƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏخ�خ�خر
Sydneysiders.”2  

“The Powerhouse Museum is the csutodian of our 
ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ǿƵǿȌȲɯ�ٌ�(y��ȌǏ�ȌɐȲ�ƧǞɨǞǶǞȺƊɈǞȌȁ1٘خ

Cultural engagement and partnerships

“The Powerhouse Museum became the litmus test for 
many new museums in Australia, and internationally 
with museum and cultural leaders from the United 
Kingdom, USSR, China, Europe, Central Asia, Asia 
and the USA engaging with the Museum through 
VIP visitors, memoranda of understanding, study 
programs, staff exchanges, exhibition partnerships 
ƊȁƮ�ɈȌɐȲȺة�ƊȁƮ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ǶȌƊȁȺ6٘خ

Essence of Australia

ٗÀǘƵ�ȁƊȲȲƊɈǞɨƵȺ�ȌǏ�ȌɐȲ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁ�ٌ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ɩȌȲǶƮ4ٗخ 

ٗ²Ȍ�ɈǘƵ�Ⱥǲɯ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ɈȲȌǿȯƵٌǶٚȌƵǞǶة�ǞɈٚȺ�ȺƊɯǞȁǐٗ�ةmȌȌǲة�Xٚǿ�
not afraid to decorate a building.”  If you look at Jørn 
Utzon’s ceiling interiors for the Opera House, they 
were beautifully decorative, they were extraordinarily 
coloured draped curtains.  So that’s the sky, capturing 
a piece of Australia.  I couldn’t capture it enough, so I 
ɩƊȁɈƵƮ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȺƵȁȺƵ�ȌǏ�Ǟȁ˛ȁǞɈɯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ6٘خ 

ٗàǘǞǶȺɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǿȌƮƵȲȁǞȺɈ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�
architecture, the concept explores a historical and 
ǶȌƧƊǶ�ƧȌȁɈƵɮɈɐƊǶ�ȺƵɈ�ȌǏ�ȲƵǏƵȲƵȁƧƵȺ�Ǟȁ�Ɗȁ�ȌȯƵȁٌƵȁƮƵƮ�
plan that seeks to anchor the solution both in and 
of it time, referenced to the continuity of Australian 
ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�ٌ�Ɗȁ�ɐȲƦƊȁ�ǏȌȲǿ�ǘǞǐǘǶɯ�ǞȁȁȌɨƊɈǞɨƵ�ɯƵɈ�
understood in its broader context.”2 

Museum as a lighthouse 

“Whilst the world is changing in unexpected ways, 
the Museum is a ‘lighthouse’ that connects us to an 
unknown future and a known past – a vital cultural link 
in these complex times.”1 

A leader in museology

ٗàƵٚȲƵ�ȌȁƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ɩȌȲǶƮ�ɈȌ�ȺɈƵƊǿ�
ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲƵƊɈ�ȺɈƵƊǿ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵȺخ��IȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�
Boulton and Watt, the museum replaced the bearings 
with new bearings in ways that would not damage the 
ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈخ��àƵ�ǲƵȯɈ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�ƦƵƊȲǞȁǐȺـ�ɈǘƵɯ�
are in store).  The whole system that was designed 
around the Boulton and Watt is done with careful 
conservation issues resolved to avoid any damage to 
the engine in any way possible.  In fact, the conclusion 
that Jonathan Minns, a U.K. engineering expert came 
to, was that if we keep it warm and working, it is in its 
most safe form.”6
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11 I ��ƧȌȯɯ�ȌǏ�mƊɩȲƵȁƧƵ�RƊȲǐȲƊɨƵٵȺ�ƦȌɮ�ǲǞɈƵ�ƊȁƮ�²ɈȲƊȺƦɐȲǐ�!ǶȌƧǲ�ƮǞȺȯǶƊɯƵƮ�ƊǐƊǞȁȺɈ�ɈǘƵ�Ⱥǲɯى��ÀǘƵ�Ⱥǲɯ�ɩƊȺ�ȯƊǞȁɈƵƮ�
by theatrical set painters from the Sydney Theatre Company.

11 I�0ɮȱɐǞȺǞɈƵ�ƧƊƦǞȁƵɈȲɯ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁƵƮ�Ʀɯ�XƊǞȁ�RƊǶǶǞƮƊɯ�ǏȌȲٴ�mƊƧƵ�٧���²ɈɐƮɯ�
!ƵȁɈȲƵٵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵףףפל��ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁى�
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Agglomeration of design, tehnical and artistic 
expertise

“. . . if you think about the design disciplines and 
specialist skills that have gone into the creation of 
the building, I don’t think there would be any other 
building which would encompass and integrate so 
many of the design skills.  Lionel Glendenning was 
talking about the theatrical set painters who painted 
the cloudscape.  There are also audio and visual 
experts, there are sound experts, there are graphic 
designers, there are colour consultants, there are 
lighting design specialists, there are specialists in 
ȯƊǞȁɈ�˛ȁǞȺǘƵȺة�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶǞȺɈȺ�Ǟȁ�ɩƵƊɨǞȁǐ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶ�
carpets . . . Public buildings actually demand the 
coordination and contribution of all that amount of 
design, technical and artistic expertise.”4

“There are quite a number of designers involved 
on the exhibition design side from a number of 
ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁɈ�˛ȲǿȺ4ٗخ 

Hand and Mind - MIND and HAND

“At the Museum’s heart, it is about the power of 
creative and innovative minds combined with skilled 
ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɨƵȁɈǞɨƵ�ǘƊȁƮȺ�ٌ�RƊȁƮ�ƊȁƮ�wǞȁƮ�ٌ�wXy(�ƊȁƮ�
R�y(1ٗخ 

“Its intellectual goldmine is the knowledge base 
generated by curatorial research and scholarship 
ɩǘǞƧǘ�ȲƵɨƵƊǶȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȌȲɯ�ƦƵǘǞȁƮ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�
links between.“1 

“. . . the most extraordinary thing about the museum 
ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɩƊȺ�ǘȌɩ�ǞɈ�ƦȲȌɐǐǘɈ�ɈȌǐƵɈǘƵȲ�ǿƊȁɯ�
ǘǞǐǘ�ȯȲȌ˛ǶƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁƵȲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈȺ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ɩƊɯ�ɈǘƊɈ�
ȌɈǘƵȲ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȁȌɈ�ƦƵƵȁ�ƊƦǶƵ�ɈȌ�ƮȌ6٘خ  

A symbol for sustainable reuse of buildings

ٗ²ɐȺɈƊǞȁƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵ�ǿƊȁƊǐƵǿƵȁɈ�ٌ�ɈǘǞȺ�
ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǘƊȺ�ǞɈȺ�ȲȌȌɈȺ�ƮƵƵȯǶɯ�ƵǿƦƵƮƮƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�
environmental movement and the idea that resources 
ȺǘȌɐǶƮȁٚɈ�ƦƵ�ɩƊȺɈƵƮخ���ÀǘƊɈ�ɩƵ�ƧƊȁ�˛ȁƮ�ɩƊɯȺ�ɈȌ�ȲƵɐȺƵ�
our buildings . . . and the life of buildings lives beyond 
the ego of the last architect.”6 

“. . . this building is an exemplar for saving old 
buildings and I think therein lies a real lesson for 
environmentalists let alone architects.  And I think 
there’s a lesson to be learnt about the way we use our 
precious resources in society.“6 

“Design has a voice on a whole range of issues in 
the Powerhouse Museum.  It is built into committee 
structures so that there were key people who 
Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵƮ�Ɗ�ɩǘȌǶƵ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ǞȺȺɐƵȺ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ȁȌȲǿƊǶǶɯ�
the design community wouldn’t believe was their turf.  
The design groups established a direction, a concept 
and an approach in which quality was incorporated as 
fundamental.  With the Powerhouse Museum, design 
has achieved a credibility.”4

Striving for best international museum standards

“Pragmatic decisions on achieving the best 
international museum conditions and standards, 
ƊǶǶȌɩǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵȺة�ƊȁƮ�ƧȲƵƊɈǞȁǐ�Ɗ�˜ƵɮǞƦǞǶǞɈɯ�
of circulation in a wide variety of gallery spaces were 
implicit in the architectural solution.”2  
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11 IEntry forecourt of the Museum with the Garden palace grid and the colonnade intact. 11 I²ɩǞɈƧǘ�RȌɐȺƵ�!ȌɨƵȲƵƮ�àƊɯ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ɈǘƵ�ǏȌȲǿƵȲ�JȲƊƧƵ� ȲȌȺ�
Courtyard
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A Museum Precinct for Ultimo I Sydney

“The Powerhouse Museum’s placement in the 
‘creative precinct’ with UTS, ABC, the design studios 
of Surry Hills and Chippendale, Pyrmont and Eveleigh 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞƧƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ɈƵƧǘȁȌǶȌǐɯ�ƊȁƮ�XÀ�ȺɈƊȲɈٌɐȯȺ�ǞȺ�ɐȁǞȱɐƵ�
and synergistic, a critical element in the intellectual 
ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�²ɯƮȁƵɯ�ƊȁƮ�y²à7٘خ 

“The institution is one of the great repositories of 
ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞɨƵ�ǿƵǿȌȲɯ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵȲƵǞȁ�ǶǞƵȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƵƮƵ˛ȁǞɈǞȌȁ�
of the museum . . . the architecture and the life of the 
ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǞȺ�ƊȺ�ǿɐƧǘ�ǘƵȲǞɈƊǐƵ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ǘƵȲǞɈƊǐƵ�ǞȺȺɐƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�
ƊȲƵ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�ƊȺ�ƦȲǞƧǲ�ɩƊǶǶȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺخ��
So therein lies the secret of the museum and I think 
that takes you to the future.”6  

An anchor in Ultimo’s creative precinct

“As an instrument of public record and display, the 
Powerhouse Museum has a pivotal role in supporting, 
recording, presenting and fostering connections in this 
creative space.“1 

�ȁ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵȲ�ȌǏ�ǞɈȺ�ȯǶƊƧƵ

“. . . the importance of the urban sense of the large 
thing.  Its’ one of the last remnants, one that’s linked 
to the warehouses along Ultimo, the great “cliff” of 
building, and retains that dynamic.  I always refer to it 
as the medieval cathedrals and the village around it . . . 
ƊȁƮ�§ɯȲǿȌȁɈ�ǞȺ�ǯɐȺɈ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ǐǞƊȁɈ�ƧƊɈǘƵƮȲƊǶȺ�ȌǏ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲɯة�
of warehousing (and all the rest of it), you get a great 
example of it there.  Its volume . . . the contrast is so 
extreme, it’s like Canterbury Cathedral in its low scaled 
village.”6    

ٗ�ƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�²ɯƮȁƵɯ�À�I0�ƊȁƮ�ÇÀ²ة�ɈǘƵ�wɐȺƵɐǿ�ǞȺ�ɈǘƵ�
core institution in the Ultimo ‘IT, education, design and 
ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ȯȲƵƧǞȁƧɈٚ�ٌ�ȯȲƵƮƊɈǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȌɨƵȲȁǿƵȁɈٚȺ�ȲƵƧƵȁɈ�
ƊȁȁȌɐȁƧƵǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�Ɗȁ��ǶٌɈƵƧǘ�ȯȲƵƧǞȁƧɈ�Ʀɯ�ׇׁׂ�ɯƵƊȲȺ1ٗخ 

A Museum embedded in its location

“. . . when you are an architect you need to have a 
greater sense of your responsibilities as a social being  
ٌ�ȯȲȌǏƵȺȺǞȌȁƊǶ�ɩȌȲǲǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲ�ƧȌȁɈƵɮɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�
you become conscious of that context and use it in a 
creative way.  You could argue that the Sydney Opera 
House did that.  You know Jørn Utzon’s building is so 
contextual that people compare it with spinnakers, 
boats and harbours and all the rest of it.”6  

Design cues derived from Ultimo’s industrial context

“And the other thing which is good is that it looks 
to the retention of the Harwood building.  The roof 
ǏȌǶǶȌɩƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌ˛ǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�ÀȲƊǿ�(ƵȯȌɈ�
ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐخ��XǏ�ɯȌɐ�ǐƵɈ�ƊƦȌɨƵ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌ�ٌ�ɈǘƵȲƵٚȺ�Ɗ�ɩȌȁƮƵȲǏɐǶ�
photograph I have seen – an aerial photograph of 
ÇǶɈǞǿȌ�ƊȁƮ�§ɯȲǿȌȁɈ�ɩǞɈǘ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ɩƊȲƵǘȌɐȺƵ�ȲȌȌǏȺ�ٌ�
all ‘cross hatched.

That link across the macro level and the urban level is 
ɩƵǶǶ�ɩȌȲɈǘ�ƵɮȯǶȌȲǞȁǐ�ٌ�ɩǘƊɈ�ǞȺ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�ǘƵȲǞɈƊǐƵ�
ȯȌǞȁɈ�ȌǏ�ɨǞƵɩخ��ÀǘƵ�ȯȲȌ˛ǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȲȌȌǏ�ǞȺ�ǞǿȯȌȲɈƊȁɈة�
that was also considered in the Boiler Hall.  They are 
ƊǶǶ�ȁƵɩ�ɈȲɐȺȺƵȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɨƊȲǞȌɐȺ�ȲƵƊȺȌȁȺ�ٌ�ƦȌɈǘ�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƊǶǶɯ�
ƊȁƮ�ȌɈǘƵȲɩǞȺƵة�ƦɐɈ�ǞɈ�ǏȌǶǶȌɩƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌ˛ǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�
original roof deliberately.  A contextual awareness for 
the macro level of urbanity that existed between the 
ȺȯǞȁƵ�ȌǏ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ɩƊȲƵǘȌɐȺƵȺخ��X�ƧƊǶǶ�ǞɈ�ɈǘƵ�ٗƧǶǞǏǏ٘�
of buildings, like the old sandstone cliff has been 
extended up Darling Harbour looking across from the 
city’s core.  We have the opportunity to save it, it’s 
worth saving”6 

MUSEUM & PRECINCT 
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11 I ��ǿȌƮƵǶ�ȌǏ�²ɈȲƊȺƦɐȲǐ�!ǶȌƧǲ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�w��²�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁى 11 I �å�ßR٧Ç�Ç�ƦǞȯǶƊȁƵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵכס��ƮƵ�RƊɨǞǶǶƊȁƮٵǞȲȲɐȺ�wȌɈǘ!ٴ
ى�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ� ȌǞǶƵȲ�RƊǶǶٵÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈ�!ȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁٴ

11 I mȌƧȌǿȌɈǞɨƵ�yȌל�ى�Ȍȁ�ƮǞȺȯǶƊɯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�JƊǶǶƵȲǞƊى��yȌɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵǶǞȁƵƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ȌǶƮ�ƊȁƮ�ȁƵɩ�
structure.

11 I  ȌȌǲȯǶƊɈƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ƵȁɈǞɈǶƵƮٴ�àȲȌɐǐǘɈ�XȲȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�0ȁƊǿƵǶǶƵƮ� ȲȌȁɹƵ�
JƊɈƵٴل�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�mɐƧǞƵȁ�RƵȁȲɯ�!ȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁى
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Unique and Synergistic relationship between 
collections and the buildings

“The architecture needed to be a contradiction, 
a paradox, a labyrinth, to allow the discovery, 
ɈǘƵ�ɩȌȁƮƵȲة�ɈǘƵ�ƵɮƧǞɈƵǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�˛ȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊȁƵɩ�ɈǘƵ�
collection.”2   

“One of the most powerful concepts that struck me 
immediately when I became involved, and guided a 
lot of our thinking was this rare synergy that existed 
between the real ethos of the Museum and its diverse 
collections.  The diversity of the building fabric that 
Lionel Glendenning contemporised by adding new 
contemporary layers to; the diversity of stories that 
were being told; the diversity of the audience that 
ɩƊȺ�ƊɈɈȲƊƧɈƵƮـ�ɈǘǞȺ�ɩƊȺȁٚɈ�Ɗ�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨ�ƊɐƮǞƵȁƧƵة�ɈǘǞȺ�
was a very broad Church in a sense, of the people in 
Sydney and internationally that it appealed to).  As 
a consequence, the detailed exhibition design was 
trying to do was to add to and be part of the total 
experience of the Museum.  It wasn’t saying “Oh very 
well, that’s all good, but I need my ‘black box.’  I need 
to exclude all of that because I want to so something 
new.“  Because that big picture is part of the detail.”8  

Museum’s buildings and the collections embody the 
Australian spirit

“This museum has a uniqueness, it has a quality that 
captures the mongrel character of Australia."6 

ٗàǘƵȁ�X�ɈǘǞȁǲ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ٌ�ǞɈٚȺ�ƦȌɐȁƮ�ɐȯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�
society in a holistic way, which I think is distinctly 
Australian.  So, it’s quite wonderful.”6 

“These buildings represent the essential spirit that 
created Sydney, and the great Australian civilisation.  
There’s a lot to be understood about the impact of 
electricity on people’s lives.  And this building was 
seminal very early in the adoption of electricity.  And 
it’s an important artefact.  

So, the museum is almost unique with this collection 
Ǟȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ٌ�ǞɈٚȺ�ȱɐǞɈƵ�Ɗȁ�ƊǿƊɹǞȁǐ�˛Ɉخ��ÀǘƵ�
uniqueness of the collection, and it’s appropriateness 
in these various spaces is wonderful.  So often, 
buildings interfere with the understanding of the 
ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ƮȌƵȺȁٚɈ�ƮȌ�ɈǘƊɈة�ǞɈ�ǘƊȺ�Ɗȁ�
ƊǏ˛ȁǞɈɯ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ6٘خ 

“It is a contextual building, a graft of old and new.  It 
offered a great variety of spaces, immense scale, some 
of the largest spaces within which to display quite a 
ƮǞɨƵȲȺƵ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ��²خȌǿƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȲƵ�ȺȌ�ɈǞȁɯ�ɈǘƵɯ�
ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ȌɨƵȲɩǘƵǶǿƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȯƊƧƵ�ɩǘǞǶƵ�ȌɈǘƵȲȺ�˛Ɉ�
comfortably within it.  So the space was very assertive, 
quite constrasting in some cases, but at the same time 
offered immense opportunities that a new museum 
would never offer.“2 

A correlation between Power Station and Museum’s 
Transport collections

“What could be more appropriate for such a Museum 
ɈǘƊȁ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ȯȌɩƵȲٌǘȌɐȺƵ�Ǟȁ�²ɯƮȁƵɯد���ȁƮ�
what building in Sydney has interior spaces built on 
such a generous scale to accommodate the Museum’s 
ƵɮƧƵȯɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈ�ƊȁƮ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵƵȲǞȁǐ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ3٘د

“The different scales and volumes of the spaces were 
Ɗ�ǐȲƵƊɈ�ǿƊɈƧǘ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁٚȺ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ƊȁƮ�ƮǞɨƵȲȺǞɈɯٌ�
equally, the Power House itself was an excellent 
˛Ɉ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺɐƵǿ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ȌǏ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲɯ�ƊȁƮ�
technology.“2

MUSEUM & collection
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A repository of diverse collection

“The collection is an old one and very diverse, and 
ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵȺ�ȺȌǿƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ǞȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶǶɯ�ȲƵƧȌǐȁǞȺƵƮ�
symbols.”2  

Emphasising the role of design and technology in life

“The Museum was stimulating curiosity about science 
and technology with its collection decades before 
²À0w�ƵƮɐƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ɩƊȺ�Ɗȁ�ǞȺȺɐƵخ���Ⱥ�ǏȌȲ�²À0�w�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�
wɐȺƵɐǿ�ǏȲȌǿ�ǞɈȺ�ǏȌɐȁƮǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�ׁ׀�ǘƊȺ�ƦƵƵȁ�ƊǶǶ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�
the Applied Arts and the Applied Sciences.“4 

“This is an irreplaceable historic context for audiences 
to be inspired about the history, synergies and 
potential of design and technology ‘to enrich the 
quality of life for all.’ (1945 MAAS Act)”4 

Architecture and Collections: A mutually 
advantageous relationship

“At the time the decision to retain and recycle the 
existing building fabric posed huge complexities; 
ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲǶɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǘƵƵȲ�ȺƧƊǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɩƊȺ�
unique.  Driven by the belief that it was not possible 
to construct new buildings of this scale with the 
restricted budget, and that the great breadth of the 
museum’s collections required a variety of spatial 
ɈɯȯƵȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɨƊȺɈ�ǘƊǶǶȺـ�!ƊɈƊǶǞȁƊ�˜ɯǞȁǐ�ƦȌƊɈف�ɈȌ�ǞȁɈǞǿƊɈƵ�
galleries (decorative arts), the museum’s signature 
element was decided.”2

Inspiration from the bowerbird-like nature of the 
collections

“The other insight was built around the eclectic, 
slightly mad, universal, bowerbird nature of 
ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�Ɗȁ�ƊǐƵ�ȌǏ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶǞȺƊɈǞȌȁ�ٌ�ɈǘǞȺ�
ȺƵȲƵȁƮǞȯǞɈȌɐȺ�˛ȁƮǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȲƵƊƮɈǘ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�
across the range of human endeavour and social 
existence posed a potentially impossible demand 
upon the architecture.”4

 

Deriving inspiration to innovate from the collections

“Using the museum’s extraordinary diverse collection 
as inspiration, and the curatorial and design genius; 
it is possible to explore and experience the narratives 
of lives and collection, with new technologies, 
interactives, multimedia rich techniques.”4
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11 I ²ɈƊǐƵ�X�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ�ǘǞǐǘǶǞǐǘɈǞȁǐ�ȺȌǿƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿٵȺ�ɈȲƵƊȺɐȲƵȺ�Ǟȁ�RƊȲɩȌȌƮ� ɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƊǘƵƊƮ�ȌǏ�
ɈǘƵ�ȌȯƵȁǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵףףפל��wɐȺƵɐǿى�ÀǘƵ� ǶƵȲǞȌɈ�åX�ǿȌȁȌȯǶƊȁƵ�ٛǞȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǏȌȲƵǐȲȌɐȁƮٜ�ǞȺ�ɨƵȲɯ�ȺǞǿǞǶƊȲ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�
 ǶƵȲǞȌɈ�ƊǞȲƧȲƊǏɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǿƊƮƵ�ɈǘƵ�˸ȲȺɈ�ƵȯǞƧ�˹ǞǐǘɈ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ɈǘƵ�0ȁǐǶǞȺǘ�!ǘƊȁȁƵǶ�Ȍȁנם��hɐǶɯىפכפל�

11 I ÀǘƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲǞȌȲ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�àȲƊȁ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�Ǟȁىףףפל���yȌɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǶƵȁƮƵȲȁƵȺȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȌȯƵȁȁƵȺȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵɩ�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�Ǟȁ�ƧȌǿȯƊȲǞȺȌȁ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�
ȲȌƦɐȺɈȁƵȺȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȲǞƧǲ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ƊȲƵ�ƮǞȺȯǶƊɯƵƮ�ƊǐƊǞȁȺɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵɩ�ɐȯȌȁ�ƊȲȲǞɨƊǶى��ÀǘǞȺ�ɨǞƵɩ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȲǞƧǲ�ȺƧȲƵƵȁ�ȌǏ�
ɈǘƵ�ÀɐȲƦǞȁƵ�RƊǶǶ�ȺɈȲƵƦǐɈǘƵȁȺ�ɈǘǞȺٴ�ȌȯƵȁƵȺȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯƊȲƵȁƧɯٵى
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old & new

Retention and adaption for future use

“At the time the decision to retain and recycle the 
existing building fabric posed huge complexities; 
ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲǶɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǘƵƵȲ�ȺƧƊǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɩƊȺ�
unique..  Driven by the belief that it was not possible 
to construct new buildings of this scale with the 
restricted budget and that the great breadth of the 
museum’s collections required a variety of spatial 
ɈɯȯƵȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɨƊȺɈ�ǘƊǶǶȺـ�!ƊɈƊǶǞȁƊ�˜ɯǞȁǐ�ƦȌƊɈف�ɈȌ�ǞȁɈǞǿƊɈƵ�
galleries (decorative arts), the museum’s signature 
element was decided.”2

“The initial architectural design included extensive 
reuse of the existing remaining fabric of the tram 
depot and powerhouse . . .“2 

A clear relationship between new and old

“Develop a convincing combination of old and new in 
a positive manner.”5 

“Modulate and sequence spatially the relationship 
ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ȁƵɩ�ƊȁƮ�ȌǶƮ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�ٌ�ƊƧƧƵȁɈɐƊɈǞȁǐة�
layering and  contrasting.“5 

“The new structures are delibrately not attached to the 
old buildings.  In the Galleria, the glass does not touch 
ɈǘƵ�ȌǶƮ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ٌ�ǞɈ�ȺɈƵȯȺ�ȌɐɈ�ȌɨƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌȲȁǞƧƵ�ƊȁƮ�
goes down into the gutter behind the brick wall.“6

Harwood Building - Stage I of the Museum

ٗ²ɈƊǐƵƮ�ȌɨƵȲ�ǏȌɐȲ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺة�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�ȺɈƊǐƵ�
was the conversion of the derelict, collapsed Ultimo 
Tram Depot to a new conservation laboratory, 
workshops, store and most importantly, a ‘taste‘ of 
the future museum.  It was at this time that the name 
§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�ɩƊȺ�ɐȺƵƮب�ƧȌȁȺɈƊȁɈǶɯ�ɈǞɈǶǞȁǐ�ƮȲƊɩǞȁǐȺ�
‘Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences‘ was less than 
ǞȁȺȯǞȲǞȁǐٙ��خw��²ٙ�ɩƊȺ�ǿƵƊȁǞȁǐǶƵȺȺ�ٌ�ȺȌ�ɐȺǞȁǐ�ȌɐȲ�
ٙƧȌȲƦٙ�ȺɈƵȁƧǞǶȺة�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ƦƵƧƊǿƵ�ɈǘƵ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�
Museum.  Later, arts secretaries sought to change 
this simple, effective brand to the ‘Museum of Human 
Achievement and Creativity‘ and other pretentious 
titles, but the Powerhouse has become etched in the 
colloquial consciousness.  Somehow the extraordinary 
breath of that initial observation of the eclectic, 
ƦȌɩƵȲƦǞȲƮٌǶǞǲƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁة�ȲƊȁǐǞȁǐ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȲȌƊƮ�
range of human existence is captured in the word 
‘Powerhouse‘“2

The great cube of the existing Powerhouse Buildings

“The additive and sequential development of the 
original massive buildings to the east of the site is 
modulated by the intervention of structures inserted, 
layered and sequenced.“5 

New forms drawn out of the old

ٗX�ǘƊɨƵ�ȲƵɈƊǞȁƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǘƊȲƊƧɈƵȲ�ȌǏ�ƊȁƮ�ǿȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�
and drawn out of the old architecture,  the new 
architecture . . . I have tried to make the architecture 
very controversial, very powerful and yet very sensitive 
and responsive.”4 

“There was, however, a period in the development 
of the exhibitions where the building was seen as 
both a threat and impossible to work with.  And yet 
working with Richard Johnson I felt that here was 
Ɗȁ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯخ��XɈ�ǯɐȺɈ�ȁƵƵƮƵƮ�ȺȌǿƵȌȁƵ�ƧƊȯƊƦǶƵ�ȌǏ�
making that connection between the new and the old 
in the architecture.”4
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A subtle distinction between new and old

“My feeling was that I was dealing here with a 
skin that was scarred, broken and had lesions, was 
ǿȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ǘƊƮ�ƦƊȁƮٌƊǞƮȺخ��Xȁ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈة�XٚɨƵ�ɈȲǞƵƮ�ɈȌ�
recreate some of the feeling in the east facade with 
those black silhouttes which are the shadows of what 
was once there.  I’ve tried to explain the robust broken 
ȁƊɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǏƊƧƊƮƵ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǘƊȺ�ǘƊƮ�ƦȲǞƧǲ�Ǟȁٌ˛ǶǶ4٘خ 

“Externally, the great brick halls of the old buildings 
have an enormous presence in important views from 
Darling Harbour and the city, matching in scale the 
wool stores and warehouses of the district.  The new 
buildings have a much lighter construction in glass 
and metal, some of it brightly coloured and the new 
forms are large, bold and simple.”6

Expressing the robustness of existing fabric

“The cublic volumes of the existing Powerhouse 
buildings.

Massive brickwork

Thickness

Dimension

Gravity

Solid.“5

 “If you look at the building (Galleria), the building 
changes at the intersection of the various phases 
of the brick building; so there’s a sense that the 
ȁƵɩ�ƧȌǶɐǿȁȺ�ƊȲƵ�ȁȌɈ�ǯɐȺɈ�ȲƵȯƵɈǞɈǞɨƵة�ǞǐȁȌȲǞȁǐ�ɩǘƊɈ�
happened before.  It’s progressive development, which  
is not repeated, but acknowledged in the grid of the 
building (Galleria).  Layering or the separation of the 
elements is deliberately done in a way to not be like 
the massive rectilinear, orthogonal character of the old 
building, but almost a contrast and a contradiction.  
And the curves or the tubular frames are slightly 
different, modern expression of what was being done 
in the Turbine and Boiler halls, rather than using the 
same steel frames.   So, you get a more responsive, 
modern building.  Even though you may not be totally 
aware of it, your brain is still registering that there’s a 
link between the old and the new.”6
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11 IÀǘƵ� ȌƊȲƮ�ªȌȌǿ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�JƊǶǶƵȲǞƊى��ÀǘƵ�ɈɩȌ�ƧǘƵȲɐƦȺ�
ȯƊǞȁɈƵƮ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ɈǘƵ�Ⱥǲɯ�ȲƵȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�ȁƵɩ�ƦƵǐǞȁȁǞȁǐȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�
Powerhouse.

11 I The design approach adopted for the Museum’s centenary of 
IƵƮƵȲƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵɨɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁٴ�لßǞȺǞȌȁȺ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ªƵȯɐƦǶǞƧى

11 I!ǘȲǞȺɈǞƊȁ�(ǞȌȲ�ȺǞǶǲ�ƦȲǞƮƊǶ�ǐȌɩȁ�ƮǞȺȯǶƊɯƵƮ�
ƊǐƊǞȁȺɈ�ɈǘƵ�Ⱥǲɯى
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Embracing the bigger scale of the buildings in 
exhibition design

“We don’t want the volume, the character and the 
sequence of spaces to be destroyed.“6 

“ . . . if you are a creative and you are going to have 
small exhibition in the building, you need to embrace 
the bigger scale, the bigger dimensions and be aware 
ȌǏ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɯȌɐ�ƊȲƵ�ƮȌǞȁǐ�ٌ�ǞƮƵƊ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ٙƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�
within buildings’ . . . “6 

Exhibition design as a spatial design exercise

“It was a training ground for exhibition design in the 
country.  Exhibition design prior to the Powerhouse 
was done by people who were graphic designers, they 
were not spatial designers.”8 

‘Buildings within buildings’

“The Powerhouse and what I’m doing to it is like 
having a ‘building inside a building.’  The board room 
is the reversal.  I put the Power House form, the 
rectangular prism of the building plan which is the 
barrel vault in section.  I’ve reversed what I was doing, 
it’s a reversal . . . if you go into the building it’s really 
important to look up and look at the Board Room in 
the galleria because it’s a paradox, it’s a play on the 
thing that was the Powerhouse itself which is the big 
rectangular volume.”6

“What Richard Johnson did was to create an 
intermediate scale element within the spaces that 
ƧƊȯɈɐȲƵƮ�ɈǘƵ� ȌƊȲƮ�ªȌȌǿ�ǞƮƵƊ�ٌ�ٙƊ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�Ɗ�
building.’”6

 
Referring to the Board Room at the top level in Galleria

ٗXɈٚȺ�Ɗ�ǿǞȁƊɈɐȲƵ� ȌǞǶƵȲ�RƊǶǶش��ÀɐȲƦǞȁƵ�RƊǶǶة�ǞɈȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲǞǿƊǶ�
hut, if you study the beginnings of architecture they 
say that architecture really emerged when that form 
of rectangular building with a pitched roof originated, 
and it captured the essence of architecture.  So it’s 
Ɗ�ٙƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�Ɗ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐٚ�ƊȁƮ�ǞɈٚȺ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈǞɨƵ�ȌǏ�
how you might deal with the bigger spaces in the 
building.”6

Critical armature links architecture and exhibitions

“An important step is to reinstate the critical armature 
linking architecture and exhibitions.  This armature 
is the key frameowork mediating the internal 
architecture and the smaller scale of the exhibitions 
and other elements.  This will reinstate the circulation 
ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǞȺ�ƦȌɈǘ�˜ƵɮǞƦǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ȺɯȁƧ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�
and conceptual sequences“4

“You have to use an intermediate element to register, 
to give a sense of purpose and focus to an exhibition 
within such big volumes.” 6

 
Exhibition design responds to its envelope

“There is quite a lot of learned debate among museum 
people that the ‘black box environment‘ is the way to 
ǐȌ�ǏȌȲ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿȺخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǘƊȺ�˛ȲǿǶɯ�ƧȌȁɨǞȁƧƵƮ�
me otherwise.  There are ‘black box’ situations in the 
Powerhouse, for individual exhibits, and they work 
well.  But, overall one must have a balance.”4

ARCHITECTURE & EXHIBITION
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An intermediate scale to achieve an interplay 
between buildings, exhibitons and individual objects

��ɩȌȲǲ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƧƊǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƮȌɩȁ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈخ�خ�خٗ
. . .”6

ٗÀǘƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲǿƵƮǞƊɈƵ�ȺƧƊǶƵȺ�ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�
ȺǿƊǶǶ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƧƊǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�
dimension of the architecture need this mediating 
character within the spaces, which Richard Johnson 
and others were the designers of and which the Board 
ªȌȌǿ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ɈȌȯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǐƊǶǶƵȲǞƊ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ǶǞɈɈǶƵ� ȌƊȲƮ�ªȌȌǿ�
ٌ�ٙƊ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�Ɗ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐٚة��X�ɐȺƵƮ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈƵȲǿ�Ǟȁ�ٙخׄ��
I wanted ‘buildings within buildings’ which would then 
be colonised by exhibitions as well as the big Boiler 
Hall exhibitions . . .“6 

“. . . increasing the depth and dimension of what 
you’re doing to embrace that intermediate scale and 
reference the exhibitions in that overall umbrella of 
the museum . . .“6 

��ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǿƊǶǶ�ȺƧƊǶƵة�ɈǘƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵخ�خ�خٗ
exhibition is critical to the interpretation of these 
buildings . . . it’s an intermediary scale that mediates 
between the big vast character of the Boiler Hall and if 
ȁƵƧƵȺȺƊȲɯ�Ɗȁ�ǞȁƮǞɨǞƮɐƊǶ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǘƊǶǶخ��ÀǘƊɈٚȺ�ɈǘƵ�
ȌȁǶɯ�ɩƊɯخ��XǏ�ɯȌɐ�ȯɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǘƊǶǶ�ǞɈٚȺ�ƮƵƊƮة�ɈǘƵ�
ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ƧƊȁٚɈ�ȺɐȲɨǞɨƵ6٘خ

Integration of fabric, technology and museum’s 
requirements 

“Materiality and detail became critical with the 
integration of engineering systems; whilst maintaining 
ɈǘƵ�ȌɨƵȲƊǶǶ�ƧȌȺɈٌɈǞǿƵ�ǏȲƊǿƵɩȌȲǲ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�
became increasingly problematic as the demands of 
the museum became more profound and more and 
more teams were created to develop the museum’s 
requirements.”2 

Progression in journey is expressed in architecture

“I have always had a love for baroque architecture 
ȌǏ�IȲƊȁƧƵȺƧȌ� ȌȲȲȌǿǞȁǞخ��Xȁ�ƦƊȲȱȌɐƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�
the curves are incidental to the way the space is 
manipulated.  The Wran building has a half complete 
arc and this incompleteness takes you to the 
perfect expression of the arc in the Galleria.  You 
are compressed by the building between the Wran 
building and the Galleria and then when you walk into 
the Galleria the explosion is extraordinary.  That’s what 
baroque architects did.”6
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Museum as a valuable investment

“The existing Power House buildings represented a 
valuable investment by our society both in time and 
collective memory and the thought that this resource 
should not be wasted was primarily a consequence of 
my interest in environmental issues and sustainability 
– issues that are now very much to the fore.”2

ٗÀǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ȺƵɈȺ�Ɗ�ȁƵɩ�ȯƊȲƊƮǞǐǿ�ǏȌȲ�ȌɐȲ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲǞƊǶ�
ɐȲƦƊȁ�ǏƊƦȲǞƧ�ٌ�ȁȌ�ǶȌȁǐƵȲ�ƧƊȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵ�
commitment of past investment be discounted or 
ignored in the future.  Depreciation also represents 
appreciation when ‘values‘ are considered.  Twenty 
years ago, this consideration was radical.  Pressure 
for demolition was intense.  Retention of the remnant 
power as a ‘base resource‘ from which the new 
wɐȺƵɐǿ�ǿǞǐǘɈ�ƵǿƵȲǐƵ�ٌ�Ɗȁ�ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈƵ�ǿƵɈƊȯǘȌȲ�
ǏȌȲ�Ɗ�ɨƵȁƵȲƊƦǶƵ�ǞȁȺɈǞɈɐɈǞȌȁ�ٌ�ǶƵƮ�ȱɐǞƧǲǶɯ�ɈȌ�ǿƊȁɯ�
innovative systems that exploited existing elements of 
ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵȺ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȯƵƧɈƊƧɐǶƊȲ�ɨȌǶɐǿƵȺڕ��ȺȯƊƧƵȺة�ɈǘƵ�
harbour cooling conduits, the strctural capacities, free 
ȺȯƊȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ǿƵǿȌȲɯ�ٌ�Ɗ�ǶǞȁǲ�ɈȌ�Ɗ�ȯƊȺɈ�ƊȁƮ�Ɗ�
ȲƵƊǏ˛ȲǿƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ɨƊǶɐƵ�ȁȌɈ�ȌȁǶɯ�ȌǏ�ȯƊȺɈ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺ�
but our generation providing a link to the future 
ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ٌ�Ɗ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ǞȁɨƵȺɈǿƵȁɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ٙƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞɨƵ�
memory.’  from this primary decision to forego 
demolition and to work with the existing fabric came 
countless innovations.”10  

Responsiveness to our environment

��ɈǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǞȺ�Ɗȁ�ƵɮƵǿȯǶƊȲ�ȌǏ�ɈǘǞȁǲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƊɈخ�خ�خٗ
integrates those two fundamentally opposed ideas.  
You have the beginnings of the industrial revolution 
and the impacts of the industrial revolution and 
you’ve got a building that’s being recycled and saved 
and trying to adopt environmentally responsible 
attitudes.”6

ٗ²ɐȺɈƊǞȁƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵ�ǿƊȁƊǐƵǿƵȁɈ�ٌ�ɈǘǞȺ�
ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǘƊȺ�ǞɈȺ�ȲȌȌɈȺ�ƮƵƵȯǶɯ�ƵǿƦƵƮƮƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�
environmental movement and the idea that resources 
ȺǘȌɐǶƮȁٚɈ�ƦƵ�ɩƊȺɈƵƮخ��ÀǘƊɈ�ɩƵ�ƧƊȁ�˛ȁƮ�ɩƊɯȺ�ɈȌ�ȲƵɐȺƵ�
our buildings . . . and the life of buildings lives beyond 
the ego of the last architect.”6

Ingenuity in Design, Innovation & Sustainability

“. . . this building is an exemplar for saving old 
buildings and I think therein lies a real lesson for 
environmentalists let alone architects.  And I think 
there’s a lesson to be learnt about the way we use our 
precious resources in society.“6 

“The initial architectural design included extensive 
reuse of the existing remaining fabric of the tram 
depot and powerhouse . . . “6

Attention to design process and design detail

“. . . when I explore design concept for a building, 
as you begin the evolution of the design, and the 
drawings and the documentation, even through 
ƧȌȁɈȲƊƧɈ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵɈƊǞǶǞȁǐة�ɈǘƵ�ǞǿȯǶǞƧƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�
concept being realised through all the subsequent 
work is critical.  If it doesn’t it’s failing and you see the 
breakdown of concepts when they have big ideas and 
then the detailing lets it down.”6 

Retention and adaption for future use

ٗIȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ÇǶɈǞǿȌ�§ȌɩƵȲ�²ɈƊɈǞȌȁة�ƮƵǿȌǶǞɈǞȌȁ�ɩƊȺ�Ɗ�
‘collective lobotomy.‘  Often infrastrcture is a key 
element for our ‘mental maps‘ of our environment 
that enhances our sense of oneself, our world and 
ȌɐȲ�ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵ�ٌ�ǞɈȺ�ȲƵǿȌɨƊǶ�ǞȺ�ȁȌɈ�ǯɐȺɈ�ƮƵǿȌǶǞɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�
a physical structure but a removal of our reference 
points, a loss of resource, past investment and a coarse 
economic and cultral decision.“10

“At the time the decision to retain and recycle the 
existing building fabric posed huge complexities; 
ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲǶɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǘƵƵȲ�ȺƧƊǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɩƊȺ�
unique.  Driven by the belief that it was not possible 
to construct new buildings of this scale with the 
restricted budget and that the great breadth of the 
museum’s collections required a variety of spatial 
types from vast halls to intimate galleries, the 
museum’s signature element was decided.”2

innovation & sustainability
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A complex building

“This building is a complex building.  A giant machine 
running at the highest museum standards that were 
developed from the museums in England, America.  
All the services designed operated to the highest 
standards, in terms of environmental response.  The 
ǶǞǐǘɈǞȁǐة�ɈǘƵ�ȺƵƧɐȲǞɈɯ�ǶǞǐǘɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�˜ɐȌȲƵȺƧƵȁɈȺخ��
All the glazing in the building, it’s laminated with a 
ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶ�ǞȁɈƵȲǶƊɯƵȲ�ɈǘƊɈ�˛ǶɈƵȲȺ�ȌɐɈ�Çß�ǶǞǐǘɈة�ɈǘƊɈٚȺ�ɩǘɯ�
ɩƵ�ƧƊȁ�ȯǶƊƧƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǐƊǶǶƵȲǞƊ6٘خ 

 
Referring to air handling system in the Boiler Hall

“They throw air across the space and stratify the 
spaces to best museum conditions, gradually 
tapering up through the building.  They are critical 
to be retained, it’s the perfect solution.  They were 
developed by Dave Rowe and it applies through the 
building.  It was one of the really innovative things he 
did.  They were designed very carefully and they do 
about four things – security, monitoring, air handling 
and humidity control.  They are designed to spread 
the air evenly across a big volume and there was a lot 
of worry about throwing air that distance, at least half 
the width of the space without drafts and with proper 
mixing.  They are quite sophisticated in a mechanical 
engineering way.“6

New technology complements extant fabric

“It’s interesting to also consider the many engineering 
ǞȺȺɐƵȺ�ȯȌȺƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȺȌɐǐǘɈ�ȺǞǿǞǶƊȲ�
ƮƵ˛ȁǞȁǐ�ȯȌȺǞɈǞȌȁȺس�ȺɈȲƊɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊȲǐƵ�ǘƊǶǶȺة�
titanium heat exchangers using Darling Harbour 
water and existing conduits for cooling and specialist 
lighting systems for various times in the museum’s 
day and unique structural systems, all developed with 
(ƊɨƵ�ªȌɩƵة�ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵȺ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵƵȲس�XƊȁ�yȌȲȲǞƵة�ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƊǶة�
ǶǞǐǘɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ƊƧȌɐȺɈǞƧȺ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵƵȲة�ɩǘȌ�ǯȌǞȁƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�
architectural team at this time to develop many 
ǞȁȁȌɨƊɈǞɨƵ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵƵȲǞȁǐ�ȯȲȌɈȌɈɯȯƵȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ2٘خ

 
Fostering shared experiences through innovation in 
collaboration

“These shared and personal museum experiences will 
encourage and foster our imagination and thinking 
about the future of our cultural, technological and 
design development – inspiration underpinning 
aspiration."1 

“When the ideas are right, appropriate and commonly 
owned, everyone wants ownership of the outcome.”8

“. . . one of the things that has to be carefully 
considered with the Boiler Hall is that its structure 
depends on the load coming down from the trusses 
and the aircraft hanging from it.  All that load is 
transmitted as compression to stop the brick work 
from going into tension.  That’s how the structure 
works.  If you take this out and lighten it you’re 
actually weakening the structure potentially.“6 

 
Referring to the Switch House

“There were escalators within the building linking all 
the levels, so it could be operated independently from 
the rest of the building and use the entrance at the 
same time, that was the idea.“6

“Switch House was a simple ‘black box’ gallery.  It was 
perfect for small scale exhibitions.”6

Deriving inspiration to innovate from collections

“Using the museum’s extraordinary diverse collection 
as inspiration, and the curatorial and design genius, 
it is possible to explore and experience the narratives 
of lives and collection, with new technologies, 
interactives, multimedia rich techniques.”1  
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ENTRY, ORIENTATION & MOVEMENT

A sense of arrival

“A key to the architecture was the sense of ‘beginning 
Ɗ�ǯȌɐȲȁƵɯٙة�ǘƵȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƊǞǶɩƊɯ�ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ǿƵɈƊȯǘȌȲة�ɈǘƵ�
ȺȯƊƧƵٌƧƊȯɈɐȲǞȁǐ�ƊȲƧǘ�ȌǏ�yȌȲǿƊȁɈȌȁ�ȲƊǞǶɩƊɯ�ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁة�
Queensland.”2  

The meaning of Harris Street forecourt 

“Reinstate Colonnade and explore options to extend 
ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ɈȌ�ǿƊȲǲ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵ˛ȁƵ�RƊȲȲǞȺ�²Ɉ�ǏȌȲƵƧȌɐȲɈة�
including possible external museum cafe and shop.“1

“Reinstate paving as per 1988 design to express grid 
linked to Garden Palace.“1

The meaning of Harris Street Colonnade

ٗÀǘƵ�RƊȲȲǞȺ�²ɈȲƵƵɈ�ƧȌǶȌȁȁƊƮƵ�ٌ�ǞȁɈƵȁƮƵƮ�ɈȌ�ǘȌɐȺƵ�
ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȺǘȌȯȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȺǘȌɩƧƊȺƵȺ�ٌ�ɩƊȺ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁƵƮ�ɈȌ�
mediate . . . between the grand scale of the power 
ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ɈǞȁɯ�ɈƵȲȲƊƧƵ�ǘȌɐȺƵȺ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȲƵƵɈ�ٌ�Ɗ�
great verandah“9

Insertion, layering and sequence

“The additive and sequential development of the 
original massive buildings to the east of the site is 
modulated by the intervention of structures inserted, 
layered and sequenced.“5

“Modulate and sequence spatially the relationship 
ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ȁƵɩ�ƊȁƮ�ȌǶƮ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�ٌ�ƊƧƧƵȁɈɐƊɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�
contrasting.“5

Referring to the meaning of gradual setback of levels in 
the Wran building and Turbine Hall

“The terraced overview.“5

Galleria as an uncluttered spine that links spaces and 
guides movement

“Contributing to both variety and identity, the Galleria 
is the central organising space within the larger cubic 
volumes of the older buildings as well as a foci for 
movement and reciprocal views.”4 “The Galleria is the 
building’s axial street and source of interior light and 
space.  Added to these multiple roles are vertical and 
ǶƊɈƵȲƊǶ�ƧǞȲƧɐǶƊɈǞȌȁ�ȯƊɈǘȺخ�ÀǘƵ�ȯƵƮƵȺɈȲǞƊȁ�ȲƊǿȯ�ƊƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�
the central lift rises free within the space at the bridge 
linking old and new.“1

Sequential development of spaces

“The spatial sequence beginning with the vaulted 
“railway station“ (‘sense of arrival’).”5

“Enter at right angles to layering buildup.  Then rotate 
ɈȌ�ȺƵȱɐƵȁƧƵـ�ǞȁٌƧȌǿȯǶƵɈƵ�ɨƊɐǶɈ5ٗخف

“Compression as the visitor moves to the Galleria.” 5

ٗ�ȲǐƊȁǞȺǞȁǐ�ٌ�ǿƵǿȌȲƊƦǶƵ�ٌ�ǿȌȁɐǿƵȁɈƊǶ5ٗخ

“Great spaces and see beyond to the great original 
brick buildings through the arcaded screen of the west 
wall of the Turbine Hall.“5

“We don’t want the volume, the character and the 
sequence of spaces to be destroyed.“6

“. . . the intermediate elements that were part of 
understanding the spatial progression through the 
building.  This issue of entries is critical and is going 
to be addressed in ways, which are extraordinarily 
complex but equally simple and conceptually 
stunning.”6  
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Familiarising visitors with exhibitions upon arrival

“. . . we’re putting in an electronic information system 
Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǿƊǞȁ�ǏȌɯƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ǞȺ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�
Ʀɯ�Ɗ�ȺɈɐȁȁǞȁǐ�ȯǘȌɈȌǐȲƊȯǘ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ǲƵɯ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ɈǘƵ�
collection.  So, we are identifying exhibitions and 
ɈǘƵǿƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ǲƵɯ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ��0خɨƵȲɯ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ɩǞǶǶ�ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�
poster on display in the forcourt, so people (before 
they enter the building) will know broadly what are 
the themes and what the content is going to be like.  
When they get into the Powerhouse, they are directed 
to a particular exhibition by the poster image which is 
incorporated into the electronic information system.”4

 
Vantage points to orient the visitors

ٗàƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȯǶƊƧƵƮ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɩƵ�ƧƊǶǶ�ǶƊȁƮǿƊȲǲ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�Ǟȁ�
public spaces that will guide people through the 
ǿɐȺƵɐǿخ�خ�خ��ɈǘƵ� ȌɐǶɈȌȁش�àƊɈɈ�0ȁǐǞȁƵ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�
landmark structure.  Once you see it you never forget 
it, and you know where it is in the Powerhouse.  There 
ƊȲƵ�ƊǞȲƧȲƊǏɈة�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ȺǿƊǶǶ�ȯȲƵƧǞȌɐȺ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺة�ƵɮƧǞɈǞȁǐ�
individual items that people will see and remember 
and know where they are.  These are located at 
key points, generally with an axial approach to 
them so that people can see them from a distance 
ƊȁƮ�ȲƵǿƵǿƦƵȲ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ƊȁƮ�˛Ɉ�ɈǘƵǿ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�
structure of the circulation.”4

A navigable museum

��ƊȁȌɈǘƵȲة�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ɈǞǿƵ�ɩƵ�ȯɐɈ�ƊȁȌɈǘƵȲ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈخ�خ�خٗ
statement, into the Powerhouse, we could potentially 
confuse the reading of the building or the paths 
people have to take through it.  So we have to give 
people as they enter some comprehension of the 
total space, and then of the gallery space, and each 
bit that’s devoted to an exhibition.  The visitors have 
to comprehend the space, and feel comfortable with 
it, before they can focus on the exhibits.  They must 
ǲȁȌɩ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵة�ƊȁƮ�ȁȌɈ�ǏƵƵǶ�ɈǘƵɯٚǶǶ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�˛ȁƮ�
their way out of the maze.”4

“The spatial character of building is read in our 
emotional experience of the architecture . . .”6

“The organisation of the building be easily “read“ by 
the visitor.”5

An approachable museum

“It’s surprising how many people are frightened in 
a big public space and that constrains the way they 
approach or explore a building and exhibits.  So we 
have to make them confortable and ensure that they 
aren’t fatigued.  In a building like this it’s a much more 
important consideration because of its vast scale and 
its overall challenge.”4

Museum journey designed to visitors’ expectations

“I tried to build up a discipline, a way of structuring the 
exhibition design, based upon the way a visitor sees 
and moves through the building.  This ‘vista‘ perception 
was necessary to understand the ideas, the collections 
and the buildings.”4

“We try to give a range of different experiences so that 
if people are turned off by one particular thing, they can 
choose something else.”4

 
A coherent pattern of Museum’s experience 

��X�ǿƊƮƵ�ǿƊȯȺ�ȌǏ�ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵ�ٌ�ȺȌ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɩƊȺ�ƮƵȁȺǞɈɯخ�خ�خٗ
ȌǏ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺة�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɩƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȌɐȁƮة�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɩƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�
ƊɐƮǞȌٌɨǞȺɐƊǶة�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɩƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲƊƧɈǞɨƵȺة�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɩƵȲƵ�
the quiet spaces, where were the points of landmark 
ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺة�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ȺȌǿƵƦȌƮɯ�ƮƵǶɨƵ�ƊȁƮ�ǐƵɈ�ǞȁɈȌ�
ǞǿǿƵȁȺƵ�ƮƵɈƊǞǶ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ȺɐƦǯƵƧɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǏƊȺƧǞȁƊɈƵƮ�ɈǘƵǿخ�
And then I mapped it all out and I put it on layers of 
clear acrylic and I mapped these sensory perceptions 
with a coloured dot on the plan and then I put them 
all together . . . and then when I did it to some of our 
emerging exhibitions, it was like reading music, you 
ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƊƧɈɐƊǶǶɯ�ȺƵƵ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶȌɐȲ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ɨƊȲǞƊɈǞȌȁة�
the pauses, the changes of emphasis; you could read 
the experience of moving through the museum.  The 
building itself did that and if the exhibitions negated 
that, it was all pointless to conserve those buildings.”8
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Fostering interaction and stimulation through 
powerful design

“To do that the architecture explored very 
controversial, very powerful and yet very sensitive and 
responsive design concepts.”4

“Modulate and sequence spatially the relationship 
ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ȁƵɩ�ƊȁƮ�ȌǶƮ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�ٌ�ƊƧƧƵȁɈɐƊɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�
contrasting.“1

“Each of us has a pattern of the city that we carry in 
our mind . . . The reaction that most people have to the 
§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�ǞȺ�ȌȁƵ�ȌǏ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁخ���ÀǘƵɯ�ǏƵƵǶ�ǐȌȌƮة�
they respond to a lot of the retained elements and in a 
positive subconsious way.”4

Avenues for varied experiences

“We try to give a range of different experiences so that 
if poeple are turned off by one particular thing, they 
can choose something else.”4

A sense of wonder

“The bottom line is the beautiful dichotomy between 
ȌƦȺƵȲɨƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈس�ɈǘƊɈ�ǿƊǐǞƧƊǶ�ȺƵȁȺƵ�ȌǏ�ɩȌȁƮƵȲ�
that occurs when one comes face to face with the real 
ȌƦǯƵƧɈخ�خ�خ��ÀȌ�ǐǞɨƵ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ȲƵƊǶǞɈɯ�ɩƊȺ�ǯɐȺɈ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�
ƦǞǐǐƵȺɈ�ٙɈɐȲȁٌȌȁٙ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȌȁƵ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƧȲƵƊɈƵ��²خȌ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȯȌǞȁɈ�
at which interaction occurs between the observer and 
ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ɩƊȺ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ǞȺ�ƊǶǶ�ƊƦȌɐɈخ��XɈٚȺ�ȲƵƊǶǶɯ�
about that magic moment, that sense of wonder, that 
confrontation.”4

 
The power of movement

ٗ�ȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�˜ǞǐǘɈ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ǞƮƵƊ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǶǶ�˜ɯǞȁǐ�
through the space . . .“6

 
An element of surprise

“Having an element of discovery.”6

Referring to the balconies overlooking the transport 
collection in Turbine Hall

“The balconies are meant to be a surprise viewing 
point from the upper levels, to keep people interested, 
they would be surprises, exclaiming ‘Oh, my God, who 
would have thought.’”6 

An essence of Australia

Referring to the sky at either ends of Wran building

“Those clouds are actually exploited in the exhibits 
in the west building.  As you enter through a tower 
structure, attention is focussed on the Strasburg 
clock with a cloud backdrop.  It’s the sort of item that 
stylistically would have been seen against a sky.  In 
the middle ground there’s a wonderful box kite of 
Lawrence Hargraves soaring up into the vaulted space.  
ÀǘƊɈٚȺ�ȺƵƵȁ�ƊǐƊǞȁȺɈ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǶȌɐƮȺخ��ÀǘƵȲƵٚȺ�ƊǶȺȌ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�
ǿƊǯȌȲ�ƵɮǘƦǞɈǞȌȁ�ƊȺ�ɯȌɐ�ƵȁɈƵȲخ��XɈ�ǞȁɨȌǶɨƵȺ�ɯȌɐ�ɐȯ�Ɗ�ǶȌȁǐ�
theatrical ramp, not only into the vault but up into the 
clouds.  This creates an elevating experience of coming 
into a museum of concepts and ideas to explore and 
think on a different level to the everyday”4

�خ�ɈǘƵ�ɨƊȺɈȁƵȺȺ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ǞɈ�ƊǿƊɹƵȺ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ɈǞǿƵخ�خ�خٗ
I see people walk in, the sky does affect them, they 
ȺƵȁȺƵ�ɈǘƵ�Ǟȁ˛ȁǞɈƵ�ȁƊɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȯƊƧƵ6٘خ

A balance of excitement, noise and stimulation

“One of the great things has been to attempt to arrive 
at a balance of content, space, experience, interactivity 
ƊȁƮ�ƧǶƊȺȺǞƧƊǶ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�Ɗȁ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ǏȌȲ�ǞɈȺ�Ȍɩȁ�ȺƊǲƵخ��
It would be terribly wrong to have every exhibition 
with the same level of interactivity, or every single 
exhibition at the same level of excitement, noise or 
stimulation.”4

ENGAGEMENT



49

Eclecticism, responsiveness and play

“With the overriding belief shared with Lindsay Sharp, 
Director MAAS that the ‘ah ha‘ moment in a museum 
ƧȌǿƵȺ�ɩǘƵȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦȺƵȲɨƵȲ�ɨǞƵɩȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƵƊǶ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈس�ɈǘǞȺ�
became the essence of the many decisions made 
about the architecture and the exhibition.  The other 
insight was built around the eclectic, slightly mad, 
universal, bowerbird nature of the collection in an age 
ȌǏ�ȺȯƵƧǞƊǶǞȺƊɈǞȌȁ�ٌ�ɈǘǞȺ�ȺƵȲƵȁƮǞȯǞɈȌɐȺ�˛ȁƮǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�
breadth of the collection across the range of human 
endeavour and social existence posed a potentially 
impossible demand upon the architecture.”2

ٗ�ȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�˜ǞǐǘɈ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ǞƮƵƊ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǶǶ�˜ɯǞȁǐ�
through the space . . .“6

Careful integration of exhibition design tools

Referring to integration of interactives, audio visuals and  
graphics with the overall exhibition design and the buildings

“The scale, the dimensions and the way you move 
through the spaces, these things are intrinsically 
interacting as we experience the buildings and the 
exhibitions.”6

“But in themselves they are a recipe for chaos.”8

Uniqueness of the Museum generates interest

”The building is as it is because it evolved over such a 
ǶȌȁǐ�ȯƵȲǞȌƮ�ȌǏ�ɈǞǿƵخ��mǞǲƵ�Ɗ�ƧǞɈɯ�ǞɈ�ǘƊȺ�ȺȌȲɈ�ȌǏ�ǶȌȌȺƵ�˛Ɉ�
circulation, there’s no classical route through it.  You 
don’t enter a central exhibition hall and then relate 
back to the hall.  It’s not that sort of a building.  It’s 
not that sort of a collection either, and that makes it 
actually much more interesting to people.”4

A ‘Circuit Tour’

“Circuit tour for the person who can spend a brief half 
hour with the collection at a series of stops where 
an exhibit of some of the best pieces of the museum 
ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧƊǶǶɯ�ȌȲǐƊȁǞȺƵƮ�ƊȲƵ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǶƵخ��IȲȌǿ�
this overview if more time is available one could 
engage oneself a little more.  If, as many visitors, you 
have a special interest or more time you may go onto 
any one of the great museum collections.  This is 
better than dragging yourself through gallery after 
ǐƊǶǶƵȲɯ�ɈȌ�˛ȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺ�ɯȌɐ�ɩƊȁɈ�ɈȌ�ȺƵƵ5ٗخ

ٗÀǘƵ�ǞƮƵƊ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ɩƊȺ�ɈȌ�ȁȌɈ�ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗȁ�Ƶȁ˛ǶƊƮƵƮ�
ɩƊɯ�ȌǏ�ƮȌǞȁǐ�ɈǘǞȁǐȺ�ٌ�ɯȌɐ�ǐȌ�ǘƵȲƵ�ɯȌɐ�ǐȌ�ɈǘƵȲƵة�ǘƵȲƵٚȺ�
the path, here’s the way you’ve to experience the 
building.  It’s more a sense of being drawn into this 
experience.  And you can come in and do it quickly.  
Or you can do it very detailed way, and come and 
ƦƵ�ǏƊȺƧǞȁƊɈƵƮ�ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗȁ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈƊɯ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȁȌɈ�
feel that oh I’ve got to continue on now and go and 
do it all.  So return visits were implicit in the design 
of this breakthrough idea that you don’t tell people 
what they’re going to do.  You might have a way of 
experiencing the museum, but also a way for people 
with limited time.”6
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11 I ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ� ȌǞǶƵȲ�RƊǶǶ�Ǟȁ11ىףףפל� I The use of extraordinary colours in the Powerhouse 
Theatre.

11 I Rippled ceiling over the stairs in the Powerhouse 
Theatrette.
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COLOUR & LIGHT

Eclectic colours represent the real world

“I’ve battled with modernism’s white hygienic view of 
the world.  The world is coloured, its textured, it’s not 
as pure.”6  

Use of exciting colours 

ٗX�ƦƵƧƊǿƵ�ȱɐǞɈƵ�ƵɮƧǞɈƵƮ�ɩǘƵȁ�JƵȌȲǐƵ�IȲƵƵƮǿƊȁ�
started to use all these wonderful colours . . . the hand 
rails are black and the green of the columns.  But 
particularly the colours are intriguing and arouse great 
interest in a new modern Museum building.“6 

ٗÀǘƵ�ƧȌǶȌɐȲȺ�ɩƵȲƵ�ƮȲǞɨƵȁ�Ʀɯ�JƵȌȲǐƵ�IȲƵƵƮǿƊȁٚȺ�
extraordinary sense of the way colours work together.  
When you go into the theatres, it’s a bit of a shock, 
ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ǶǞǲƵ�ǯƵɩƵǶȺ�ٌ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ǏɐǶǶ�Ȍȁ�ƧȌǶȌɐȲ6٘خ 

“George wanted to introduce a range of colours into 
the decoration of the walls as he was a colourist.  He 
ƵȁǯȌɯƵƮ�ɩȌȲǲǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁɈ�ƧȌǶȌɐȲȺ�ٌ�
earthy mixes of grays, browns, greeny green and the 
windy blues.”6 

Effective use of daylight to generate human interest

“There is quite a lot of learned debate among  
museum people that the ‘black box environment‘ is 
ɈǘƵ�ɩƊɯ�ɈȌ�ǐȌ�ǏȌȲ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿȺخ��ÀǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�ǘƊȺ�˛ȲǿǶɯ�
convinced me otherwise.  There are ‘black box’ 
situations in the Powerhouse, for individual exhibits, 
and they work well.  But, overall one must have a 
balance.”4 

“. . . if museum design is generated by public 
perception, if visitors like the feeling of walking into 
Ɗ�ȺȯƊƧƵ�˜ȌȌƮƵƮ�ɩǞɈǘ�ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ǶǞǐǘɈة�ɩǘɯ�ƦǶƊƧǲƵȁ�ǞɈ�
ȌɐɈد��àǘɯ�ȁȌɈة�ǿȌȲƵ�ƧǶƵɨƵȲǶɯة�ǶȌȌǲ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�
opportunities presented and try and control the 
environment in another way by building shelters or 
cocoons for things that are light sensitive.”4

Use of colour and decoration in moderation

“The Powerhouse Theatre (big theatre) is simpler 
in comparison to the small theatre in architectural 
expression.   It has coffered bays, and uses a 
combination of extraordinary colours.  It’s a shock for 
most modern architects who walk into the space.  I 
was exploring the idea that there’s something missing 
in the sterile world of modern architecture.  We are 
relying on almost white or black forms.  Don’t be afraid 
of decoration, use it in moderation.”6 

“The other thing about modern architecture that 
worries me is this belief that somehow you can’t 
decorate it.  I think decoration is fundamental to our 
existence as human beings.”6 
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!ȌǶȌɐȲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȲƵȺȯȌȁȺƵȺ�ɈȌ�ƧƊȯɈɐȲƵ�˜ɐǞƮǞɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�
excitment of architecture

ٗX�ƮƵȺǞǐȁƵƮ�ƦȌɈǘ�ɈǘƵƊɈȲƵȺخ��JƵȌȲǐƵ�IȲƵƵƮǿƊȁ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�
colour scheme.  The Powerhouse Theatrette (small 
ɈǘƵƊɈȲƵف�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ȯǶƊɯ�Ȍȁ�ƊȲɈ�ƮƵƧȌة��ɈɈȌ�àƊǐȁƵȲ�§ȌȺɈ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�
and the Mackintosh grid.  It has a lantern shape ceiling, 
but it has a white illuminated ceiling with black grid, 
it’s quite expressive. I have always been fascinated by 
the mark we make as an architect, and the idea of a 
scribble or a continuous ripple.  The ceilings over the 
stairs in both the theatres have the rippled ceiling 
ǏȌǶǶȌɩǞȁǐ�ɯȌɐ�ƮȌɩȁة�ȺȌ�ȌȁƵ�ǐƵɈȺ�Ɗ�ȺƵȁȺƵ�ȌǏ�˜Ȍɩ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�
stairs.  It has a neon stripe that follows the edge of the 
theatre.”6 

Referring to the red colour in steam vents in the west 
brick wall of Boiler Hall

“When architects colour drawings, the brickwork 
in section is coloured with dark red watercolour 
(international colour standards).  It’s a little 
ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƊǶ�ǯȌǲƵ�ǏȌȲ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈȺ�ɩǘȌ�ɨǞȺǞɈ�ɈǘƵ�
Museum.”6 

ٗàǘƵȁ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ǶȌȌǲ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǘȌǶƵȺة�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȺǲ�ٌ�àǘƊɈ�ƊȲƵ�
ɈǘƵȺƵ�ǘȌǶƵȺة�ɩǘɯ�ƮǞƮȁٚɈ�ɯȌɐ�ȯƊɈƧǘ�ɈǘƵǿ�ƊȁƮ�˛ǶǶ�ɈǘƵǿ�
ɐȯد�� ɐɈ�ɈǘƊɈٚȺ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƵƊǿ�ɩƵȁɈ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘة�ǞɈٚȺ�ȯƊȲɈ�
of the story of the building.”6 

The 1988 Emery Vincent graphics

ٗÀǘƵ�ƵɮƵǿȯǶƊȲɯ�ɩȌȲǲ�ɈǘƊɈ�JƊȲȲɯ�0ǿƵȲɯ�ƮǞƮ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�
corporate identity of the Museum, the building 
identity, the graphic design, the marketing, the 
publications, and the graphic imagery of the 
exhibitions were all integrated.  And that was even 
inspired or connected to the design of the carpets, it 
was the same colours.  That’s an example of not only 
ƧȌǶǶƊƦȌȲƊɈǞȌȁ�ƦɐɈ�ǞȁɈƵȲƮǞȺƧǞȯǶǞȁƊȲɯ�ƧȌǶǶƊƦȌȲƊɈǞȌȁ�ٌ�
where one design inspired the other.”8 

Referring to the carpets designed by George Freedman

“The carpet was speciallly designed by George 
IȲƵƵƮǿƊȁ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺخ��XɈ�ǘƊȺ�Ɗ�ȁƵɐɈȲƊǶ�
appearance from mid distance, but if you look at it 
close up, there are all these colours. ”6 

Referring to the green grey colours of the columns in 
Wran building

ٗàƵɈ�ƧȌȁƧȲƵɈƵ�ƧȌǶȌɐȲ�ٌ�ǞɈ�ǞȺ�Ɗȁ�ƊɈɈƵǿȯɈ�ɈȌ�ɈȲɯ�ƊȁƮ�
ȲƵȯǶǞƧƊɈƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȺƵȁȺƵ�ȌǏ�ǞɈ�ƦƵǞȁǐ�˜ɐǞƮ�ƦƵǏȌȲƵ�ǞɈ�ƦƵƧȌǿƵȺ�
solid.”6 

Referring to the italian nougat tiles (with large stone 
aggregates) in the Wran building

“I liked the excitement, complexity and texture of the 
ɈǞǶƵȺ�ƊǐƊǞȁȺɈ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȁƵ�ǐȲƊǞȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȌȁƵȺ��0خɨƵȲɯȌȁƵ�
loved the tiles including the curators.  A number of 
ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�ƧȌǿǿƵȁɈƵƮ�ȌɨƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ٌ�ǘȌɩ�ɈǘƵɯ�
ǶȌɨƵ�ǞɈخ��XɈٚȺ�Ɗ�ȲƵƊǶǶɯ�ƵɮƧǞɈǞȁǐ�˛ȁǞȺǘخ��ÀǘƵ�ȯƊɈɈƵȲȁǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�
the tiles resembles the great cathedrals.  

ÀǘƵ�˜ȌȌȲ�ȯƊɈɈƵȲȁ�ǞȺ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǞɈƵخ��XɈٚȺ�ƵɮȯǶȌȲǞȁǐ�
the way in which you can manipulate the variety of 
˛ȁǞȺǘƵȺ�ɈȌ�ƦȌɈǘ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ǿƊȲǐǞȁ�ƊȁƮ�Ɗȁ�Ǟȁ˛ǶǶ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈخ��ÀǘƵ�
Ǟȁ˛ǶǶ�ǞȺ�ȲȌɈƊɈƵƮ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ׀��ƮƵǐȲƵƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ɈƵɮɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�
the margin is always at right angels..”6 
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With evolution, exploration and collaboration at its 

heart, the Powerhouse Museum as part of the Ultimo 

Cultural Precinct would be managed based upon a 

ȺƵɈ�ȌǏ�ǏɐȁƮƊǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ȯȲǞȁƧǞȯǶƵȺخ�

The comments by Lionel Glendenning and 

Richard Johnson are made in the context of their 

understanding of the Museum, its past, and its 

ƧɐȲȲƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ȁƵƵƮȺخ

The following principles are described by Lionel 

Glendenning (quoted in blue) and Richard Johnson 

(quoted in green).

04
DESIGN PRINCIPLES i the future
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A clear understanding of the 1988 Museum is 
essential to guide future interventions

ٗ��ǿƊǯȌȲ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈ�ǞǿȯǶǞƧǞɈ�Ǟȁ�ɩǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�§ȌɩƵȲǘȌɐȺƵ�ƮǞƮ�
is missing in the way people are about to approach 
it.”6 

“An understanding spatially, of what themes or 
collections or focus each space is going to have. 
You can’t design anonymous spaces without 
understanding what is the nature of this paticular 
Museum.”8

Regeneration of Powerhouse for the 21st century

“It’s feasible for the government to announce an 
extraordinary expansion, an extraordinary capacity 
for the museum to move into the future, in a way that 
captures the imagination.”6 

“One of the great possibilities of a regenerated 
Powerhouse is that synergy between what the 
Musuem is trying to do, its collection, the fabric of 
the architecture, and the display technique; all work 
together in unison.  And then it’s incredibly powerful 
because it is very very rare internationally, and we had 
that in 1988.”8

Advance the urban connections of the Precinct

“The success of the Goods Line evolution as a key 
pedestrian link presently ends at the Museum, 
as does the Hay Street to George St and the CBD 
beyond.  These interactions at the Museum present 
real opportunities for the Museum to create direct 
ǶǞȁǲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȁȌƮƊǶ�ȯǶƊƧƵȺش��ȺȱɐƊȲƵȺ�ǞȁɈƵǐȲƊɈǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�
successful developments and crafting opportunities 
for activation, and links creating new value adding 
elements of the Museum’s activities and exhibitons."1

Referring to the north eastern end of Museum’s curtilage

“There’s a chimney base there which has been chewed 
up by part of the bridgework, but it’s original and it’s 
important not to damage it.  I’ve been thinking about 
how to connect through under the bridge and the 
best solution is to keep the tram and the pedestrians 
together till you get to the point where you can take 
the pedestrian off and let the tram run, because once 
the tram leaves Central Railway it’s running on the 
street system.   It comes up Hay Street on the true 
street system, there’s nothing to stop it carrying 
Ȍȁ�ƦȲǞƵ˜ɯ�ǏȌȲ�ƊȁȌɈǘƵȲ�ׁ׀׀�ȌȲ�ׂ׀׀�ǿƵɈƵȲȺة�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘǞȺ�
ȺǞǿȯǶǞ˛ƵȺ�ǘȌɩ�ɯȌɐ�ǿǞǐǘɈ�ɈȲƵƊɈ�ǞɈ�ǏȲȌǿ�Ɗȁ�ɐȲƦƊȁ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�
ȯȌǞȁɈ�ȌǏ�ɨǞƵɩ�ٌ�ǞɈٚȺ�Ɗ�ɈȲƊǿ�ȲɐȁȁǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȲƵƵɈ6٘خ

A Museum Precinct for Ultimo I Sydney

�ة�Ɗ�ƧȌǘƵȲƵȁɈ�§�à0ªR�Ç²0�wÇ²0Çw�§ª0!Xy!Àخ�خ�خٗ
which builds on the area’s and the Museum’s history 
and heritage, its contemporary design values which 
enhance and drive further development and create 
a new paradigm for the Museum to emulate the 
quantum change of 1988 which was a remarkable 
ȲƵƦǞȲɈǘ�ȌǏ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƮǞȺɈǞȁǐɐǞȺǘƵƮ�ׁ׀�ǞȁȺɈǞɈɐɈǞȌȁ1٘خ�خ�خ�

“As a precinct it should become an evolving bubble. 
This building in particular is part of the urban design 
character of Sydney.”6

Museum as the locus of Ultimo’s Creative Precinct

“As an instrument of public record and display, the 
Powerhouse Museum has a pivotal role in supporting, 
recording, presenting and fostering connections in this 
creative space.“1

Harwood Building is intrinsic to the Museum

ٗ²ɈƊǐƵƮ�ȌɨƵȲ�ǏȌɐȲ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺة�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�ȺɈƊǐƵ�
was the conversion of the derelict, collapsed Ultimo 
Tram Depot to a new conservation laboratory, 
workshops, store and most importantly, a ‘taste‘ of 
the future museum.  It was at this time that the name 
Powerhouse was used . . .“2
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Design that interests and excites

“I have tried to make the architecture very 
controversial, very powerful and yet very sensitive and 
responsive.” (Designworld)

ٗ�ȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ƮƵǿȌȁȺɈȲƊɈƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲƵȺɈ�Ǟȁب

• consolidation;

• use of constraints as design generators;

• creating old and new linkages with the 
architecture of ULTIMO and POWERHOUSE;

• a contextual awareness and historial reference.“5

Ensure highest quality design input

Referring to the gradual dilution of design quality in 
recent changes

“Ensure highest quality of design input“6

“Good design doesn’t cost money.“6

Strive for best international museum standards

“Pragmatic decisions on achieving the best 
international museum conditions and standards, 
ƊǶǶȌɩǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵȺة�ƊȁƮ�ƧȲƵƊɈǞȁǐ�Ɗ�˜ƵɮǞƦǞǶǞɈɯ�
of circulation in a wide variety of gallery spaces were 
implicit in the architectural solution.“2

Preserve the integrity of the original architecture 

“The cublic volumes of the existing Powerhouse 
buildings.

Massive brickwork

Thickness

Dimension

Gravity

Solid.“5

Additional space / facilities

Referring to the Harris Street forecourt

ٗX�ɈǘǞȁǲ�ɯȌɐ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƵɮƧƊɨƊɈƵ�ǘƵȲƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȯɐɈ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ׂ׀�
ȺɈȌȲƵɯ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƮȌɩȁ�ǶǞǲƵ�ɈǘƵ�²ɈƊɈƵ�mǞƦȲƊȲɯ�ȌǏ�y²à�
has on Macquarie Street (the Library has seven storeys 
below ground).  The roof of it would be level 3 (entry 
level), and the edge (to Macarthur Street) could be 
cafes or shops. It would be a very simple thing to do.”6

Strive to achieve ‘Interdisciplinary Collaboration’

“Before you go to the actual process of creating 
buildings, a group of intellectual minds comes 
ɈȌǐƵɈǘƵȲ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ƧȌǶǶƊƦȌȲƊɈǞɨƵ�ȺƵȁȺƵ�ٌ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ȲƵȺȯƵƧɈǏɐǶ�
context where ideas and concepts are listened to, and 
discussed in ways that make the whole exercise an 
escalating process aimed at perfection.”6 

Hand and Mind - MIND and HAND

“At the Museum’s heart, it is about the power of 
creative and innovative minds combined with skilled 
ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɨƵȁɈǞɨƵ�ǘƊȁƮȺ�ٌ�RƊȁƮ�ƊȁƮ�wǞȁƮ�ٌ�wXy(�ƊȁƮ�
R�y(1ٗخ

‘Design as a Continuum’ 

ªƵǏƵȲȲǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞǐȁ�ǞȁɈƵȁɈ�Ǟȁ�ׁب

“At the detailed design level what it was tryng to 
do was to add to and be part of the total Museum 
experience.  I call it ‘Design as a Continuum,‘ that there 
was a continuum of thought historically and Lionel 
Glendenning added a contemporary layer; there was 
a continuum in the collection upto the contemporary 
times; there was a continuum of curatorial thought 
and there was a continuum of design.”8
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Manage the Galleria as an uncluttered spine that links 
spaces and guides movement

“The Galleria is “the building’s axial street and source 
of interior light and space.  Added to these multiple 
roles are vertical and lateral circulation paths. The 
ȯƵƮƵȺɈȲǞƊȁ�ȲƊǿȯ�ƊƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�ɈǘƵ�ƧƵȁɈȲƊǶ�ǶǞǏɈ�ȲǞȺƵȺ�ǏȲƵƵ�
within the space at the bridge linking old and new.“1

“I think you could extend the Galleria to the end 
(Macarthur Street), embrace the Switch building and 
put that inside the building and link it down to the 
schools and coming in from the back courtyard.  It 
would work brilliantly.   You would have this amazing 
triple height space with the galleria coming through.”6

Referring to the northern end of the Galleria

“The view across to the Ian Thorpe Aquatic Centre 
would be quite interesting.  The shape of the pool is 
ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�JƊǶǶƵȲǞƊ6٘خ

Reinstate the meaning of Harris Street forecourt 

“Reinstate Colonnade and explore options to extend 
ȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ɈȌ�ǿƊȲǲ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵ˛ȁƵ�RƊȲȲǞȺ�²ɈȲƵƵɈ�ǏȌȲƵƧȌɐȲɈة�
including possible external museum cafe and shop.“1

“Reinstate paving as per 1988 design to express grid 
linked to Garden Palace.“1

‘A sense of arrival, generosity and welcome’

“A key to the architecture was the sense of ‘beginning 
Ɗ�ǯȌɐȲȁƵɯٙة�ǘƵȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƊǞǶɩƊɯ�ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ǿƵɈƊȯǘȌȲة�ɈǘƵ�
ȺȯƊƧƵٌƧƊȯɈɐȲǞȁǐ�ƊȲƧǘ�ȌǏ�yȌȲǿƊȁɈȌȁ�ȲƊǞǶɩƊɯ�ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁة�
Queensland.”2

“This issue of entries is critical and is going to be 
addressed in ways which are extraordinarily clever, but 
equally simple and conceptually stunning.”6 

Retain the concept of ‘Layering-in’ from Harris Street

“The additive and sequential development of the 
original massive buildings to the east of the site is 
modulated by the intervention of structures inserted, 
layered and sequenced.“5

Potential for cross link connection

“The Switch House connection is a great opportunity 
ǏȌȲ�Ɗ�ƧȲȌȺȺ�ǶǞȁǲ�ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�RƊȲȲǞȺ�²ɈȲƵƵɈش��JƊǶǶƵȲǞƊش��JȌȌƮȺ�
Line square.“6

Referring to the northen end of Switch House and its 
possibility to be a grand entry into the museum

ٗXɈٚȺ�ǶǞǲƵ�Ɗ�ǐǞƊȁɈ�ǯɐȁƧɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǐȌ�
out into the museum.  You could link the lower level 
entry with the upper level entry through this space.  
You could take the back courtyard level right through 
the building, extend the Galleria right down into that 
level and bring all the school kids in there.  Put in a set 
of escalators that serve each level, and, as you enter, 
you would look up through the building to beyond the 
Galleria.  It would be quite an extraordinary thing.  It 
would be like the big concourse at the Louvre. There 
ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ȺǘȌȯȺة�ƧƊǏƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ǏȲƵƵٌȺɈƊȁƮǞȁǐ�
elements within this grand space.  It would be an 
articulation of the shopping feeling that you get across 
the way (along Hay Street) as you come up the Goods 
Line, onto this one level going right through till you are 
in the Galleria.  The potential is wonderful.”6
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Museum Exhibition design not independent of the 
buildings

ٗÀǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ǘƊƮة�ǞǏ�ɯȌɐ�ȺȌɐǐǘɈ�ǞɈ�ȌɐɈ�ٌ�Ɗ�ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�
geometric rigour, and therefore the insertions within 
the building needed to understand and take their cues 
from it . . . if you don’t understand it, you can’t work 
with it”6

ªƵǏƵȲȲǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƮǞȺɈǞȁƧɈǞȌȁ�ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�Ɗȁ�ƊȲɈ�ǐƊǶǶƵȲɯش��ƊȲɈ�
museum and the Powerhouse Museum 

“The concept of museum has been diminished by 
the dominance of art galleries and their success in 
attracting huge number of people, and museology has 
lost its way a little.  In a strange way, an art gallery can 
be divorced from its paintings, they have never had 
a tradition like museums have had, of really delving 
deeply and explaining themsleves to the viewer, 
whereas the museums are the opposite of this.  And 
ɈǘǞȺ�ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ǞȺ�ȺȌ�ƵƧǶƵƧɈǞƧة�ȺȌ�ƦȌɩƵȲƦǞȲƮٌ
like, so societal, it’s a very strange collection.  It’s like 
no other in the world that have experienced.”6

“Despite that diversity there was an electric synergy 
between the building fabric and its spaces, and the 
collections.  Because even the decorative arts, which 
needed more intimate spaces, had the intimate spaces 
and everything worked together.  And therefore 
that gave it an authenticity . . . In most cases, the 
ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�Ɗȁ�ƊȲɈ�ǿɐȺƵɐǿ�ƮȌƵȺȁٚɈ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈ�ɈǘƵ�
nature of the art.”8

Exhibitions should have a balance of excitement, 
noise and stimulation

“One of the great things has been to attempt to arrive 
at a balance of content, space, experience, interactivity 
ƊȁƮ�ƧǶƊȺȺǞƧƊǶ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�Ɗȁ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�ǏȌȲ�ǞɈȺ�Ȍɩȁ�ȺƊǲƵخ��
It would be terribly wrong to have every exhibition 
with the same level of interactivity, or every single 
exhibition at the same level of excitement, noise or 
stimulation.”4

Retain clear relationship between new and old

“Develop a convincing combination of old and new in 
a positive manner.”5

Referring to the birghtly coloured stair cores at the south 
brick wall of Boiler Hall

“They were an intervention.  Depending upon what 
happens in the rear courtyard, these could be removed 
ȌȲ�ȲƵɈƊǞȁƵƮخ��yƵɩ�ǞȁɈƵȲɨƵȁɈǞȌȁȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƧȌɐȲɈɯƊȲƮ�ǘƊɨƵ�
the potential to have the openess, accessibility and 
transparency that the Galleria offers.  The robustness 
of this massive brick wall of Boiler Hall should be 
retained and new interventions should be lightened.”6

Re-establish the unique and synergistic relationship 
between collections and buildings

“The architecture needed to be a contradiction, 
a paradox, a labyrinth, to allow the discovery, 
ɈǘƵ�ɩȌȁƮƵȲة�ɈǘƵ�ƵɮƧǞɈƵǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�˛ȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊȁƵɩ�ɈǘƵ�
collection.”2

A comprehensible and navigable museum journey

“. . . give people as they enter some comprehension 
of the total space, and then of the gallery space, and 
each bit that’s devoted to an exhibition.  The visitors 
have to comprehend the space, and feel comfortable 
with it, before they can focus on the exhibits.”4
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Responsive design to reinstate and retain the 
authenticity of spaces in the buildings

“There is some sort of restitution necessary in the 
process of clearing out some of the egregious 
interventions by others.  The damage done is so much 
ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ȌȯƵȁȁƵȺȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�àȲƊȁ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐة�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ɩƊȺ�ȌȁƵ�
of its features, has been blocked completely by a lot 
of plasterboard.  The attempt to convert it into a black 
space bemuses me because great exhibiitons were 
placed in there from around the world, and no one 
ever said that the volume, the space was an issue.”6

“It wasn’t an issue if the exhibition designer 
understood that there was a natural light issue that 
ǘƊƮ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ƮƵƊǶɈ�ɩǞɈǘ�Ʀɯ�ƧȌƧȌȌȁǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�
showcase or by other exhibition design means.  It is an 
easy way out to blacken everything.  I often say, if you 
ƊȲƵ�ȯɐɈɈǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ȯƊǞȁɈǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ȲȌȌǿ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�mȌɐɨȲƵ�ȌȲ�
in the Palace of Versailles and you wanted to hang it 
next to the window, and you said that “the window is 
not in the right spot, I am going to brick it up because 
I want the painting there.”  You would put the painting 
somewhere it wasn’t in harm.”8

‘Buildings within Buildings’

ٗÀǘƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲǿƵƮǞƊɈƵ�ȺƧƊǶƵȺ�ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȌƦǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�
ȺǿƊǶǶ�ƵɮǘǞƦǞɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƵ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƧƊǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�
dimension of the architecture need this mediating 
character within the spaces, which Richard Johnson 
and others were the designers of, but which I called 
up and which the board room at the galleria up 
ɈǘƵ�ɈȌȯ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ǶǞɈɈǶƵ�ƦȌƊȲƮ�ȲȌȌǿة�Ɗ�ٙƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�Ɗ�
building,’ I used that term in 84.  I wanted ‘buildings 
within buildings’ which would then be colonised by 
exhibitions as well as the big Boiler Hall exhibitions . .“6

Embrace the scale of the buildings in exhibitions

“ If you are a creative and you are going to do a small 
exhibition in the building, you need to embrace the 
bigger scale and the bigger dimensions and be aware 
of that what you are doing to the idea of the buildings 
within buildings.“6

Reinstate the principles that underpinned the 
intermediate scale elements 

“An important step is to reinstate the critical armature 
linking architecture and exhibitions.  This armature is 
the key framework mediating the internal architecture 
and the smaller scale of the exhibitions and other 
elements.  This will reinstate the circulation which 
ǞȺ�ƦȌɈǘ�˜ƵɮǞƦǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ȺɯȁƧ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�
conceptual sequences“1

New interventions to link architecture and exhibitions

“There is no point in recreating the interventions that 
I put into the Powerhouse that are now demolished. 
They were never intended to be permanent, some 
had a permanence well beyond the exhibition, but 
I envisaged that ultimately they would all go and 
the building would still be there, but the principle of 
them wouldn’t go.  They would be replaced by better 
interventions that did the same thing functionally or 
aesthetically.”8
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Undertake research to understand the complexity of 
the building

“This building is a complex building . . . It was a giant 
machine running at the highest standards, museum 
standards that were given to us from the museums 
in England, and America and we operated on that 
basis.”6

The potential in recycling and adaptive reuse

“The existing resource in buildings that the society has 
invested in, is worth working with and building up as 
contextual ways for great design.”6

A corporate identity for the Museum

ٗªƵǞȁȺɈƊɈƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵƧȌȁ˛ǐɐȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȌɐɈȺɈƊȁƮǞȁǐ�ׁ�
Emery Vincent signage and graphics scheme.“1

An urban design study to resolve urban connections 
of the precinct

“As part of the revitalisation and activation of the 
Powerhouse Precinct, resolution of the urban design 
ǞȺȺɐƵȺ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌȁǯɐȁƧɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�RƊɯ�²ɈȲƵƵɈ�ٌ�ٙÇȲƦƊȁ�
yƵȺɈٙ�ٌ�(ƊȲǶǞȁǐ�(ȲǞɨƵة�mǞǐǘɈ�ªƊǞǶة�wƊƧƊȲɈǘɐȲ�²ɈȲƵƵɈ�
and the Goods Line node.  This key arrival node is an 
unresolved confusion of paving and levels, steep stairs 
and an assortment of residual walls and handrails, 
ǿǞȺƧƵǶǶƊȁƵȌɐȺ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵƵȲǞȁǐ�ƵǶƵǿƵȁɈȺ�ٌ�Ɗȁ�ɐȲƦƊȁ�
design mess.  With clear unambiguous urban design, 
a resolution of this important public arrival and 
transition place is vital.  To that end, the City of Sydney 
!ȌɐȁƧǞǶة�mǞǐǘɈ�ªƊǞǶ�ƊȁƮ�y²à�JȌɨɈ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƧȌǿǿǞȺȺǞȌȁ�
an urban design study”1

Explore and present Museum’s context and linkages 

“Exploring the existing precinct, sites and architectural 
heritage through research and revelations 
underpinning Site Heritage Interpretation at all the 
wɐȺƵɐǿٚȺ�ȺǞɈƵȺخ��IȌȲ�ƵɮƊǿȯǶƵة�ɈǘƵ�!ƊȺɈǶƵ�RǞǶǶ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧ�
plantation and the Museum’s early record of research 
and experimentation into the potential of Australia’s 
0ȺȺƵȁɈǞƊǶ��ǞǶȺ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲɯ�ƊȁƮة�yƊɈǞɨƵ�ÀǞǿƦƵȲ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲɯ1٘خ

Familiarise the visitor with the rich history and 
heritage of the Museum 

“Whole of the site interpretation of the history of 
the Museum’s precinct, site, all buildings, and of the 
institution of the Powerhouse Museum itself, will 
be a feature of the public’s experience of the one of 
Australia’s oldest museums.”1
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Celebrate the diversity and difference of people

“Engaging many audiences through the broad 
sweep of the Powerhouse Museum’s Collection, 
ƦƊȺƵƮ�Ȍȁ�ȌɐȲ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶة�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶة�ɈƵƧǘȁǞƧƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ȺƧǞƵȁɈǞ˛Ƨ�
ǘǞȺɈȌȲɯخ��ÀǘƵ�IǞȲȺɈ�²ɈƊɈƵة�ȲƵƧȌǐȁǞȺǞȁǐ�IǞȲȺɈ�yƊɈǞȌȁȺ�
ƧɐǶɈɐȲƵ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ǏȌɐȁƮƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ȌɐȲ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁٚȺ�ȯȲƵǘǞȺɈȌȲɯة�
developing penetrating insights into the formative 
ƊȁƮ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈƊǶ�Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵȺ�Ȍȁ�ɈȌƮƊɯ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�
future.”1

Conserve the intangible heritage of the Museum

“Heritage at the moment is evolving into the 
beginnings of an understanding of the intangible 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ȺǞɈƵ�ȌȲ�Ɗ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐخ��àƵ�ƊȲƵ�ǏȌƧɐȺȺƵƮ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�
ƊȲɈƵǏƊƧɈ�ٌ�ɈǘƵ�ȯǘɯȺǞƧƊǶ�ȲƵƊǶǞɈɯة�ƦɐɈ�ȁȌɈ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǞȁɈƊȁǐǞƦǶƵخ��
And the Powerhouse has all of those other layers of 
ǞȁɈƊȁǐǞƦǶƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǐȌ�ƦƵɯȌȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ȯǘɯȺǞƧƊǶ�ǏƊƦȲǞƧ�
ٌ�ɈǘƊɈٚȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺة�ɈǘƵ�ȺɯȁƵȲǐɯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�
and the building, it’s the building and the precinct, its 
inspiration as the training ground for designers . . .”8

A robust Conservation Management Plan that builds 
upon the Design Principles

“A properly prepared CMP guided by Design Principles 
to maintain the original design integrity of the 
Powerhouse Museum is essential . . . The CMP should 
be a robust framework to consider, debate and 
prioritise a range of options proposed in the master 
planning process.”1

“The important thing about the CMP is that it should 
manage change in a sensitive, thoughtful way, and 
ensure that the quality continues and that we pass it 
on.”6
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L4154/2 Work cap, fabric / plastic / metal, owned by Hiram Lennon, safety officer at 
Ultimo Power Station, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, maker unknown, 
1940-1970

Work cap, fabric / plastic / metal, owned by Hiram Lennon, safety officer at Ultimo 
Power Station, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, maker unknown, 1940-1970

Black fabric cap with black plastic brim and fabric braid around the edge of the crown. 
A metal badge is at the centre of the front of the braid.

Physical Numbering
Not physically numbered
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

General 263 293 mm130

L4154/1 Shaving brush, mug and razor, metal / wood / [hair], owned by Hiram Lennon, 
safety officer at Ultimo Power Station, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, makers 
unknown/England, 1940-1970

Shaving brush, mug and razor, metal / wood / [hair], owned by Hiram Lennon, safety 
officer at Ultimo Power Station, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, makers 
unknown/England, 1940-1970

Shaving brush with wooden base painted brown. A gold coloured ring is at the top of 
the base. The brush consists of blonde coloured hair. Silver coloured mug with handle 
soldered to side. Silver coloured razor with bronze coloured handle.

Physical Numbering
Not physically numbered
Dimensions
See parts for dimensions

L4154/3 Letter, paper, owned by Hiram Lennon, Australia, 1940

Letter, paper, owned by Hiram Lennon, Australia, 1940

The love letter was written by Hiram Lennon of Ultimo Power Station to his fiancee 
Grace. The letter has been torn horizontally through the centre and is now in two 
halves. The letter is handwirtten in black ink on a loose sheet of lined and margined 
paper and dated 2.10.40.
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

General 200 mm250

Dimensions refer to letter as a whole (the letter has been torn into two halves)
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2000/26/1 Book, 'First Aid to the Injured', hardcover with paper cover, paper, published 
by St John Ambulance Association, London, England, 1938, used by Lloyd Birdsall, 
Ultimo Power Station, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, 1939

A small, hard-cover book loosely covered with brown paper and inscribed by the 
donor's mother. White pages with black ink text and illustrations. Attached to the inside 
front cover is a diagram of the bones and arteries of the human body. ' First Aid/L. 
Birdsall/Ultimo Power Station' is written on the front of the brown paper in black ink. 
'First Aid to the Injured' is the authorised textbook of the St John Ambulance 
Association. This is a copy of the 39th edition.

Physical Numbering
Numbered on verso inside last page, l.l. in 2b pencil
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

General 108 20 mm135

This refers to the book when it is closed.

88/332 Photographs (8), black and white prints, featuring the Ultimo Power Station and 
White Bay Power Station, paper, photographer unknown, Ultimo, New South Wales, 
Australia, c. 1911-1925

Photographs, (8), black and white Ultimo & White-Bay Turbine Generator & Switch Eq. 
Australia, 1911-1925
Dimensions

85/123 Vesta case for matches, presented by the English Electric Co of Australia Ltd, 
in March 1923, commemorating the starting up of the first Australian-made steam 
turbo-alternator at Ultimo Power Station, Ultimo, New South Wales, Australia, silver, 
Australia, 1923, made by Magnus Goldring, Sydney

Vesta case for matches, presented by the English Electric Co of Australia Ltd, in March 
1923, commemorating the starting up of the first Australian-made steam 
turbo-alternator at Ultimo Power Station, Ultimo, New South Wales, Australia, silver, 
Australia, 1923, made by Magnus Goldring, Sydney
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

General 20 60 mm50

96/1/1 Keys (13), attached, metal / leather, possibly Ultimo Power Station, Australia, 
1924-1928

Keys, 13, metal/leather, [Ultimo Power Station], Australia, 1924-1928. A set of 13 keys, 
possibly used originally in the switch rooms of the Ultimo Power Station Switch House. 
Rooms A & D had 50HZ cycles generators. Some of the keys are marked for these 
rooms (see: vol 5 of the Ultimo Powerhouse Study).
Set of 13 keys, all attached to a circular cloth bound ring, consisting of 2 groups of 5 & 
6, with 2 separate keys. All are attached to brass & cloth bound metal wires. Keys are 
identified by leather tags, and two brass tags.
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

General 150 mm200

Dimensions are of the entire set of keys
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2007/25/4 Photograph, Chromogenic print, 'Model in boiler hall of the Ultimo Power 
Station', paper / wood, photographed by Jozef Vissel, Sydney, New South Wales, 
Australia, 1975-1980

Portrait photograph, 'Model in boiler hall of the Ultimo Power Station', type C, paper / 
wood, photographed by Jozef Vissel, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, 1975-1980

Framed type C photograph of a nude female model sitting in the interior of the disused 
boiler hall of the Ultimo Power Station prior to its conversion to the Powerhouse 
Museum during the early 1980s. The model is reclining in the foreground and wears a 
necklace, earrings, bracelet, ring and watch. Inscription on reverse.

Physical Numbering
Numbered on the reverse lower right hand corner in 3B pencil.
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

Framed 452 mm597

The measurements above are of the frame only. The measurements of the print by 
sight only are 196(W) x 295 (L).

B579 Blueprints, section of Babcock and Wilcox boiler at Ultimo Power Station, paper, 
maker unknown, place of production unknown, c. 1930

Blueprints showing section of boiler recently installed at Ultimo Power Station, Sydney 
(SB). One mounted blueprint of the Babcock and Wilcox boiler unit installed at the 
Ultimo Power Station in 1930.
Dimensions

99/20/1 Pressure gauge, portable recording, metal / glass / paint, made by 
Foxboro-Yoxall Ltd / Alfred Snashall Pty Ltd, London, England / Sydney, New South 
Wales, 1934-1947, used at Ultimo and White Bay Power Stations, Sydney, New South 
Wales, Australia

Pressure gauge, portable recording, metal / glass / paint, used at Ultimo and White 
Bay Power Stations, Sydney, made by Foxboro-Yoxall Ltd / Alfred Snashall Pty Ltd, 
London, England / Sydney, New South Wales, 1934-1947.
Round-faced gauge with hinged glass front (catch is broken). Stand and handle (at 
top) in one piece bolted to the back of the gauge. Plate bearing the words ' Tech.Invest. 
Officer Ultimo Power Station' screwed onto the back of the gauge. Gas inlet at back 
below handle. Label on face has room for details of temperature and pressure, but the 
only information stamped into it for this gauge is: serial number E4710, chart 79805 
type DIA, and one pen to record pressure from -3"W.G. to +3"W.G. (referring to the 
measurement of pressure from vacuum of 3 inch water gauge to positive 3 inch water 
gauge). The pen holder hangs from the top left of the gauge face. Attached to the 
metal rim holding the glass front is a metal label bearing the words 'Manufactured for 
Alfred Snashall Pty Ltd Civic House 477 Kent St Sydney NSW by Foxboro-Yoxall 
Limited'.

Physical Numbering
Numbered on back, inner rim of stand, in white ink, acetone in paraloid base coat 
with petroleum in paraloid top coat.
Dimensions
Type Width UnitsDiamDepthLength Height

General 335 140 mm390
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97/44/1 Photographs (4), aerial views of Sydney streets, paper, Australia, c.1940s

Photographs (4), aerial views of Sydney streets, paper, Australia, c.1940s.
Four horizontal format black and white photographsic prints on gloss paper. The 
photographs depict aerial views showing the development of Sydney streets. These 
photographs include:
view from the Ultimo power station across to the Darling Harbour goods yards with the 
city in the background;
view from the city end of Sydney to Central station and surrounds and Prince Alfred 
Park;
view from the Royal Botanical Gardens across Macquarie Street to Pyrmont Bridge 
and Darling Harbour; and
view across the Lavender Bay side of the Sydney Harbour bridge to Circular Quay, 
with the Royal Botanic Gardens in the left middle ground and the city in the 
background.

Physical Numbering
2B pencil on reverse
Dimensions
See parts for dimension information

Page 4 of 4MAAS | EMu Catalogue | Object List - Image / Ob Statement / Description / Dimensions



548Powerhouse Ultimo  |  2022 Draft Conservation Management Plan  |  Curio Projects Pty Ltd  |  May 2022 Part d  |  SECtION aPPENdIx g  aBOrIgINal HIStOry OvErvIEw-POwErHOuSE ultImO

APPENDIX G  
Aboriginal History 
Overview-Powerhouse 
Ultimo



 
 
 
 

P: 1800 450 995 

E: admin@coasthistory.com.au 

W: www.coasthistory.com.au 
 

15/112 McEvoy Street 

Alexandria NSW 2015 
 

ACN: 625442480  

Aboriginal History Overview – Powerhouse Ultimo  
 

FINAL DRAFT – April 2022  
 

Using this overview 

This overview was prepared by Coast History & Heritage (Coast) for the Powerhouse Museum, to 

inform the preparation of a Conservation Management Plan for the Powerhouse Ultimo site. It was 

written by historians Michael Bennett and Paul Irish with assistance from Neenah Gray.  

There are many more Aboriginal stories and linkages to the Powerhouse Ultimo sites and surrounds 

than this overview contains. It is not a comprehensive Aboriginal history of the Powerhouse Ultimo 

site and should not be read in this manner. It is intended only as a preliminary overview to flag some 

of the major themes in the Aboriginal history of the Ultimo/Pyrmont area. The overview was based 

on desktop research only, and is written from the perspective of non-Aboriginal historians. It is 

presented in a linear (chronological) fashion and we acknowledge that this may not reflect how past 

or present Aboriginal communities would relate to the site. 

We have not included some images and content of a potentially personal and sensitive nature in this 

document because obtaining appropriate community and family permissions were beyond the scope 

of this initial research. More comprehensive research into Aboriginal connections to the area will be 

undertaken in future by the Powerhouse Museum, which will involve Aboriginal community 

collaboration, extensive archival research and incorporation of Aboriginal knowledge about the site. 

The outcomes from this research will present a more rounded and Aboriginal community focussed 

view of the Aboriginal history of the area, and will also ensure that appropriate permissions and 

attributions are obtained and used. 

1 Before Tumbalong 
 
These days it is hard to imagine how the lands around Tumbalong (Darling Harbour) looked before 

the arrival of Europeans in Sydney. The entire shoreline has disappeared beneath wharves and 

straightened shorelines, creeks flow in covered drains, and large buildings on either side obscure the 

lay of the land. Aboriginal people have witnessed these changes over recent centuries, but their 

ancestors experienced one far more fundamental – the creation of Tumbalong itself. Here we 

consider what archaeology and geology tells us about the birth of Sydney Harbour. We do not 

discuss Aboriginal creation stories, which would require detailed research and extensive consultation 

to ensure that this information is appropriately told from an Aboriginal community perspective.1 

WARNING: Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander readers should note that this document 

discusses, and contains images of, deceased Aboriginal people 
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If we wind back the clock 20,000 years, the world was at the height of the last ice age. There were no 

glaciers in Sydney but it was drier, 6-10 degrees colder and looked very different to today. Glaciers 

elsewhere in the world held vast amounts of water, resulting in sea levels more than 100 metres 

lower. Tumbalong, and indeed the entire harbour, did not exist. The ocean lay more than 10 

kilometres further to the east, at the base of a cliff we know today as the submerged continental 

shelf.2 Back then, more than 1,000 generations ago, Aboriginal people had already been living in the 

Sydney region for a long time.3 They knew this as a very different landscape (see Figure 1). Standing 

on today’s harbour heads, they were not surrounded by lapping waves, but looked east over a vast 

coastal plain. Turning west, Sydney Harbour looked a bit like the landscape of the Blue Mountains 

most of us are familiar with – fingers of ridges looking down on a timbered valley with a river snaking 

along its floor.  

 

Figure 1. An impression of what Sydney looked like around 20,000 years ago. 

[Spelling of Aboriginal place names follows Attenbrow 2010. Sydney’s Aboriginal Past, Table 2.1. Source:4].  

 

At this time, Tumbalong was not a bay, but a forested creek wending its way down to the main 

harbour river (Figure 2A). On either side of the creek the ridges of today’s Ultimo and the Sydney 

CBD would have been covered in woodland. This was freshwater, inland country. Plants, birds and 

land animals probably provided most, if not all, of the food for people living around Tumbalong. 

They would have travelled around this area along ridges and creeks and could have walked right 

across what is now the harbour -  perhaps not even needing a canoe to wade or swim cross the pre-

harbour river.  

About 18,000 years ago, the global temperature began to rise, sending glacial meltwater back into 

the ocean. Aboriginal people around Tumbalong would have seen or heard of this change as the 

waters at the base of the continental shelf cliff got higher and eventually began to creep across the 

coastal plain and between Boree (North Head) and Bara woory (South Head).5 The harbour gradually 

took shape, like a very slow-filling bath. Saltwater eventually began to fill the wooded gully of 

Tumbalong, until around 7,000 years ago the bay was formed. Over the next few thousand years the 
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seas rose and fell slightly but by around 3,000 years ago Tumbalong would have looked more or less 

like it did to Aboriginal people when they encountered Europeans in 1788 (Figure 2B & Figure 3). 

  
 

Figure 2. Tumbalong before and after sea level rise. 

[Note: creeks and shorelines are approximate only. Spelling of Aboriginal place names follows official dual namings where 
available, or Attenbrow 2010. Sydney’s Aboriginal Past, Table 2.1. Sources6]. 

2 On the shores of Tumbalong 
 

 

Figure 3. View from the site of Sydney Observatory across the outlet of Tumbalong. 

[The timbered hill behind the people is Barangaroo and behind that is Me-Mel (Goat Island). Tumbalong is the waterway 
extending left and the Parramatta River stretches into the distance. Source: Heath, J 1798, By water to Parramatta; with a 
distant view of the western mountains, taken from the Windmill-hill at Sydney, 25 May 1798, State Library NSW, DL Pd 764]. 

A: c.20,000 years ago B: c.3,000 years ago 
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Recreating a sense of how Aboriginal people have lived around Tumbalong over the past few 

thousand years is difficult. The massive disruptions to Aboriginal life caused by the arrival of 

Europeans and the spread of the colony mean that we are often forced to rely on archaeological and 

historical records to supplement continuing community knowledge. The records are valuable, but 

have some important limitations. The historical records created by early Europeans in Sydney for 

example, provide a unique snapshot of Aboriginal life around the harbour. These are nonetheless 

taken from particular viewpoints. They missed more than they captured, and tried to explain what 

they saw by observation alone, while overlooking the very spiritual beliefs and cultural practices that 

influenced everything that Aboriginal people did. The legacy of this is far more than just a historical 

footnote, it has ongoing impacts today. For example, in areas like Ultimo in response to the 

seemingly basic question – who lived here?  

Aboriginal people in Sydney related to the land through clans based around shared totems and a 

common male ancestor. Each clan probably had between 25 and 60 people, and these people had 

primary rights to their clan estate.7 The clan estates around the harbour were relatively well defined 

by early Europeans, and clan names literally referred to the people of each particular estate. As 

Governor Phillip wrote in 1790  

From ‘the entrance of the harbour, along the south shore, to the cove adjoining this settlement 

[Tumbalong], the district is called Cadi, and the tribe Cadigal; the women Cadigalleon…The south 

side of the harbour from the above-mentioned cove to Rose Hill, which the natives call 

Parramatta, the district is called Wann, and the tribe Wanngal’8  

 
What do we do with this information? According to early Europeans, and many later historians and 

archaeologists, these clan boundaries defined how Aboriginal people lived.9 Tumbalong, for 

example, was the ‘boundary’ between the Cadigal and Wanngal.10 But day to day, the Aboriginal 

people camped on both sides of Tumbalong and fishing its waters were smaller and more diverse 

groups (sometimes called ‘bands’) than entire clans. Women married into other neighbouring clans, 

so any family contained people from at least two different clans. Each individual had primary 

responsibilities to look after their own clan estate, but could also have responsibilities in other clan 

lands to which they were linked through parents, grandparents or by marriage. This web of 

responsibilities was constantly being re-spun and reconfigured as senior people passed, as babies 

were born and as couples married. Caring for Country drove the movement of Aboriginal people, 

binding them closer to the land.11  

So while it is probably correct to say that Ultimo, on the western shore of Tumbalong is Wanngal 

land, we should remember that this land also had meaning to the Aboriginal people living across the 

saltwater clans of coastal Sydney who linked back to the Wanngal. Based on this, we should avoid 

the temptation to assume (as many early Europeans did) that any Aboriginal person observed in a 

particular area was necessarily ‘from’ that clan. This is very important to bear in mind when we look 

at how Aboriginal people lived around and on the waters of Tumbalong.  



 
 

5 

Aboriginal History Overview  
Powerhouse Ultimo  

It is hard today to get a sense of the Tumbalong 

that Wanngal, Cadigal and other coastal Aboriginal 

people knew intimately over the last few thousand 

years. Some early colonial images, like the 1798 

sketch in Figure 3, give a sense of what the outlet 

of the bay into the harbour looked like and we can 

also imagine this from some of the other preserved 

woody headlands around the harbour. But what 

about the headwaters nearest to the Powerhouse 

at Ultimo? Early maps show us that there were 

extensive tidal flats of mud and sand here, home to 

the cockles which gave Tumbalong its early 

European name (Figure 4). Later reclamation of the 

foreshore completely remade this landscape, but 

archaeological and historical information give us 

clues as to how it was used by Aboriginal people.  

As early colonial images and descriptions in coastal 

Sydney show, fishing was a central part of 

Aboriginal life on the harbour (Figure 5). Both 

women and men fished, though women were more 

frequently and continually seen fishing from nawi 

(bark canoes), with a fire burning on a clay pad in 

the centre.12 Men carried their fishing spears with them at all times, while women carried their 

hooks and string fishing line (made from twined bark) in a small bark container that resembled 

(fittingly) the canoes from which they frequently fished. Their canoes were mobile fishing platforms. 

The low draught allowed easy access to shallow bays like Tumbalong where shellfish could be 

scooped out of the mud, opened on the fire, chewed up and eaten or spat into the water as burley. 

Unsuspecting fish were hooked or speared, and the process continued. Women fished all day in their 

canoes and into the night, when men also took spears and torches into the shallows of the harbour 

bays. It is likely that fish traps were also used in some areas.13 

 

Figure 5. Aboriginal people camped around the entrance to Tumbalong in the early 1880s. 

[Note the canoes fishing the bay. Source: Native camp, Cockle Bay with Parramatta River from Dawes Pt, NSW State Library, 
Government Printing Office 1 – 09422] 

 

Figure 4. The rough extent of tidal flats 
compared to today’s shoreline. 
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Figure 6. Shells and stone artefacts from an Aboriginal camp (midden) at the head of Tumbalong. 

[Note: the shells have been mixed in which mud and historical material from the reclaiming of the bay. Source: 
https://www.sydneybarani.com.au/sites/darling-walk-midden/]. 

 
Despite the massive changes to the shoreline, some traces of Aboriginal fishing camps have survived 

around Tumbalong. The remains of coastal campsites called shell middens have been found on both 

sides of Tumbalong in recent years. On the western side, one of these middens was found to be 

about 300 years old.14 Another midden on the opposite shore was found in 2009, mixed with 

historical materials from the reclaiming of the bay. These middens show that Aboriginal people 

fished cockles, rock oysters and mud whelks out of the mudflats and ate them on the nearby rocks 

(Figure 6).15 They may also have cooked fish like snapper and bream, as were found at another camp 

on the opposite side of Tumbalong, but no traces were found.16 Their wooden tools and weapons 

have also not survived in the ground, but several pieces of worked stone show that Aboriginal 

people fashioned implements at the camp. The stone for these implements probably originated in 

western Sydney, as it is not found locally.17 Stone artefacts have also been found at other camps to 

the southwest of the Powerhouse, around the mudflats of Blackwattle Bay.18 

Aboriginal people would have slept at these camps in bark huts like the ones shown in Figure 5 and 

Figure 8. They camped elsewhere on the rocky shores and ridges around Ultimo and Pyrmont in 

sandstone overhangs (Figure 7). Many of these have since been destroyed by the extensive 

sandstone quarrying that has taken place around the peninsula, but would originally have been 

numerous and variable in size, perhaps including some large enough to accommodate several 

families at a time. Aboriginal people sometimes created artworks in shelters such as hand stencils or 

outlined figures in pigment, and carved motifs into exposed sandstone rocks. While many such 

artworks are known from elsewhere in coastal Sydney, none have yet been documented in Pyrmont 

or Ultimo. This does not mean that they were none present, but more likely reflects the early 

destruction of sandstone outcrops through quarrying before they could be recorded. The sandstone 

ridges also contained springs, providing precious freshwater which flowed down into the salty bays 

below. One of these springs at Pyrmont was known as ‘Tinkers Well’.19 It was located in a large rock 

shelter, and contained shells which were almost certainly from Aboriginal people living there (Figure 

7).  

https://www.sydneybarani.com.au/sites/darling-walk-midden/
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