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Foreword
Minister for the Environment and Heritage,
Parliament House,
Canberra ACT 2600
Dear Minister,
I am delighted to submit Old Parliament House’s nomination for inclusion on the
National Heritage List.
Old Parliament House is one of the most significant heritage buildings in Australia.
Home of the Commonwealth Parliament from 1927 until 1988, it was the setting for
many of the major decisions and events that shaped modern Australia. Its role and
importance in Australian political and social history of the 20th century is unparalleled.
Old Parliament House is also of major architectural and design significance, being one
of the primary examples in Australia of the Inter War Stripped Classical style, and
containing a large collection of fittings and furnishings specially designed as a integral
part of the building.
I am proud to have been associated with Old Parliament House for much of my life,
from spending portions of my childhood in and around it as the son of a Member of
Parliament, to my own service as an MP and Minister, and to my current involvement
as the Chairman of the Old Parliament House Governing Council. I believe that Old
Parliament House would be a splendid and appropriate addition to the National
Heritage List, and I commend this nomination for your consideration.

The Rt Hon J D Anthony, AC CH
Chairman
Old Parliament House Governing Council
September 2004

Introduction
This document has been prepared as an attachment to the National Heritage List Form
for Old Parliament House and Curtilage and provides detailed supporting documentation
for the following questions on the form.
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Nominated Place details
A1 Name of the Place

Old Parliament House and Curtilage,
previously known as Provisional
Parliament House

Photograph showing Axis on which the Australian War Memorial, Old Parliament House and Parliament House sit and
map of the Parliamentary Triangle.
Source: Photographer: John Gollings.

A2 Location of the Place

King George Terrace
Parkes
Canberra, ACT 2600
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Parliamentarians and their families during
the time Old Parliament House was a
functioning parliament;

A2b Boundary
The boundaries of Old Parliament House are the
outer building edges of the entire structure.
The building and contents within these
boundaries are under the general management of
the Department of Communications, Information
Technology and the Arts (DCITA).

it has a historical and architectural character
relationship to the former two Secretariat
Buildings (East Block and West Block).
there is a special relationship to the
Aboriginal Embassy located in Parkes Place;
and

This nomination is intended to cover the building
and contents to the outer edges of the built
structure, the internal gardens and the
surrounding area to the road.

the encircling roads and garden areas
immediately adjacent to the building are also
part of the practical and significant curtilage
of the building.

However, there are a number of important
relationships between the building and its wider
setting which include:
Old Parliament House sits in an important
and extensive landscape stretching between
Mount Ainslie and Capital Hill;
as a result, Old Parliament House has a
strong relationship to Parkes Place, which is
the area between the House and Lake Burley
Griffin and includes the reflection ponds and
components of the National Rose Gardens;
it has another strong and special relationship
with the flanking Senate and House of
Representatives Gardens which were integral
to the social development of the place and
were private gardens used by

Members' Dining Room

PMDR

All of these other places are under the
management of other agencies, mostly the
National Capital Authority. While DCITA does not
assume any management of these areas, they are
none the less considered as part of the significant
heritage and management context of Old
Parliament House.

A3a Owner’s Name
Old Parliament House is owned and controlled by
the Commonwealth under DCITA.

A3b Is the owner aware of the
nomination?
Yes

The North Wing
Members Bar

The Senate Wing
The House of Representatives Wing
House of Representatives
Courtyard

Library

Senate Courtyard

The South Wing
Senate
Government
Party Room

Speaker's
Suite

House of
Representatives

Prime Minister's Suite
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Government
Party Room

King's Hall

Button
Suite

Senate

National
Party Room

Senate
Opposition
Party Room

President of the
Senate's Suite

Main floor of Old Parliament House showing major sections of building.

A4 Those who have an interest in the place
and their relationship is outlined below.

Org/Individual

Relationship

Contact details

Department of Communication
Information Technology
and the Arts

Commonwealth Government
Department with responsibility
for and direct management and
administration of Old
Parliament House, as a branch
of the Department.

Helen Williams, Secretary

Old Parliament House
Governing Council

Advisory body that oversees
the administration of
Old Parliament House.

Care of Old Parliament House
Ph: (02) 6270 8219

Minister for the Arts and Sports

Responsible for the portfolio
through which Old Parliament
House is managed as part of
DCITA.

Helen Williams, Secretary, DCITA

Commonwealth Agency
responsible for the
administration and
management of Commonwealth
land surrounding Old
Parliament House, including the
Old Parliament House gardens
but not for the building itself.

Annabelle Pegrum,
Chief Executive
Ph: (02) 6271 2888

National Capital Authority

Karen Gosling, Special Advisor,
Corporate and Governance,
oversees the management of
Old Parliament House and
National Portrait Gallery.
Ph: (02) 6271 1953

Karen Gosling, Special Advisor,
Corporate and Governance,
oversees the management of
Old Parliament House and
National Portrait Gallery.
Ph: (02) 6271 1953

Front of Old Parliament House, c1930.
Photographer: Richard Strangman. Source: National Archives of Australia.
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A5 Statement of Significance
Old Parliament House is a place of outstanding
heritage values related to its history, design,
location, collection of movable items, social
values and associations. Old Parliament House is
a symbol of national democracy and Australia's
international achievement as one of the oldest
modern democracies.
Australian democracy values political and social
rights, and active citizenship for all. It separates
legislative, executive and judicial powers and
provides a framework for an inclusive society.
Much that is now the essence of democratic
practice worldwide has strong roots in Australia:
the secret ballot; votes for women; salaried
parliamentarians; and the principle of
constitutional change by majority vote.
Old Parliament House is the physical
manifestation that connects people to the long
tradition of parliamentary democracy in Australia,
and reminds people of times when democracy was
under threat and nonetheless grew. It speaks of
uniquely Australian ideas of leadership and
equality. It is a place in which people can be
proud of the Australian achievement (Criterion A).
Parliament is a place where political conflict is
inevitable. Old Parliament House stands for the
right to argue and dissent, and for the seven
peaceful changes of government that took place
during the years in which Parliament sat in the
building (Criterion A).

nation from its opening in 1927 until the opening
of the new Parliament House in 1988 (Criterion A).
Old Parliament House was the first purpose-built
home for the Australian Parliament (Criterion B).
Old Parliament House witnessed the course and
pattern of the nation's political, social and
historical development from its opening until
1988. Apart from serving as the seat of
Commonwealth Parliament, the building bears
witness to the physical encroachment of the
executive arm of government into the legislature's
proper sphere (Criterion A). Among parliamentary
buildings in Australia and in other parts of the
western world, Old Parliament House is
uncommon in that it housed both the legislative
and executive functions of government
(Criterion B). This is reflected in the expansion of
the building to a size well beyond that required to
house the nation's Parliament. In fact, the
encroachment of the executive was the primary
cause for the extensive additions and
modifications made to the building. The demand
for additions and modifications manifested in
construction of the House of Representatives
(southeast) and the Senate (southwest) Wings,
the front pavilions, and a great number of internal
changes.

History
As the original location of the Commonwealth
Parliament and Government in Canberra,
Old Parliament House is intimately associated
with the political history of Australia as witness
to 61 years of Australian legislature. It was central
to the development of Canberra as the nation’s
capital. The opening of Parliament heralded the
symbolic birth of Canberra (Criterion A). It was
also central to the development of Australia as a

Adele Mildenhall and friend Althea Mouat looking out a
window towards Mount Ainslie, 1925.
Photographer: William Mildenhall. Source: National Archives of Australia A3560, 1266.
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Old Parliament House is the central feature of a
precinct of related early Federal Capital features
that include Old Parliament House Gardens, the
two Secretariat buildings and the National Rose
Gardens, representing a period of increased
national government power and public interest
in Canberra (Criteria A & D).
Design
Old Parliament House is an important landmark in
Canberra, Australia's national capital. It is part of
the significant cultural landscape of the
Parliamentary Triangle, partly reflecting Walter
Burley Griffin's design placing the Government
Group of buildings in one corner of the Triangle.
This scheme represents the principal components
of parliamentary government, the legislative,
executive and judicial, the strict separation of
these components and the hierarchical
relationship between them (Criterion D).
Old Parliament House is highly significant as an
integral part of this scheme and, standing near
the apex of the Triangle on the main ‘Land Axis’,
symbolises the primacy of parliament, or the
legislature, over the executive and judicial.
In this way the building contributes to the
planned aesthetic of the Parliamentary Triangle
(Criterion E). The ‘Land Axis’ is a pivotal feature
of Griffin’s design and Old Parliament House is
one of only three buildings situated on it
(Criterion B). The other buildings are the
Australian War Memorial and the current
Parliament House. Accordingly, Old Parliament
House makes a major contribution as a viewpoint
towards the Australian War Memorial and in the
other direction to the Australian Parliament
House. It also has architectural links to
Parliament House and is symbolic of the
continuity in Australia’s parliamentary democracy
(Criterion D). These are some of the most
important views in the planned city.
The success of the building as a landmark is also
due in part to its off white colour and symmetry
and the open landscaping and gardens between
the building and the lake. Intended as a

provisional structure, although occupying a
prominent location, Old Parliament House was
deliberately designed as a simple yet dignified
structure. The building possesses appropriate
aesthetic and formal qualities for its location
(Criteria E, F & H). The design for Old Parliament
House is consistent with, if not influenced by,
Garden City ideals including the courtyards with
loggias and pergolas, verandahs, and the adjacent
Senate and House of Representatives gardens
(Criterion A) (the gardens are now managed
separately from the building).
The facade of the building is important as the
location of media interviews, protests and other
events associated with the Parliament and
Government. These events include, among
others, the establishment of the Aboriginal
Embassy in nearby Parkes Place in January 1972
and the address by Prime Minister Whitlam on the
front steps of the building after his sacking by the
Governor-General, Sir John Kerr, in November 1975
(Criteria A & H).

The Farmers’ Demonstration of 1985 was the largest
held at the front of Parliament House and expressed
farmers’ anger about the impact of government policies
on the rural sector.
Photographer: Michael Jensen.
Source: In the Picture Exhibition, Old Parliament House Collection.

Old Parliament House remains a strong symbol of
Commonwealth Government in Australia, and of
Canberra. Memories of its former role, its new
roles in the public realm, and its major
contribution to the most familiar views in
Canberra all contribute to its continuing role in
the Canberra landscape (Criterion A).
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Old Parliament House is a primary example of the
Inter War Stripped Classical style of architecture.
It is the most prominent example of the work of
the Commonwealth's first government architect,
John Smith Murdoch (Criterion H). Murdoch’s
building embraces classical symmetry and forms
without the adoption of the full classical
vocabulary and in this way it expresses a modest
and refined architectural style. Key features of the
exterior include the symmetrical facade, division
into vertical bays indicating classical origins, and
vestigial classical entablature. Spandrels
between storeys are subdued to emphasise
verticality (Criterion D).
The essential character and symmetry of
Old Parliament House has remained intact despite
several substantial additions. The design of the
building and its spaces demonstrate the customs
and functions of the Commonwealth Parliament.
The divisions within Parliament and the
hierarchical system of government are evident in
the styles of rooms and furniture made available
to individuals of different status (Criteria A & E).
Early surviving interiors of the building reflect the
austerity associated with the Inter War Stripped
Classical style of the architecture. The rooms tend
to be simple spaces with little decoration. They
contain subtle and repeated classical references,
such as the use of Greek key patterning evident in
the Chambers, and the external metal and
rendered balustrades. Some of the rooms have a
certain grandeur being generously proportioned
with clerestory windows. The use of timber for
wall or ceiling panelling and furniture also
distinguishes some rooms highlighting the
hierarchy of Government (Criteria D & F).
Specific rooms and spaces within the building are
directly associated with events that shaped the
political and private lives of prominent individuals
in Australia's political and social history. Many of
the surviving parliamentarians’ support staff and
media representatives retain strong associations
with the building and its contents (Criterion G).

The North Wing has
outstanding historic values as
the main venue for
parliamentary functions from
1927-88 (Criterion A). It
contains King’s Hall, the House of Representatives
and Senate Chambers, the offices of the Prime
Minister, Ministers, Senators and Members, staff
and press (exclusively until the North East and
South East Wings were built in the 1940s), and the
major political Party Rooms. Prime Ministers of
Australia who served their term in Old Parliament
House include:
Stanley Bruce from 29–10–1922 to 22–10–1929
James Scullin from 22–10–1929 to 6–1–1932
Joseph Lyons from 6–1–1932 to 7–4–1939
Earle Page from 7–4–13–939 to 26–4–1939
Robert Menzies from 26–4–1939 to 29–8–1941
Arthur Fadden from 29–8–1941 to 7–10–1941
John Curtin from 7–10–1941 to 5–7–1945
Frank Forde from 6–7–1945 to 13–7–1945
Ben Chifley from 13–7–1945 to 19–12–1949
Robert Menzies from 19–12–1949 to 26–1–1966
Harold Holt from 29–6–1–1966 to 19–12–1967
John McEwen from 19–12–1967 to 10–1–1968
John Gorton from 10–1–1968 to 10–3–1971
William McMahon from 10–3–1971 to 5–12–1972
Gough Whitlam from 5–12–1972 to 11–11–1975
Malcolm Fraser from 11–11–1975 to 11–3–1983
Bob Hawke from 11–3–1983 and continued
beyond 1988 when Federal Parliament moved to
the new building.

Cec and “Chif ” discuss racing tips for the weekend over a
short back and sides. Barber Cecil Bainbrigge cuts Prime
Minister Ben Chifley’s hair in the Parliament House barber
shop, accessed through the sauna in the North Wing.
Early 1940s.
Source: Norma Scully, In the Picture Exhibition, Old Parliament House Collection.
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It is also evident that the North Wing has strong
and special associations for the former
parliamentary users of the building (Criterion G).
This is in part because of the long use of the Wing
for key parliamentary activities. It was the location
for many of the vital functions of parliament.
The Senate Chamber, House of Representatives
Chamber, and King’s Hall are highly significant
components of Old Parliament House. The
Chambers and King’s Hall were the venue for the
debates, petitions and votes associated with 61
years of Australian legislature (Criteria A & G).
The Chambers clearly demonstrate, through their
fabric, furnishing and objects, the growth of
Parliament and the evolution of communications
technology applied to the reporting of
parliamentary debates and events to all
Australians (Criterion A).
King's Hall and the Chambers have special
significance for their association with Royal visits.
Dates of key Royal visits are 1927, 1935, 1945,
1954, 1963 and 1974. They are important for their
function in ceremonial events in Australia's
political history including hosting the annual
opening ceremony for the Australian Parliament
conducted in the Senate Chamber, the use of
King's Hall for the public mourning of Prime
Minister John Curtin in 1945 and former Prime
Minister Ben Chifley in 1951, and State receptions
held in honour of Queen Elizabeth II in 1954 and
1963, and the Constitutional Convention held in
the House of Representatives Chamber in 1998
(Criteria A & H).

Duke and Duchess of York in the Senate Chamber for the
opening of Parliament House, 1927.

The simple spaces of King’s Hall and the
Chambers reflect the austerity associated with
the Inter War Stripped Classical style, which is
reinforced by restrained and subtle decoration.
The character of King’s Hall is enhanced by the
use of decorative skylights, elegant pendant
lights, and parquet flooring. The Hall features
bas–relief busts of prominent personalities
related to Federation, the judiciary and of the first
Parliament in 1901 on its colonnades, and
portraits of former Prime Ministers on the walls,
as well as the statue of King George V.
The dignified character of the Chambers is
reinforced by the height of the ceiling,
accentuated by the raked galleries, and the
impact of the timber wall panelling, and extensive
use of timber and leather in the very formally
arranged furniture (Criterion A).

Ben Chifley laying in state in King’s Hall, June 1951.
Source: National Library of Australia.

The original documentary evidence, including
plans, photographs and files, directly related to
the design, construction, use, and alteration of
the Chambers and King's Hall, constitute a
significant collection that contributes to the
overall significance of the site, and provides
important historical information (Criteria B & C).
The layout of each of the Chambers provides an
insight into the workings of the Australian
Parliament and the differences between the
functions and activities of the House of
Representatives and the Senate. Significant
aspects of the layout include the seating
arrangements, indicating the formal and

Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Collection, National Archives of Australia.
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adversarial nature of debate in the House of
Representatives Chamber compared with the
more fraternal seating of Senators in the Senate
Chamber. The Public and Press galleries illustrate
the nature of public and press access to formal
Parliamentary processes, the spaces allocated to
the recording and administration of Parliamentary
sittings, and the presence of Executive
Government staff indicate the major involvement
of the Executive in the formal processes of
Parliament in Australia (Criteria A & G).

found only in the major spaces of the building,
are also part of the initial design (Criterion E).
The space allocated to newspaper reading
highlights the important role originally played by
such media in informing Members, Senators and
Staff about news and opinion around Australia
prior to the development of electronic media
networks. The significance of the Library fabric
lies primarily in the features retained of
everything up to and including the 1958
extension.

The Parliamentary Library is of historical and
social significance due to its role as the place
from which Members of Parliament and Senators
sought information, and the site of the foundation
of the National Library Collection (Criterion A).
Its importance to Parliament is demonstrated by
the prominent position of the Library in the
building design, on the central axis of the building
(and indeed of Canberra itself ). It is also in close
proximity to both Chambers, and can be directly
accessed from King's Hall.

The Senate Wing is also
significant for its association
with some important phases
and events in the political life
of the nation. It was the site of
the temporary Prime Ministerial suite and Cabinet
Room used by the Whitlam Government when
they took office in December 1972. These rooms
were also the site of the infamous 'Night of the
Long Prawn', a failed Government ploy to gain
control of the Senate in 19741 (Criteria A & G).
Prominent individuals associated with the Senate
Wing include Senator Neville Bonner, the first
Aboriginal parliamentarian and a number of
women who were among the first female Ministers
and/or Senators. More generally and perhaps
more aptly, the Senate Wing is significant for its
association with the holders of various high
offices in government (Criterion H).

Former Parliamentary Library, 2004.
Source: Auspic, Old Parliament House Collections.

The design and fit-out of the Library rooms
features extensive timber panelling and fittings,
otherwise reserved for high-status spaces such as
the Chambers, the Party Rooms, and office
holders’ rooms. Clerestory windows, a feature
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The House of Representatives
Wing, comprising two blocks
constructed in three phases,
1943, 1949 and 1965, and the
Senate Wing, also two blocks
constructed in three phases, 1943, 1949 and 1972,
retain much of their internal layout and some
fittings. They are an unusual physical record of
the difficult working conditions of
parliamentarians, staff and press representatives
over the period 1943-88 (Criteria A & G).
The House of Representatives Wing provides
extensive and relatively intact evidence of the
accommodation provided for Members and

Ministers at various periods. The value of this
evidence increased with the development of the
Senate Wing, as the changes resulted in the
demolition of some examples of ministerial
accommodation. The Wing, in retaining much of
its original internal layout and some fittings, is an
evocative and valuable physical record of the
working conditions of parliamentarians and staff
over the period 1943–88 (Criterion B).
The increasing incorporation of executive
functions in the building is highlighted in the
House of Representatives Wing because of its
ministerial accommodation function. The 1943,
1948 and 1965 sections all reflect the increase in
departmental support staff for ministers. The
1943 section also has close associations with the
appointment of ministers responsible for new
departments required for wartime operations,
seventeen new departments were added during
World War II (Criterion A).
The 1948 extensions of the Wing reflects the 60%
increase in the number of Members in that year.
The 1965 section of the Wing reflects the
continued growth of ministerial support staff
accommodated in Old Parliament House, and the
desire to provide ordinary Members with office
accommodation. The Wing has close associations
with the staff, Members and ministers who
occupied it. Prominent ministers and Members
associated with the Wing include Dame Enid
Lyons, Arthur Calwell, Jack McEwen, W.M. Hughes,
J.H. Scullin, Paul Hasluck, Don Chipp, Doug
Anthony, and others (Criterion H). The sequence
of occupation in the House of Representatives
Wing is well documented.
The 1943/1948 interiors of the Wing continue the
simple Inter War Stripped Classical style interiors
found in the 1927 building through the subtle use
of moulded render to create skirtings, architraves
and picture rails. The 1965 interiors are also
simple but reflect contemporary design ideas.
As with the 1927 building, stained timberwork
reflects the status of the room, but the simple
detailing and lighter colouring is a contemporary
response.

The South Wing was an
integral part of the early
design and development of
Old Parliament House.
It provided dining and
recreation facilities, as well as a range of service
facilities for the building or the Parliament. These
facilities were vital if the building was to be fully
self-contained as was intended. Perhaps this
reflects the inadequate alternative facilities in the
new national capital in the 1920s. The facilities
the Wing provided played an important role in the
Commonwealth Parliament, Government and
nation hosting Royal visits, official State
receptions and formal dinners for important
guests. The various separate dining and bar
facilities reflected the stratification of various
classes of occupants of the building, especially
in its early life (Criterion A).

Members’ meals were cooked in the enormous kitchen
equipped with ranks of stoves and sinks. The Bain Marie in
the foreground remains in the kitchen today.
Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Collection 3535, National Archives of Australia.

Despite additions, the South Wing retains the low
profile, symmetry and simple dignified
appearance originally intended for it as part of the
overall building. The South Wing remains one of
the larger identifiable segments of the building.
Some individual rooms and spaces in the Wing,
notably the dining room (comprising the former
billiards rooms, dining room and former lounge)
and the bar have retained much of their original
and/or significant form, function and fabric. The
Australian timbers that were deliberately used in
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construction and fitting-out remain a symbol of
each state's contribution to the Commonwealth
Parliament (Criterion A).
In addition, the South Wing displays original
features, which reinforce this style and contribute
to this aspect of significance, notably the Greek
pattern detailing of the exterior iron balustrades.
Symmetrical planning and form, vital to the
character of the building, is reinforced by the
raised roof and walls to accommodate the dining
room clerestory windows and the flanking
chimneys. The use of timber for wall or ceiling
panelling or moulded/ coffered plaster ceilings
also distinguishes these rooms (Criterion E).
The relationship of these rooms is also an aspect
of their significance. They adjoin each other along
an east-west axis, and as a group focus on the
central part of the dining room (Room M513),
being the tallest of the rooms. This complex or
sequence of rooms is an important part of the
aesthetic appreciation of the individual rooms.
The overlay of 1950s features in the 1927 bar
creates a hybrid aesthetic, made cohesive with
the simple nature of the timber panelling used in
the 1950s alterations (Criterion B & E).

Ivy Gwendoline (Gwen) Law serving Gracie Fields and
some members of the Chifley Government during a
function in the Members’ Private Dining Room, circa
1948. Note the hand-painted wall features in the
background.
Source: Joy Hoffmann Personal Collection, Old Parliament House.
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The former Members’ Private Dining Room
contains the remains of the 1927 hand-painted
wall features that are extremely rare and are the
only example in the building and in the ACT
(Criteria B & E). These features provide an insight
into the style and vogue of that time and the
design considered appropriate for the spaces.
The internal fabric and collections of
Old Parliament House convey the way in which the
parliamentary functions were conducted within
the building. The furniture and internal fabric are
evidence of the importance of tradition and the
people who carried out these functions.
They reflect the everyday use of the building over
a period of 61 years of Australian legislature
(Criteria A & G). These objects also establish a
hierarchy of importance of people engaged in
parliamentary duties. The continued use of the
contents of Old Parliament House in their original
setting and for their original purposes for over
sixty years enhances their significance beyond
that of ephemeral furnishings of a structure
originally designed as a provisional building.
More recent additions to the original collection of
furniture and furnishings reflect the increased
demands that were placed on the building to
accommodate new functions and an increasing
number of occupants. These items are significant
as evidence of changes to the form and function
of the building (Criterion A).

Drawing of the FB37 Easy Chair.
Source: National Archives of Australia.

Easy Chair with design number FB37.
Source: Old Parliament House Collection.

Research to date suggests that the furniture in
Old Parliament House is part of a rare, intact
surviving record comprising both furniture and
documentation. The documentation relates to
initial design concepts, specifications, quotes and
detailed drawings for manufacture (Criteria F & B).
The design of the contents of Old Parliament
House is significant as an integral feature of the
building and is indicative of architectural trends in
the 1920s. The simple dignified design reflects the
role of John Smith Murdoch as architectural
coordinator in furnishing and fitting out the
building he designed (Criterion F & H).
The contents of Old Parliament House includes all
furniture, division bells, signs, light fittings,
carpets, wall finishes, office furnishings and
equipment designed for and used during the 61
years of parliament in the building (Criteria A, B &
D). Many of these items have been retained in
their original location. Subsequent additions to
the original collection document important stages
in the adaptation of the building to meet the ever
increasing demands of accommodating more
Members and their staff. This process continued
until the relocation of the Australian Parliament to
the new Parliament House, where some new
furniture and fittings were provided. There were
some significant furniture items taken to new
parliament house that remain there to this day.
The use of Australian materials and labour in the
manufacture of the contents for Old Parliament
House is significant for its contribution to the
promotion of a sense of national identity and
unity central to the ideals of the building
(Criterion A).
The collection includes:
• the John Smith Murdoch designed furniture
and fittings (Criterion F);
• rare pieces such as: the HMAS Australia table,
the Country Party Table* and the first
Australian Cabinet table (Criterion B);

• valuable items presented to the Parliament
from the United Kingdom and Canada which
underline the significance of Australia's role
initially as a member of the British Empire and
later as a member of the Commonwealth of
Nations and demonstrates the importance of
the Westminster parliamentary system as the
foundation of Australian Government.
Of exceptional significance are the President
of the Senate's Chair presented by the
Dominion of Canada and the Speaker's Chair,
presented by the United Kingdom Branch of
the Empire Parliamentary Association
(Criteria A, B & E); and
• furniture and fittings designed or purchased
for the extensions or alterations to the
building, in particular the Senate and House
iof Representative Wings and the President of
the Senate and Prime Minister’s Suites
(Criterion B).

The Leader of the Government in the Senate Suite
features the Blackwood wall panelling, Union Jack air
vents and clock with division bells.
The Australian Blackwood and leather table was the first
Cabinet Table used at Old Parliament House and has an
extraordinary history. It was first used by Cabinet in
Melbourne before the Commonwealth Parliament moved
to Canberra in 1927. It was around this table that the
Labor Government, led by Billy Hughes, split over the
issue of conscription during World War I, and where War
Cabinets met to discuss World War II. Prime Ministers
who have sat at this table include Stanley Melbourne
Bruce, James Scullin, John Curtin and Robert Menzies.
Source: Auspic, Old Parliament House Collection.

* Items on long term loans from Australian Parliament House
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A6 Statements Addressing Relevant
National Heritage List Criteria
Criterion A: The place has outstanding heritage
value to the nation because of the place’s
importance in the course, or pattern, of
Australia’s natural or cultural history.
As the original location of the Commonwealth
Parliament and Government in Canberra,
Old Parliament House is intimately associated
with the political history of Australia as witness
to 61 years of Australian legislature. It was central
to the development of Canberra as the nation’s
capital. It was also central to the development of
Australia as a nation from its opening in 1927 until
the opening of the new Parliament House in 1988.
Old Parliament House was the building in which
Australian federal parliamentary democracy
matured, after a difficult period of minority
governments and divisions in Melbourne –
particularly during the first decade there. The
building witnessed seven peaceful changes of
government, including occasions on which
governments fell because of a vote on the floor of
the House of Representatives Chamber (1929,
1931 & 1941) and one forced by the Senate (1975).
As such it is the venue for our most turbulent and
decisive moments as a parliamentary democracy.
Apart from serving as the seat of Commonwealth
Parliament, the building bears witness to the
physical encroachment of the executive arm of
government into the legislature's proper sphere.
The increasing incorporation of executive
functions in the building is evident in the House
of Representatives Wing because of its ministerial
accommodation function. The 1943, 1948 and
1965 sections all reflect the increase in
departmental support staff for ministers. The
1943 section also has close associations with the
appointment of ministers responsible for new
departments required for wartime operations,
seventeen new departments were added during
World War II.

The Senate Chamber, House of Representatives
Chamber and King’s Hall are highly significant
areas of Old Parliament House. The Chambers
were the venue for the debates, petitions and
votes associated with 61 years of Australian
legislature. The Chambers clearly demonstrate,
through their fabric, furnishing and objects,
the growth of Parliament and the evolution of
communications technology applied to the
reporting of parliamentary debates and events to
all Australians.
The layout of each of the Chambers provides a
unique insight into the workings of the Australian
Parliament and the differences between the
functions and activities of the House of
Representatives and the Senate. Significant
aspects of the layout include the seating
arrangements, indicating the formal and
adversarial nature of debate in the House of
Representatives Chamber. The Public and Press
galleries illustrate the nature of public and press
access to formal Parliamentary processes, the
spaces allocated to the recording and
administration of Parliamentary sittings, and the
presence of Executive Government staff indicate
the major involvement of the Executive in the
formal processes of Parliament in Australia.

Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, accompanied by the
Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, arrives at Old Parliament
House for the opening of Parliament, 1954.
Source: National Archives of Australia.
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King's Hall and the Chambers have outstanding
heritage value for their association with Royal
visits in 1927, 1935, 1945, 1954, 1963 and 1974.
They are important for their function in ceremonial
events in Australia's political history including
hosting the annual opening ceremony for the
Australian Parliament conducted in the Senate
Chamber, the use of King's Hall for the public
mourning of Prime Minister John Curtin in 1945
and former Prime Minister Ben Chifley in 1951,
and State receptions held in honour of Queen
Elizabeth II in 1954 and 1963, the Unknown
Soldier lay in state in 1991, and the Constitutional
Convention held in the House of Representatives
Chamber in 1998.
The former Parliamentary Library is of historical
and social significance due to its role as the place
from which Members of Parliament and Senators
sought information, and as the site of the
foundation of the National Library Collection of
Australia. Its importance to Parliament is
demonstrated by the prominent position of the
Library in the building design,on the central axis
of the building (and indeed of Canberra itself ).
It is also in close proximity to both Chambers,
and can be directly accessed from King's Hall.

Room used by the Whitlam Government when
it took office in December 1972. Rooms in the
Senate Wing were also the site of the infamous
'Night of the Long Prawn', which defeated a
Government ploy to gain control of the Senate
in 1974.1
The South Wing was an integral part of the early
design and development of Old Parliament House.
It provided dining and recreation facilities, as well
as a range of service facilities for the building or
the Parliament. These facilities were vital if the
building was to be fully self-contained as was
intended. This partly reflects the inadequate
alternative facilities in the new national capital in
the 1920s, and also the need to have facilities
close at hand during parliamentary sittings.
The facilities the Wing provided played an
important role in the Commonwealth Parliament,
Government and nation hosting Royal visits,
official State receptions and formal dinners for
important guests. The various separate dining and
bar facilities reflected the stratification of various
classes of occupants of the building.

Members’ Dining Room set up for Malcolm Fraser’s
50th birthday, 20 May 1980.
Source: Joan Frost personal collection.

The Parliamentary Library, c1928.
Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Collection 7166, National Archives of Australia.

The Senate Wing is significant for its association
with some important phases and events in the
political life of the nation. It was the site of the
temporary Prime Ministerial Suite and Cabinet

1

The exterior of the building is highly valued as the
location of protests, media interviews and other
events associated with the Parliament and
Government. Events such as: the address by
Prime Minister Whitlam on the front steps of the
building after his sacking by the GovernorGeneral, Sir John Kerr, in November 1975; and the

Refer to Gutteridge Haskins and Davey 1999.
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Farmers’ Demonstration of 1985 expressing
farmers’ anger about the impact of government
policies on the rural sector.

Former Prime Minister Gough Whitlam addresses the
media and public on the front steps of Old Parliament
House on 11 November 1975 after the dissolution of the
Parliament and the dismissal of the Labor Government.
Source: National Library of Australia.

The contents of Old Parliament House convey
information about the way in which parliamentary
functions were conducted within the building.
The furniture and internal fabric are evidence of
the importance of tradition and the people who
carried out these functions. They reflect the
everyday use of the building over a period of 61
years of Australian democratic history. These
objects also establish a hierarchy of importance of
people engaged in parliamentary duties. The
collection contains valuable pieces presented to
the Parliament from the United Kingdom and
Canada which underline the significance of
Australia's role initially as a member of the British
Empire and later as a member of the
Commonwealth of Nations and demonstrate the
importance of the Westminster parliamentary
system as the foundation of Australian
Government.
The continued use of the contents of Old
Parliament House in their original setting and for
their original purposes for over sixty years
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enhances their significance beyond that of
ephemeral furnishings of a structure originally
designed as a provisional building. More recent
additions to the original collection of furniture
and furnishings reflect the increased demands
that were placed on the building to accommodate
new functions and an increasing number of
occupants. These items are significant as
evidence of changes to the form and function of
the building.

The dining room in the President of the Senate’s Suite is
part of the 1970’s extensions to the North Wing featured
here with a selection of the 1970’s furniture collection
purchased for the new room.
Source: National Archives of Australia, Series A6180/2 date:27-8-1973.

The use of Australian materials and labour in the
manufacture of the contents for Old Parliament
House is significant for its contribution to the
promotion of a sense of national identity and
unity central to the ideals of the building.
The original documentary evidence, including
plans, photographs and files, directly related to
the design, construction, use, and alteration of
the Chambers and King's Hall, constitute a
significant collection that contributes to the
overall significance of the place, and provides
important historical information.
The building remains a strong symbol of
Commonwealth Government in Australia, and of
Canberra. Memories of its former role, its major
contribution to Australia’s democratic
development, its new roles in the public realm,
and the most familiar views in Canberra, all
contribute to its continuing role and significance
in the Australian physical and cultural landscape.

Criterion B: the place has outstanding heritage
value to the nation because of the place’s
possession of uncommon, rare or endangered
aspects of Australia’s natural or cultural history.
Old Parliament House was the first purpose-built
home for the Australian Parliament.
Commonwealth Parliament, after being opened
in Melbourne’s Royal Exhibition Building, was
located in the Victorian Parliament House from
Federation in 1901 until 1927. Old Parliament
House was the second home of the
Commonwealth Parliament and is rare among
international examples of Federal democratic
purpose-built facilities.
The House of Representatives Wing provides
extensive and relatively intact evidence of the
accommodation provided for Members and
Ministers at various periods. The value of this
evidence increased with the recent development
of the Senate Wing, as changes there resulted in
the demolition of some examples of ministerial
accommodation. The House of Representatives
Wing, in retaining much of its original internal
layout and some fittings, is an evocative,
authentic and valuable physical record of the
working conditions of parliamentarians and staff
over the period 1943-88.
Among parliamentary buildings in Australia and in
other parts of the western world, Old Parliament
House is rare in that it housed both the legislative
and executive functions of government. This is
reflected in the expansion of the building to a size
well beyond that required to house the nation's
Parliament. In fact, the encroachment of the
executive was the primary cause for the extensive
additions and modifications made to the building.
The demand for additions and modifications
manifested in construction of the House of
Representatives (southeast) and the Senate
(southwest) Wings, extensions to the front
verandahs, and a great number of internal
changes.
Research to date indicates that the John Smith
Murdoch designed furniture and fitout of

Old Parliament House is part of a rare, intact
surviving record comprising both furniture fabric
and documentation. The corresponding furniture
documentation includes initial design concepts,
specifications, quotes and detailed drawings for
manufacture.
The contents of Old Parliament House includes
valuable, rare items such as the HMAS Australia
Admiral’s table; the Country Party Table; and a
very early Australian Cabinet table that was used
in Melbourne. The collection also includes items
presented to the Parliament from United Kingdom
and Canada which underline the significance of
Australia's role initially as a member of the British
Empire and later as a member of the
Commonwealth of Nations. Of exceptional
significance are the President of the Senate's
Chair presented by the Dominion of Canada and
the Speaker's Chair, presented to the Provisional
Parliament House by the United Kingdom Branch
of the Empire Parliamentary Association.

The Speaker, Sir Littleton Groom, in the Speaker’s Chair in
the House of Representatives chamber in 1927. The chair
was given to the Australian Parliament in 1926 by the
United Kingdom branch of the Empire Parliamentary
Association, and contains timbers from the 14th Century
Westminster hall, and Lord Nelson’s flagship, H.M.S
Victory. The Clerk of the House, W.A. Gale, sits at the table
in front of the Speaker.
Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Collection 3187, National Archives of Australia.
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An example of rare interior decorative treatments
can be found in the former Members’ Private
Dining Room which contains the remains of the
1927 hand painted wall features that are the only
example in the building and in the Australian
Capital Territory. These features provide an
insight into the style and vogue of that time and
the design considered appropriate for the spaces.
Criterion D: The place has outstanding heritage
value to the nation because of the place’s
importance in demonstrating the principal
characteristics of a class of Australia’s natural
or cultural places.
Old Parliament House is part of the significant
cultural landscape of Australia’s Parliamentary
Triangle, reflecting Walter Burley Griffin's design
placing the Government Group of buildings in one
corner of the Triangle. Old Parliament House is
highly significant as an integral part of this
scheme and contributes to this planned aesthetic.
The ‘Land Axis’ is a pivotal feature of Griffin’s
design and Old Parliament House is one of only
three buildings situated on it. The other buildings
are the Australian War Memorial and the current
Parliament House. It also has architectural links
to Parliament House and is symbolic of the
continuity in Australia’s parliamentary democracy.
These are some of the most important views in
the planned city. In King’s Hall the statue of King
George V becomes part of the social and political
symbolism of Walter Burley Griffin’s design of
Canberra, by sitting on his central land axis near
the apex of the parliamentary triangle.
Old Parliament House, with its stark off-white
colouring, is a primary example of the Inter War
Stripped Classical style of architecture,
particularly favoured for government buildings in
the early part of the 20th Century. It is the most
prominent example of the work of the
Commonwealth's first government architect,
John Smith Murdoch. Murdoch’s building
embraces classical symmetry and forms without
the adoption of the full classical vocabulary and
in this way it expresses a modest and refined

architectural style. Key features of the building
include the symmetrical facade, division into
vertical bays indicating classical origins,
and vestigial classical entablature (being the
horizontal decoration towards the top of the walls
including the cornice). Spandrels (the panel
between the top of a window on a lower level and
the bottom of a window on a higher level)
between storeys are subdued to emphasise
verticality.
The essential character and symmetry of Old
Parliament House has remained intact despite
several substantial additions. The design of the
building and its spaces demonstrate the customs
and functions of the Commonwealth Parliament.
The divisions within Parliament and the
hierarchical system of government are evident in
the styles of rooms and furniture made available
to individuals of different status.
The success of the building as a landmark is also
due in part to its open landscaping and gardens
between the building and the lake. Old Parliament
House was deliberately designed as a simple yet
dignified structure. The design for Old Parliament
House is consistent with Garden City ideals
including the courtyards with loggias and
pergolas, verandahs, and the adjacent Senate and
House of Representatives gardens (the gardens
are now managed separately from the building).

King’s Hall 2002.
Source: Old Parliament House Collection.
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In the North Wing, the interior features are of
outstanding aesthetic value. In particular King’s
Hall, the House of Representatives and Senate
Chambers echo the design style of the external
features of the building, with a symmetrical
emphasis, vestigial classical entablature, and an
austerity associated with the Inter War Stripped
Classical style. However, subtle detailing adds
warmth and character to the design, such as the
skilled use of different timber types to provide
texture differentiating borders and infill in timber
paneling, and the subtle and repeated classical
references, such as the use of Greek patterning on
friezes, railings, grills and other elements.

and ceiling panelling or moulded/ coffered plaster
ceilings also distinguishes these rooms.

In the House of Representatives Wing the
1943/1948 interiors continue the simple Inter War
Stripped Classical style interiors found in the 1927
building through the subtle use of moulded
render to create skirtings, architraves and picture
rails. The 1965 interiors are also simple but
reflect contemporary design ideas. As with the
1927 building, stained timberwork reflects the
status of the room, but the simple detailing and
lighter colouring is a contemporary response.

The design of Old Parliament House and its
contents is significant as exemplary of
architectural trends in the 1920s. The simple
dignified design reflects the role of John Smith
Murdoch as architectural coordinator in furnishing
and fitting out the building he designed. The
contents of Old Parliament House include
furniture, division bells, signs, light fittings,
carpets, wall finishes, office furnishings and
equipment. Many of these items have been
retained in their original location. Subsequent
additions to the original collection document
important stages in the adaptation of the building
to meet the ever increasing demands of
accommodating more Members and their staff.
This process continued until the relocation of the
Australian Parliament to the new Parliament
House, where entirely new furniture and fittings
were provided.

Despite additions, the South Wing retains the low
profile, symmetry and simple dignified
appearance originally intended for it as part of the
overall building. The South Wing remains one of
the larger identifiable segments of the building.
Some individual rooms and spaces in the Wing,
notably the dining room (comprising the former
billiards rooms, dining room and former lounge)
and the bar have retained much of their original
and/or significant form, function and fabric.
In addition, the South Wing displays original
features, which reinforce this style and contribute
to this aspect of significance, notably the Greek
pattern detailing of the exterior iron balustrades.
Symmetrical planning and form, vital to the
character of the building, is reinforced by the
raised roof and walls to accommodate the dining
room clerestory windows and the flanking
chimneys. The use of Australian timber for wall

The relationship of these rooms is also an aspect
of their significance. They adjoin each other along
an east-west axis, and as a group focus on the
central part of the dining room (Room M513),
being the tallest of the rooms. This sequence of
rooms is an important part of the aesthetic
appreciation of the individual rooms.
The overlay of 1950s features in the 1927 bar
creates a hybrid aesthetic, made cohesive with
the simple nature of the timber panelling used in
the 1950s alterations.

Criterion F: The place has outstanding heritage
value to the nation because of the place’s
importance in demonstrating a high degree of
creative or technical achievement at a
particular period.
There are five prominent examples of individuals
whose creative and technical achievements are
illustrated through Old Parliament House.
These are:
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John Smith Murdoch
The design of Old Parliament House is the most
prominent example of the work of the
Commonwealth's first government architect,
John Smith Murdoch. Murdoch was one of the
early advocates in Australia of the concept of
integrating interior schemes within the
architectural envelope, an idea which had gained
popularity in Europe and America in the 1920s.
Murdoch migrated to Australia from Forres,
Scotland in 1885 aged 23. During his seven years
of architectural training, his style became imbued
with classical architectural ideals. In his designs
great attention was given to these Classical
principles in which the five elements of beauty are
symmetry, centralised order, proportion, harmony
and spatial unity. His views may have been
influenced and reinforced by the work of
contemporary architects, including Charles Rennie
Macintosh in Scotland, Walter Burley Griffin and
Frank Lloyd Wright in America, or Josef Hoffmann
in Vienna. To this, Murdoch may have added the
views of arts and crafts designer, Charles Ashbee
and English architect M H Baillie Scott who saw
the need for furnishings to relate to use and
position, and together promote a larger sense
of style.
During the early part of this century John Smith
Murdoch made a significant contribution to
Australian architecture designing more than 120
buildings in nearly all Australian States. He was
responsive to the needs of government as well as
being receptive to modern trends in 1920s
architecture. He had a reputation for being a
highly competent designer and an able
administrator.

Sketch, front elevation of Old Parliament House, c.1976.
Source: Old Parliament House Collection.
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Murdoch has been overlooked by mainstream
architectural histories. In the past, historians have
thought the design of this building
inconsequential due to its classicism. However,
the political climate in Australia at the time this
building was designed was not conducive to overt
innovation. In fact Australia was so conservative
that it was thought that Modernist tendencies
were an aberration.

Detail of ornamentation of timber handrail on the stairs to
King’s Hall.
Source: Old Parliament House Collection.

Murdoch was a classicist and believed that
‘architecture was the handmaiden of purpose’,
yet he cleverly designed functional and utilitarian
buildings in a contemporary way. Murdoch argued
that his new style of modern renaissance was
restful and reposeful, providing for suitable,
simple buildings of straight square lines,
rather than lavish ostentation.
Key features of his architectural ideals appear in
the design for the Provisional Parliament House.
Both the chamber spaces and King’s Hall consist
of three interlocking squares that form the core to
the legislative section of the building.

This larger overlapping square of King’s Hall
unifies the two separate chamber squares,
symbolically conveying the unified, democratic
nature of the parliamentary process. The
courtyards are also structured as squares.
The Library space consists of a rectangle of
harmonious proportion. Murdoch also introduced
a processional journey in the final plan by
providing ceremonial steps and spaces at the
main entrance.
The paneled walls, raked galleries, timber and
leather furniture, suspended light fittings, and
high coffered ceilings of the Chambers, and the
colonnade, coffered ceiling, suspended light
fittings, parquet floor, skylights and clerestory
windows of King’s Hall, contribute to the dignity
and grandeur of these spaces, reflecting their
central function.
Further decoration of the Senate Chamber is
evident in the circular patterns and the varying
Greek-key bands along the cornices. Of Greek and
Egyptian origins, they were widely popular
elaborations in eighteenth and nineteenth century
Neo-Classical architecture. The Greek form with
its right-angular and equally spaced keys, is used
throughout the building on the etched glass of
doors, as the carpet borders and upon the
horizontal soffits of both chambers.
The doors leading into both chambers are
decorative devices, with their handsome timber
frames, elaborate brass handles and the gold
stripes and Greek-keys. All doors leading from
King’s Hall and the Parliamentary Chambers have
push-bars which feature the Commonwealth and
Royal Arms.
The design and fit-out of the former Parliamentary
Library rooms featured extensive timber paneling
and fittings, otherwise reserved for high-status
spaces such as the Chambers, the Party Rooms,
and office holder's rooms. Clerestory windows,
a feature found only in the major spaces of the
building, are also part of the initial design. The
space allocated to newspaper reading highlights
the important role originally played by such media

in informing Members, Senators and Staff about
news and opinion around Australia prior to the
development of electronic media networks.
The significance of the Library fabric lies primarily
in the features retained of everything up to and
including the 1958 extension.
The Murdoch furniture designs developed for
Old Parliament House exhibit simple symmetrical
proportions, with modest decorative geometrical
devices. Finishes enable the natural beauty and
colour of the materials to be appreciated. In the
Chambers the use of timber and green
(Representatives) and red (Senate) leather echoes
the use of timber in the surrounding panelling,
and the carpets and drapery. Design elements in
the architecture of the Chambers are reflected in
the furniture, with the use of simple classical
motifs extending down to very subtle expressions,
such as the use of the ‘running dog’ pattern,
found on the cornice friezes in the House of
Representatives, on the embossing around the
edge of the original leather inserts on the desks.
There are a number of key features in the building
that demonstrate the creative expertise of
artisans and tradespeople of the 1920s and are
crucial elements that add to the overall aesthetic
value of the place. In particular, the former
Members’ Private Dining Room has outstanding
design significance with
the 1927 hand painted
wall features. After
some careful
conservation over the
last 18 months, the
walls of the Private
Dining Rooms now
exhibit the original
decoration of the rooms
in the form of highly
decorative and coloured
hand painted wall
Hand-painted decorative wall features in the former
Members’ Private Dining Room, revealed during
conservation work in 2003.
Source: Old Parliament House Collection.
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panels, all in very good condition. Painted in
subdued shades of purple and green in 1927,
these panels hark back to an era before standard
building measurements and power tools,
of careful and painstaking craftsmanship.
Bertram Mackennal
Centrally located in King’s Hall is the magnificent
bronze portrait of King George V by Bertram
Mackennal. This portrait was sculpted for this
very position, present at the building’s opening in
1927. Mackennal was one of the most significant
portrait artists of his time, with his emphasis on
idealised naturalism. Mackennal has been a
major figure and influence in Australian artistic
culture.
Paul Montford
King’s Hall also boasts the striking bronze bas
reliefs sculpted by artist Paul Montford. The
figures represent two ‘Fathers of Federation’:
William C Wentworth and Henry Parkes, and the
first federal office holders: Edmund Barton;
George H Reid; Samuel W Griffith; Richard Baker;
and Frederick S Holder. Paul Montford was a
popular choice at the time, being commissioned
for numerous large public sculptures. Montford
became the chief sculptor at the Shrine of
Remembrance in Melbourne

offered his services to the Department of Works &
Railways; an offer which was quickly accepted.
Often working in his own time, and on an ad hoc
basis alongside his full-time clerical position,
Mildenhall continued in this role until 1935, when
complaints concerning his monopolisation of
departmental photography resulted in an inquiry
that forced the arrangement to be discontinued.
The Mildenhall photographs document the early
development of Australia’s capital city, Canberra,
from the 1920s to the 1930s. Controlled by the
National Archives of Australia as series A3560,
the collection comprises more than 7,700 images
on glass negatives.
Richard Strangman
Richard Strangman, captured some memorable
images of the then Parliament House and its
surrounds. He was Canberra's leading commercial
photographer from the 1930s to the 1960s and
enjoyed a successful business producing and
selling photographs of the fledgling city and its
parliament. Strangman photographed Canberra
and its surrounds in the early years of settlement,
capturing the beauty of the bush as well as
chronicling the daily lives of people during the
Depression of the 1930s. There are 6,000 glass
negatives and 13 albums in the National Library's
Strangman collection.

The photographic material on Old Parliament
House produced by William Mildenhall and
Richard Strangman demonstrate their artistic and
technical expertise and provide a unique
collection of images on the construction and early
development of the building.
William Mildenhall
William James (Jack) Mildenhall (1891–1968) is the
best-known photographer to record the early
growth of Canberra. Mildenhall, initially
employed as paymaster in the Department of
Works & Railways, became the Information Officer
for the Federal Capital Commission in 1926.
He identified a need for an official photographer
for the growing national capital in 1921, and

Front of Parliament House featuring sheep in foreground.
c1940.
Photographer: Richard Strangman. Source: National Library of Australia.
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Criterion G: The place has outstanding heritage
value to the nation because of the place’s strong
or special association with a particular
community or cultural group for social, cultural,
or spiritual reasons.
Old Parliament House has outstanding historic
values due to its strong association with former
parliamentarians, parliamentary staff, members of
the Press, administrative, catering and building
staff. This strong association can be clearly
demonstrated by the immense support Old
Parliament House receives from:
• the Governing Council which consists of
several former politicians and members of the
Press;
• a host of active and interested volunteers who
previously worked at the place;
• former staff who record their oral histories of
their time at the Old Parliament House,
illustrating the outstanding depth of interest
and knowledge in Old Parliament House.
Over 60 oral histories have been recorded to
date and are detailed on page 67–69; and
• the general public. This can be clearly
demonstrated by the strong positive
community response received during the “In
the Picture” promotion run in 2003.
It illustrates how passionate people are about
Old Parliament House for what it represents in
Australia’s political and social development,
and how connected the Australian people are
to the place. Nearly 300 images were received
from around Australia. During the ‘thank
you’ event run at Old Parliament House to
acknowledge all contributions, people
traveled from Penrith, Adelaide, Lismore &
Melbourne to attend.
Specific rooms and spaces within the building are
directly associated with events that shaped the
political and private lives of prominent individuals
in Australia's political and social history. Such
spaces include the Prime Minister’s Suite,

One of over 300 images donated to Old Parliament House
during the ‘In the Picture’ promotion. Stepping Out
Australia Day 1982.
Photographer: Ulrich Graf. Source: David Murdoch.

the Ministerial Party Room and the Country Party
Rooms.
The 1948 extensions of the House of
Representatives Wing reflects the 60% increase in
the number of Members in that year. The 1965
section of the Wing reflects the continued growth
of ministerial support staff accommodated in
Old Parliament House, and the desire to provide
ordinary Members with office accommodation.
Prominent Ministers and Members associated
with the Wing include Dame Enid Lyons, Arthur
Calwell, Jack McEwen, W.M. Hughes, J.H. Scullin,
Paul Hasluck, Don Chipp, Doug Anthony, and
others. The sequence of occupation in the House
of Representatives Wing is well documented.
Old Parliament House has associations with
community of people who designed, built, worked
and supported the parliamentary framework for 61
years, the Canberra community and the broader
Australian community; it survives today as a
highly successful and National Award winning
Heritage site and receives over 250 000 visitors
per annum.
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Criterion H: The place has outstanding heritage
value to the nation because of the place’s special
association with the life or works of a person, or
group of persons, or importance in Australia’s
natural or cultural history.
Old Parliament House has an integral link to
numerous individuals whose life or works have
influenced or set the course and pattern of
Australia’s political, economic and social
development. Of particular note are the Prime
Ministers of Australia who served their term in
Old Parliament House:
Stanley Bruce from 29-10-1922 to 22-10-1929
James Scullin from 22-10-1929 to 6-1-1932
Joseph Lyons from 6-1-1932 to 7-4-1939
Earle Page from 7-4-13-939 to 26-4-1939
Robert Menzies from 26-4-1939 to 29-8-1941
Arthur Fadden from 29-8-1941 to 7-10-1941
John Curtin from 7-10-1941 to 5-7-1945
Frank Forde from 6-7-1945 to 13-7-1945
Ben Chifley from 13-7-1945 to 19-12-1949
Robert Menzies from 19-12-1949 to 26-1-1966
Harold Holt from 29-6-1-1966 to 19-12-1967
John McEwen from 19-12-1967 to 10-1-1968
John Gorton from 10-1-1968 to 10-3-1971
William McMahon from 10-3-1971 to 5-12-1972
Gough Whitlam from 5-12-1972 to 11-11-1975
Malcolm Fraser from 11-11-1975 to 11-3-1983
Bob Hawke from 11-3-1983 and continued beyond
1988 when Federal Parliament moved to the new
building.
Detailed below are biographies of several
Australian Prime Ministers who served their term
in Old Parliament House.
John Curtin
John Curtin (1885–1945) was Australia’s 14th
Prime Minister. Curtin has been much revered for
his achievement in leadership of the nation during
much of World War II. Curtin stood firmly in the
international conflict as he continuously kept
Australia’s interest in mind. While idealistically
Curtin was not in favour of conscription during
World War I, as leader during the 1939–45 conflict,
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Curtin made the difficult decision to send
conscripted troops to serve outside Australia.
With a powerful vision for Australia’s future, Curtin
worked hard to ensure that Australia would
emerge from the war free from unemployment.
John Curtin was unable to see this vision through
as he died in office, only a month before the end
of World War II. His body lay in state in King’s
Hall. Deputy Prime Minister Frank Forde was
sworn in the following day as interim Prime
Minister, and replaced only six days later when
Ben Chifley was elected as the new Labor Party
leader. Australia had seen three Prime Ministers in
the space of a week.

Prime Minister John Curtin pictured here in 1942, was
much revered for his achievement in leadership of the
nation during much of World War II.
Source: National Archives of Australia.

Robert Menzies
Robert Gordon Menzies (1894–1978), twice Prime
Minister of Australia (1939–41; 1949–66). Born in
Jeparit, Victoria, Menzies attended school in
Ballarat and studied at Melbourne University.
Following his early successes at the Bar and in
state politics, Menzies made the transition to
federal parliament in 1934. He succeeded J. A.
Lyons as leader of the United Australia Party and
was Prime Minister, but only briefly (1939–41), as
bitter divisions led to his resignation.

From the back benches, Menzies founded the
Liberal Party which he led from 1944– 66.
As Prime Minister from 1949–66, a record term,
Menzies cultivated the USA as a 'powerful friend'
by furthering Australia's economic and military
ties. An eloquent statesman, Menzies was one of
Australia's most controversial conservative
politicians. A staunch monarchist, his reputation
as the last of the Queen's men was symbolised by
his Investiture as a Knight of the Thistle and by
succeeding Winston Churchill as Lord Warden of
the Cinque Ports (1965– 78).
Gough Whitlam
Gough Whitlam (b. 1916) was Prime Minister from
the end of 1972 to the end of 1975. Born in
Melbourne, educated in Canberra and Sydney,
he was admitted to the New South Wales Bar after
war service. He won the Federal seat of Werriwa in
1952, was deputy leader of the ALP from 1960 to
1967, and was then its leader until the end of
1977, a record term for the party. In 1972 he
became the first Labor Prime Minister since 1949.
During his term in office he abolished
conscription; cut ties with South Africa;
negotiated diplomatic relations with China; began
inquiries into Aboriginal land rights; abolished
fees for tertiary education; established the
Schools Commission; introduced welfare
payments for single-parent families and homeless
people; ended the death penalty for Federal
crimes; and reduced the voting age to 18.
Whitlam’s term came to an abrupt end on 11
November 1975. In the preceding eighteen months
the government had been shaken by a series of
scandals, resignations, sackings and ministerial
reshuffles. In October 1975 the Opposition, led by
Malcolm Fraser, used the Liberal majority in the
Senate to block the supply of funds essential to
the operation of the government. Aiming to force
Whitlam to an early election, he justified his
action on the grounds that the ‘incompetence,
the damage, the failures of the worst government
in our history cannot be ignored’. Whitlam, in turn,

declared that it was unconstitutional for the
Senate to attempt to determine when elections
were held. The deadlock continued for several
weeks, with the government’s money fast running
out. On 11 November the Governor-General, Sir
John Kerr, having consulted the Chief Justice of the
High Court, Sir Garfield Barwick, dismissed Gough
Whitlam and appointed Malcolm Fraser Caretaker
Prime Minister. Whitlam called on the people to
maintain their rage at Kerr’s unprecedented act.
However, at the election held on 13 December
1975, Fraser’s Liberal / National Country Party
Coalition won office by the biggest majority
since Federation.
Herbert Evatt
Herbert Vere “Doc” Evatt (1894–1965) was a Labor
politician, judge, historian and statesman. In
1930, aged 36, Evatt became the youngest judge
ever appointed to the High Court of Australia.
Elected to Federal Parliament in 1940, he held the
seat of Barton for 18 years. From 1941 to 1949 he
was Attorney-General and Minister for External
Affairs, and during this period he also served as
President of the General Assembly of the United
Nations. In 1951, he became Leader of the
Opposition. When Prime Minister Menzies
attempted to outlaw the Communist Party in
Australia, Evatt led the effort to defeat the
proposal. A referendum saw the Party's legitimacy
confirmed, and Australia's political freedom
upheld. Evatt led the Labor Party until 1960.
Examples of the life and works of other prominent
people during the life of the house are:
Dame Dorothy Tangney
Dorothy Tangney (1891-1985) was the first woman
Senator in Australia, elected in 1943. At this time
she was also the youngest ever Senator.
A member of the Australian Labor Party, she had
earlier campaigned unsuccessfully for the State
Parliament of Western Australia. She was
dedicated to the ideals of Labor policy, with a
particular focus on health and welfare, and served
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on the Joint Committee on Social Security 19431946. Her efforts were much appreciated by the
returned servicemen, war widows and war brides,
on whose needs she concentrated following the
end of World War II. The electoral division of
Tangney in Western Australia is named after her
and she was appointed a Dame Commander of the
British Empire.

Dorothy Tangney, pictured here in her office, became the
first woman Senator in Australia in 1943.
Source: National Library of Australia.

Neville Bonner
Neville Bonner (1922–1999) was the first
Aboriginal person to sit in Federal Parliament, as a
Senator for Queensland from 1971 to 1983. On his
journey from poverty to Parliament House he
experienced unemployment and discrimination. In
August 1971 Neville Bonner was appointed to fill a
casual vacancy. While remaining conscious of his
race, he made it clear that he was, first and
foremost, in the Senate as an Australian citizen.
He romped home in his own right at the next
election in 1972, representing Queensland for the
Liberal Party until 1983. Senator Bonner believed
strongly that Aboriginal people should work
within the parliamentary system to achieve their
rights. After losing the top place on the Senate
ticket that year, he became an Independent. He
stood for election as an Independent but was
unsuccessful. As a politician he worked to
improve conditions for Aborigines, and became a
voice for his people.

Paul Hasluck
Paul Hasluck (1905–1993) was the 17th GovernorGeneral of Australia, culminating a career as an
Australian historian, public servant and politician.
Hasluck began his political life with the
Department of External Affairs. The disapproval
of ‘Doc’ Evatt’s foreign policy motivated Hasluck
to postpone his historical writings to enter a
political career. As Robert Menzies’ Minister for
Territories Hasluck made significant reforms for
Aboriginal and Papua New Guinean people.
Hasluck went on to positions as Minister for
Defence (during the height of Australian
involvement in the Vietnam War) and Minister for
External Affairs. In 1969 Prime Minister Gorton
offered him the post of Governor-General, which
Hasluck accepted. As Governor-General until
1974, Hasluck displayed his capacity for hard
work, coupled with a clear set of principles and
strong sense of public duty.
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Neville Bonner became the first Aboriginal Member of
Parliament when he was chosen to represent Queensland
by the Liberal Party, filling a casual Senate vacancy. He
won his seat in 1972 and served until 1983.
Source: Mrs Heather Bonner.

Don Chipp
Don Chipp (born 1925) began his political career
as a member of the Liberal Party, where he held
the seat of Higinbotham in Melbourne’s southern
bayside suburbs. In 1977, when the extent of
Australian political parties encompassed the
Liberal Party, Australian Labor Party and National
Country Party, Chipp’s idealism compelled him to

leave the Liberal Party. Chipp was disillusioned
with the direction of the Liberals and left to
establish the Australian Democrats. With the
promise to 'keep the bastards honest', Chipp’s
Democrats have proven themselves to be a
significant force in Australian politics. Chipp went
on to serve as the Democrats leader until 1986,
when he retired with a farewell dinner to celebrate
his 25 years of service in Parliament. Don Chipp
AO was an elected delegate to the Constitutional
Convention in Canberra in February, 1998.
Dame Enid Lyons
In 1943 Enid Lyons won a seat in the House of
Representatives, being the first woman to achieve
such a standing. A seasoned campaigner, she
was elected in the seat of Darwin (in her native
Tasmania) as a candidate for the United Australia
Party. Working as a teacher and producing 12
children with her husband former Prime Minister
Joseph Lyons, Lyons was fascinated by politics.
Her main pursuits while a member of cabinet were
concerning issues such as maternity care, child
endowment and women’s representation in
Parliament and the wider workforce. She was
appointed as a Dame of the Order of the British
Empire (Civil) in 1957 for her public services to
Australia and as a Dame of the Order of Australia
(AD) in 1980.

Janine Haines
In 1977 Janine Haines (born 1945) was the first
member of the Australian Democrats to enter the
Senate, representing her home state of South
Australia. In 1986 Senator Haines was to be the
first woman (and first South Australian) to
become leader of an Australian parliamentary
party as she took the helm of the Australian
Democrats. Under her leadership the Democrats
enjoyed the commanding position of holding the
balance of power in the Senate; they were also
able to increase their popularity with their
electoral peak in the final year of Haines’
leadership in 1990. In 2001 Haines became a
Member of the Order of Australia for her service to
the Australian Parliament, politics and the
community.
This small selection of notable Australian
politicians whose lives and works influenced the
course of Australian political and social history
illustrate the National importance of Old
Parliament House in the development of
Australia’s political, and cultural history.

Doug Anthony
Douglas Anthony, (born 1929) was Country Party
(and later the National Party) Leader from 1957 to
1984, and had the unusual distinction of replacing
his father Hubert Anthony in the seat of Richmond
after his death in 1957. Doug’s own son, Larry,
won the same seat in 1996. The Anthony family is
one of a number of Australian ‘political dynasties’
including the Beazleys, the Downers and the
Creans. Doug was Deputy Prime Minister on two
occasions; 1971–1972 and 1975–1983

Senator Janine Haines becomes leader of the Australian
Democrats. She is the first woman (and first South
Australian) to become a federal parliamentary party
leader. 18 August 1986.
Source: The Australian Magazine, 17-18 June 1989.
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A7 Description of the Place
Old Parliament House is a large three storey
rendered brick building with the main floor on the
intermediate level. The strong horizontal pattern
of the white painted main facade is symmetrical
and features four original bays with arched
bronze windows, verandahs, balconies which
have been enclosed with glass, end bays which
are stepped forward, and the rhythm of stepped
cornices and parapets. The balanced masses of
the Senate and House of Representatives
Chambers rise above the surrounding offices and
other rooms.2
The building has strong symmetrical planning
based around a number of major spaces. The
major axis through the building, aligned with the
Land Axis of the Parliamentary Triangle, features
a series of spaces: King's Hall, Parliamentary
Library and the Dining Rooms at the back. The
cross-axis features the Senate and House of
Representatives Chambers which are placed
symmetrically either side of King's Hall. All of
these spaces are on the main or intermediate
level. Surrounding these spaces are many smaller
meeting rooms, offices and other service areas
which are placed on the lower ground, main and
upper floors.
There are two enclosed courtyards located
between the north Wing of the building and the
south Wing containing the Dining Rooms.
A vestige of the Library courtyard also survives as
a link between the larger courtyards. The original
flat concrete and membrane roofs have been
covered with low pitched metal roofs.
Old Parliament House has undergone many small
and large changes over its life. There have been
major additions to the building at both sides,
front and back (the southeast, southwest,
northeast and northwest Wings), containing many
offices and meeting rooms. These have generally
maintained the construction, external finish,
height and rhythm of the facade but changed the
mass of the building. These extensions to the

2 This description is based on Lennon, Marshall, O’Keefe and Pearson 1999.
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House of Representatives Courtyard c1930.
Photographer: William Mildenhall. Source: National Archives of Australia.

House include the Prime Minister's office and
President of the Senate's suite. Other changes
include the enclosure of verandahs and balconies,
and changes to and a loss of original finishes in
many rooms, though not the major spaces.
Major interior spaces of architectural interest
include: King's Hall, Library, Senate Chamber,
House of Representatives Chamber, Dining Rooms
and Bar, Senate Opposition Party Room,
Speaker's Office, Clerk of the Senate's Office,
Leader of the Government in the Senate's Office,
Prime Minister's Office, Cabinet Room, and the
President of the Senate's Suite. The interiors
feature impressive Tasmanian Blackwood finishes.
The contents of Old Parliament House include
furniture, signs, light fittings, carpets, office
furnishings and equipment. Many of these items
have been retained in their original location.
Significant among the collection are items
presented to Provisional Parliament House to
mark the opening of the building in 1927 and the
large collection of original furniture and fittings
specifically designed for the building and installed
in 1927. Subsequent additions to the original

collection document important stages in the
adaptation of the building to meet the ever
increasing demands of accommodating more
Members and their staff. This process continued
until the relocation of the Australian Parliament to
the new Parliament House, where new furniture
and fittings were provided.
The collection of contents in Old Parliament House
also includes fittings and fabric which have
become disassociated from their original location
or function.
Old Parliament House is an example of
Inter War Stripped Classical style architecture.
Key features of the style displayed by the building
include: symmetrical facade, division into vertical
bays indicating classical origins, vestigial classical

entablature, simple surfaces and spandrels
between storeys subdued to emphasise
verticality. Some of the 1927 interior furnishings
include: timber wall panelling; summonsing
clocks; feature carpets in the Chambers and
feature rubber and parquetry flooring in the
Lobbies; built in sink, coat and locker cupboards
and bookshelves. Some of the interior features
added during the 1970’s refurbishments and
extensions include: timber wall and ceiling panels,
roped wallpaper and built-in desk units.
Old Parliament House is a crucial element in
Walter Burley Griffin’s landscape/land axis
between Mount Ainslie and Capital Hill and is
central to Canberra’s Parliamentary Zone
designated for parlimentary and national
capital uses.3

Provisional Parliament House, 1966.
Source: National Library of Australia.

3 This description is based on Marshall 1995.
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A7b Condition of the place
Old Parliament House is in a sound physical state.
Since management and control was taken over by
DCITA, the place has seen several Conservation
Management Plans for the protection and
presentation of the heritage values of the place.
The most recent plan has aided in the overall
recognition of the heritage values of the place and
guided the management and conservation of
Old Parliament House. In addition a Conservation
Manual was developed in 2000 in accordance with
the CMP to aid in maintenance and conservation
work on the building and collections.
The facade of the building is in fair condition.
In 2001, Connell Wagner Pty Ltd completed a
survey of the external fabric. The results indicated
that most of pre-1988 render is in need of
stabilisation and major sections have
delaminated. Old Parliament House management
is investigating the most appropriate method for
conserving these sections.
The roofs on either side of the North Wing require
conservation work along with safety provisions
including lines, ladders, walkways.

House of Representatives Chamber 2004.
Source: Auspic, Old Parliament House Collection.
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The interior of the building is in good condition
overall. Some signs of deterioration of the fabric
and collection were observed several years ago
which prompted a monitoring of human impact
study to determine causes and quantify rates of
deterioration. This study will be implemented in
key areas over the next few years.
Emergency services are in good condition with
some more work required to sprinklers.
Air conditioning is a mix of brand new and old.
The Property Section is progressively upgrading
the older units as funds permit. Also introducing
new air conditioning to areas not served (eg press
galleries). Wiring is again a mix with much of the
pre 50’s areas being in Vulcanised India Rubber
(VIR) cabling which must be replaced to meet
Australian fire safety standards.
Over the past 4 years the building has undergone
a series of conservation and mechanical service
upgrades. In particular:
North Wing
• Resurfacing King’s Hall
• Upgrade of the fire suppression system
• Reconstruction of the Country Party Rooms for
Interpretation
• Upgrading air-conditioning systems
• Reroofing across the front.
• Conservation of fabric and fittings in the Prime
Ministers Suite, the Speakers Suite, the
Leader of the Government in the Senate Suite,
the Ministerial Party Room, the
Opposition Party Room and the Senate Club
Room, and some rooms on the Lower floor
currently occupied by staff.
Senate Wing
• Removal of asbestos and reconstruction of
several rooms for Interpretation
• Removal of redundant Vulcanised India Rubber
cabling and upgrade of air-conditioning
services on the Upper Floor.
• Conservation of the fabric and fittings on the
Upper Floor.

South Wing
• Restoration and conservation of the former
Members’ Private Dining Room.
During these projects, all work is fully
documented. Where possible, all pre–1988 fabric
is retained. In general, a great deal of work has
been completed to upgrade emergency services
throughout the building, and to upgrade some air
conditioning systems in gallery areas.

• Installation of roof safety provisions
(safety lines and ladders) to all roof areas.
• Ongoing upgrades of emergency services
including fire sprinklers below the floors.
The furniture collection and building fabric is in
good condition overall. The collection is used for
interpretive purposes on the main floor, in staff
areas, on loan to other collecting institutions for
exhibitions and to tenants within Old Parliament
House. The remainder is stored throughout the
building. All care is exercised during the handling
and use of collection items in accordance with the
Conservation Management Plan. The collection is
audited and regular condition assessments are
conducted. Conservation work is completed by
appropriately qualified and experienced
conservators. Preservation methods are
implemented to reduce rates of deterioration.

Country Party Rooms after conservation work in 2004.
Source: Auspic, Old Parliament House Collection.

Proposed projects over the next few years will
continue to maintain the heritage value and
structural integrity of the place. These include:
• Upgrading and extension of cooling towers at
the rear of Old Parliament House.
• Refurbishment of the lower NE portion of the
North Wing to accommodate the first stage of
the Education Centre and reduce the impact of
visitation on the Main Entrance.
• Upgrading disabled access to the main floor
function and public areas.
• Removal of asbestos from the House of
Representatives Wing.

Senate Chamber visitors gallery 2003.
Source: Old Parliament House Collection.

• Refurbishment of the Press Offices, including
services, for Interpretation purposes.
• Re-roofing over the East and West sides of the
North Wing, the perimeter roofs of the
Chambers and over the Press Galleries.
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A8 History of the place

Hill which was to be crowned by a Capitol
building.

A Provisional Parliament House
The federation of the Australian colonies to form
the Commonwealth of Australia on 1 January 1901
created a need for building accommodation to
house the functions of the new federal
Government, most importantly its Parliament.
Though the Australian Constitution stipulated that
the seat of government was to be established in
New South Wales outside a 100-mile radius of
Sydney, no decision had been made as to its
location at the time of federation. In the absence
of a permanent home for Commonwealth
Parliament, the first Parliament was ceremonially
opened in the Exhibition Building in Melbourne on
9 May 1901 and, for the next 26 years, met in the
Victorian Parliament House in the city’s Spring
Street. Canberra was eventually chosen as the
seat of government in October 1908 and in 1912
an international competition was held to select a
design for the federal capital. The winner was the
Chicago architect, Walter Burley Griffin. An official
commencement to the major task of building the
new city was made in 1913, but the world war and
post-war stringencies brought development works
to a virtual standstill for many years. It was not
until 1927 that Parliament was moved to the
Federal Capital Territory and even then little
progress had been made in building the city.
In his winning design for the federal capital,
Walter Burley Griffin had fixed upon Kurrajong
Hill, now Capital Hill, as the focal point of his city.
From it, the main avenues of the city radiated
outward, and from it also ran the city’s principal
axis - the Land Axis - to Mount Ainslie. Lying
astride the Land Axis, Griffin’s ‘Government Group’
of buildings was to occupy a triangle formed by
Commonwealth Avenue, King’s Avenue and the
central basin of his ornamental lake. The apex of
this ‘Parliamentary Triangle’ rested on Kurrajong

Somewhat oddly, given that the rationale for the
development of Canberra was for it to become the
seat of Commonwealth Parliament, Griffin did not
intend his Capitol building to be a legislature or
parliament like its namesake in Washington.
Instead, he envisaged it as a ceremonial or
cultural edifice ‘representing the sentimental and
spiritual head of the Government of the
Federation’ and commemorating the achievements
of the Australian people. Parliament House was
to occupy a position on Camp Hill, north of and
lower than this structure. On the slope running
down to the shores of the lake from Parliament
House and confined within the boundaries of the
Parliamentary Triangle, Griffin placed the rest of
his Government Group, which comprised a series
of departmental and judicial buildings. The whole
scheme represented in a physical form the current
conception, shared by Griffin, of the principal
components of government - legislative, executive
and judicial - their desired separation in a
parliamentary democracy and the hierarchical
relationship between them.4
Though Griffin’s scheme was much altered in the
short-lived Departmental Plan, the concept of the
Capitol and the position of Parliament House and
the other government buildings survived in this
plan and were confirmed - or so it seemed - in the
subsequent return to the Griffin plan. In June
1914, the Commonwealth Government announced
an architectural competition for the design of the
new permanent Parliament House to be erected in
the position Griffin had designated for it on Camp
Hill. Less than three months later, however, the
Minister for Home Affairs deferred the competition
to an indefinite future date because of the
outbreak of World War I. The competition was
revived in August 1916, but again postponed
indefinitely in November of that year.5

4 Walter Burley Griffin, ‘The Federal Capital. Report Explanatory of the Preliminary General Plan’, October 1913, Melbourne, Government Printer, August

1914, pp. 5-6; Griffin, ‘Canberra III. The federal city and its architectural groups’, Building, vol. 13, no. 77, 12 January 1914, pp. 65-7.
5 Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works [PSCPW], ‘Report together with Minutes of Evidence, Appendices, and Plans relating to the proposed

Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, Melbourne, Government Printer, 1923, p. v.
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Soon after the war, the question arose anew
about arrangements for the removal of the federal
seat of government from its temporary home in
Melbourne to its permanent location in Canberra.
The most important consideration before any
removal could take place was the erection of a
building in Canberra to house Commonwealth
Parliament. In March 1920, the Minister for Home
and Territories referred the question of
transferring the seat of government and the
construction of necessary buildings, including a
parliament house, to a special committee he was
to appoint. Constituted as the Federal Capital
Advisory Committee, its Members were told by the
Government that it wanted to transfer Parliament
to Canberra ‘as quickly as possible and at the
minimum cost.’6 In July 1921, the Committee
reported that the construction of a permanent
parliamentary building would take many years to
complete and would thus considerably delay the
transfer of the seat of government. The nation’s
huge war debt, moreover, militated against the
erection of such a building, as the cost of
construction would certainly be very substantial.7
By way of an alternative, the Government had
already referred to the Committee for its
consideration a proposal to erect a ‘Convention
Hall’ that could be expanded into a temporary
parliament house. On examining the idea,
however, the Committee came to the conclusion
that, for Commonwealth Parliament to function at
all in Canberra, it would require from the outset a
full complement of staff and facilities, such as
Hansard reporting staff, reference Library and so
on. As the Convention Hall idea could not fulfil
these requirements, the Committee soon rejected
the proposal. In its place, the Committee put
forward its own recommendation for the erection
of a ‘provisional’ parliament house. Although the
distinction between a temporary and a provisional
structure looked like a piece of semantic

hair-splitting, the Committee clearly understood
what it meant by the difference. To the Committee
Members, the temporary parliament house that
was intended to grow from the original
Convention Hall would have been a structure of
‘an eminently temporary character’, built of fibro
cement, iron or weatherboard and with a lifespan
of ten to twenty years. By contrast, the
Committee Members envisaged their provisional
parliament house as a solidly-built structure of
brick and concrete that would be aesthetically
pleasing, would provide a full range of
parliamentary facilities from the start and would
serve as the nation’s legislature for around half a
century. The projected difference in cost between
building each structure was not significant, but
the longer lifespan of the provisional house gave
far better value for money.8
As to the authorship of the idea, the suggestion
has been made that John Smith Murdoch, who
was soon to design the Provisional Parliament
House, may have influenced the Committee in this
direction from his position as Chief Architect in
the Department of Works and Railways.9 The
suggestion assumes that the Committee Members
were amenable to his influence, but in fact this
does not seem likely. Murdoch was not a member
of the Committee and therefore could have only
exercised any influence from a distance. In any
case, the Committee’s Chairman, John Sulman,
exhibited no inclination to accept Murdoch’s
ideas. Despite his professional regard for
Murdoch, Sulman disagreed with him on most of
the fundamental issues and, under Sulman’s
leadership, the Committee completely rejected
Murdoch’s views in relation to sites for the
provisional and permanent parliament houses.
It is also significant that Murdoch’s superior,
Colonel Percy Owen, the department’s DirectorGeneral of Works, had consistently maintained
from 1904 through to his appointment to the

6 PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. ix, and John Sulman’s evidence, p. 80.
7 Federal Capital Advisory Committee, ‘First Annual Report’, July 1921, pp. 7, 11.
8 Federal Capital Advisory Committee, ‘First Annual Report’, p. 11; P.T. Owen and J. Sulman in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of

Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. 3-5, 79-80, 119-20.
9 D.I. McDonald, ‘Architect J.S. Murdoch and the Provisional Parliament House’, Canberra Historical Journal, new series no. 15, March 1985, p. 22.
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Sulman Committee in 1921 that the Government
should not build any sort of temporary structure,
but should start with the nucleus of a permanent
structure and gradually add onto it. It is likely
that Murdoch, who had joined the department in
1904 and had later helped to draft the guidelines
for the design competition for a permanent
parliament house, supported Owen in this stance.
For his part Owen, by his own account, only came
to accept the idea of a provisional building during
his work as a Committee member. Owen’s change
of mind points strongly to the idea for a
provisional parliament house arising among the
five Members of the Committee. As Owen himself
was not responsible for the idea and it probably
did not arise from the Surveyor-General, J.T.
Goodwin, or NSW’s Chief Engineer for Water
Supply and Sewerage, E.M. de Burgh, the
suggestion probably originated with Sulman, who
was a consulting architect and town planner by
profession. Sulman may have received support
from the remaining Committee member, H.E. Ross,
who was also an architect as well as being a
consulting engineer. Certainly, Sulman and Ross
were the strongest proponents of the provisional
scheme. Moreover, the two of them were
specifically asked at one point to consider Owen’s
proposal for the nucleus of a permanent
parliament house and had come down decisively
in opposition to the idea.10
Hand in hand with the Committee’s
recommendation for a provisional parliament
house went a need to fix on a site for it. The site
issue was somewhat more complicated now that
the Committee had dispensed with the proposal
to erect an ‘eminently temporary’ structure. As it
had always been understood that this temporary
structure would be demolished after a decade or
so, its position had not been not a matter of vital
concern. By contrast, the provisional building was
intended as a semi-permanent structure, with a

realisation by many that it might well become a
permanent fixture. Its positioning was a matter
of the utmost importance. One option the
Committee examined was a site that Murdoch
favoured on a knoll north of Camp Hill, to the west
of the Land Axis and near the proposed lake.
Although a building in this position would have
gravely affected the symmetry of Griffin’s plan,
Murdoch believed that symmetry could be
restored by constructing an administrative
building on a corresponding site on the other
side of the Land Axis. However, Sulman and his
Committee rejected the whole scheme as too
much of a disturbance to Griffin’s plan.11
Another site that suggested itself was the top of
Camp Hill, the position that Griffin had designated
for Parliament House in his city plan. But building
the provisional structure in this location brought
in its train a number of awkward consequences.
If this option were pursued, it meant that the
structure would later have to be incorporated in
the permanent building, or that it would have to
be completely demolished to make way for its
permanent successor on the same spot, or that
another site entirely would have to be found for
the permanent building. The first of these
alternatives would have eventually resulted in a
great deal of disruptive construction work going
on in and around the building while Parliament
tried to function. This was unacceptable.
The second alternative - demolition - was even
less satisfactory because it would have entailed
still greater disruption to the functioning of
Parliament. In contrast to these first two
alternatives, the third involved no real practical
difficulties and, moreover, enjoyed strong support
from several authorities, including Murdoch (as an
alternative to his knoll site). These authorities
advocated the erection of the provisional building
on the top of Camp Hill and the permanent
building on Kurrajong Hill, the latter to replace
Griffin’s proposed Capitol.12

10 Owen, H.E. Ross and Sulman in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, pp. 4-5,

72-4, 79-81, 119-22; letter, Sulman to Owen, 5 May 1923, Commonwealth Record Series [CRS] A414, item 13.
11 Ross, J.S. Murdoch and Sulman in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, pp. 73, 76,

101, 110, 121-2.
12 Murdoch in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. 101-2, 112-3.
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The Kurrajong Hill proposal did not appeal at all to
Sulman or Ross. Sulman considered that the
summit of the hill was too wind-swept and that
two-way access between a parliament house built
on it and the proposed administrative buildings in
the Parliamentary Triangle would be difficult
because of the hill’s height and the steepness of
its approaches. This was despite the fact that
Murdoch had produced a scheme for cutting off
the top of the hill, levelling an area on which to
erect Parliament House and placing a cluster of
administrative buildings on the slopes around the
Parliament. But Sulman would have none of this.
He and his colleagues on the Advisory Committee
favoured building the provisional building on the
northern slope of Camp Hill in front of the position
that Griffin had reserved for the permanent
parliament house. In this location, the provisional
structure would not, they felt, hinder the later
construction of the permanent building. The
provisional structure would also stand astride the
Land Axis, would maintain the planned proximity
to the departmental and judicial buildings in the
Parliamentary Triangle, and would stand in much
the same relationship to - and benefit from - the
landscaping and garden development that was
intended for its permanent successor. Above all,
Sulman, who was the most ardent advocate of the
scheme and in all likelihood its author, claimed
that it would have no adverse impact on Griffin’s
city plan.13
Sulman’s view was met with far from universal
approbation. Various critics of the scheme
expressed the opinion that, once a provisional or
semi-permanent building had been erected in the
position that Sulman and his colleagues favoured,
it would tend to take on a permanent air and
would be difficult to remove. The growth of an
attachment to the building as the nation’s first
purpose-built Parliament would aid this process.
The most trenchant criticism of the scheme,

however, came from Griffin himself. He disagreed
vehemently with Sulman’s view that constructing
the provisional parliament house on the northern
slope of Camp Hill would not violate the city plan.
‘To build the provisional building just below Camp
Hill,’ he said,
would absolutely destroy the whole idea of the
Government group, which is the dominating
feature of the Federal Capital; it would be like
filling a front yard full of outhouses, the walls
of which would be the frontages of the
buildings facing the yard. It would never be
pulled down; history teaches us that such
things are not changed, the pressure being too
great to allow it.14
The question of building a parliament house was
next considered by the Parliamentary Standing
Committee on Public Works. After a lengthy series
of sittings in March-April 1923 in which the
committee interviewed some fifty witnesses,
it produced a report in July in which it
recommended either the erection of the nucleus
of the permanent building on Camp Hill or the
provisional structure on its northern slope.15
The Government, anxious to expedite the removal
of the seat of government to Canberra and
conscious of the need for economy, decided a
mere two weeks later to go ahead with the
construction of the Provisional Parliament
House.16 Although the erection of a building on
the slope of Camp Hill was a clear departure from
Griffin’s plan, the placement of the provisional
structure in this position did at least preserve the
relationship that Griffin had envisaged between
the various arms of government and their
hierarchical arrangement within the Parliamentary
Triangle.

13 Owen, Ross and Sulman in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. 5, 47-8,
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15 PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. xx.
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Original Main Floor Plan, c1923.
Source: GHD plan collection –ac03/124.cal.

Design Assumptions and Influences
In response to the views of Sulman and his
colleagues on the Federal Capital Advisory
Committee, Murdoch had drawn up sketch plans
for a provisional parliament house on the north
slope of Camp Hill in the latter half of 1922.
These plans were subsequently submitted to the
Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public
Works for its 1923 inquiry and important
modifications were made as a result of the
committee’s work. In producing a design for the
provisional building, Murdoch had found himself
in something of a difficult position. He did not
agree at all with the siting of the structure on the
slope of Camp Hill and felt that in this location it
would be ‘rather in the way’ of the permanent
administrative buildings that Griffin intended for
the area. Nevertheless, as a government
employee and its senior design architect, he had
to design a building to conform to the ideas of the
Federal Capital Advisory Committee and ultimately
to the wishes of the Government.
One paramount consideration for Murdoch in
elaborating the design was that the building

should be a low-rise structure ‘so that the view
from the permanent Parliament House [on Camp
Hill] will be interfered with as little as possible.’
While the building was also designated as a
‘provisional’ structure, it was intended to serve as
the nation’s Parliament for about fifty years, with
a possible later role for some decades as a
government office building. These considerations
signified that, for the purposes of design and
construction, the building should be treated
almost as a permanent structure. From the point
of view of longevity and appearance, building
techniques such as frame and plaster or materials
such as weatherboard, iron and fibro cement were
thus unacceptable; brick would be the preferred
building medium, with concrete foundations. But
in accordance with its provisional nature, it would
have for the most part, as Sulman pointed out,
‘11-inch hollow exterior walls and 4 1/2-inch inside
walls, so that it will really belong to the cottage
class of building ...’17

Adele Mildenhall and a friend on the steps leading to the
library courtyard, c1926.
Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Collection 1276, National Archives of Australia.

As the building was intended to last for at least
50-100 years and would occupy such a prominent
position in the Canberra layout, it was essential
that it was a dignified structure possessing
aesthetic qualities befitting its role and location.

17 Owen, Murdoch and Sulman in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, pp. 5, 24,
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On the other hand, the need to keep costs down,
coupled with a wish to avoid turning the building
into an architectural jewel that might preclude
later demolition, dictated that it should not be a
lavish or ornate structure. In the words of the
Federal Capital Advisory Committee, ‘the external
architecture would be simple, but decorous.’18
To fit these strictures, Murdoch produced a design
in stripped classical style which, apart from the
moulding of its cornice, left the building free of
external decorative features. It was Murdoch’s
intention that the classical proportions and other
classical elements would give the building the
dignified appearance desired of it. This would be
enhanced by a plain white plastering of the
external walls. Murdoch himself described the
whole design as characterised by ‘plainness’ and
referred to it rather apologetically as a ‘rush job’.
Owen was somewhat more positive, saying that
Murdoch’s design aimed ‘to obtain effect with
simple lines, and without expensive architectural
embellishment’ and that it did not ‘provide any
features purely for the gaining of effect.’19
The design of the building was also influenced by
Griffin’s conception of parliamentary government.
In his scheme for the city, he had felt that he
could not make parliament house the focal point
of the Parliamentary Triangle and of the city plan
in general because the legislature consisted of
two houses, the House of Representatives and the
Senate. His concern was that, if he did make
parliament house the centrepiece of his plan, the
focal point would be occupied by one or the other
house; this would then act to elevate the status of
one house at the expense of the other. As Griffin
believed in the equality of the two houses, such
an arrangement was not acceptable.20 Thus, he
made the Capitol building on Kurrajong Hill the
focal point of his plan and placed parliament
house in a subordinate though still important
position in the Parliamentary Triangle, depicting

the building as a long rectangular structure sitting
transversely astride the land axis. The clear
implication was that the land axis would divide
the parliamentary building into two halves equal
in size and status, with the House of
Representatives on one side and the Senate on
the other. The whole conception was reminiscent
of the Capitol in Washington which, of course,
Griffin would have been familiar with. The idea
survived to become one of the underlying
assumptions of Murdoch’s design for the
provisional building on the northern slope of
Camp Hill. It is not clear why Murdoch, who had
visited the Capitol in Washington, reserved the
eastern half of the building as the Representatives
side and the western half as the Senate side.
As the building is viewed from in front, this is the
reverse of the arrangement in the Capitol.
The size of the building was based on the needs
of Commonwealth Parliament as expressed to
Murdoch and his colleagues by parliamentarians
and parliamentary officers. One of the most
important considerations here was the
assumption that the numbers of parliamentarians
would not rise above a total of 168 - 112 in the
House of Representatives and 56 in the Senate for the projected life of the building as the home
of Commonwealth Parliament. This seemed
entirely reasonable as, at the time of the
building’s official opening in May 1927, the figures
for Members of the House of Representatives
(Members) and Senators were 73 and 36
respectively, a total of only 109. In his design for
the two legislative chambers, therefore, Murdoch
allowed sufficient space to cater for an expansion
of the Membership of each house by a factor of
just over fifty percent. As for the internal layout of
each Chamber, Murdoch had originally designed
the seating arrangement to mirror that of the
House of Commons in England, but this was
altered after the Minister for Home and Territories,

18 Federal Capital Advisory Committee, ‘First Annual Report’, p. 11.
19 J.S. Murdoch, ‘A short talk on the buildings at Canberra’, Royal Victorian Institute of Architects Journal and Proceedings, vol. 22, no. 5, November 1924,
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20 Griffin, ‘The Federal Capital. Report Explanatory of the Preliminary General Plan’, October 1913, p. 6; Griffin, Building, 12 January 1914, p. 66.
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Senator George Pearce, warmly commended to
the Standing Committee on Public Works the
horseshoe or semicircular pattern of seating used
in the French Chamber of Deputies. This
arrangement, which Pearce had seen for himself
in Paris, impressed him as enabling all Members
to hear and see proceedings clearly, while at the
same time allowing each of them to be clearly
audible and visible themselves. The Standing
Committee did not, however, recommend the
adoption of the French system of having Members
address the Chamber from a rostrum mounted
at the front.21
Aside from the space required in the legislative
chambers, the Provisional Parliament House also
had to provide office accommodation for twelve
Ministers when Parliament was in session.
In accordance with the building’s legislative
function, these offices were not meant to serve as
the Ministers’ departmental offices; these were to
be located in located in separate departmental
buildings or in one of the proposed secretariat
buildings, East or West Block. Similarly, the
provisional structure was to include a back-up
cabinet room for use during parliamentary
sessions, with the main cabinet room to be
housed in West Block. The building also had to
provide offices for various parliamentary officials
connected with the House of Representatives and
the Senate, together with the staffs of three other
parliamentary departments: the Joint House
Department which was established in 1922, the
Parliamentary Reporting Service which recorded
proceedings and produced Hansard, and the
Parliamentary Library. A complicating factor with
the space needed for the Library was that it also
included the nascent National Library, with all the
growth in bookholdings and demand for future
space that implied. In his plans for the building,
Murdoch allowed for some expansion of the
Library’s holdings, but he indicated that this

allowance was conditional on separate premises
being provided for the National Library at an early
date.22
Other space was required in the building for a
variety of other occupants and services such as
press representatives, dining and recreation
facilities, engineering services and a small post
office which was to be established at the rear of
King’s Hall. The press representatives were to be
housed in a two groups of six offices located in
the gallery above the main floor. At the rear of the
main block and connected to it by four covered
walkways was to stand a two-storey diningrecreation block (the South Wing), complete with
kitchen on the lower floor, and dining rooms,
a billiards room, lounge and Members’ bar on the
main level. The bar was to prove of little solace
for parliamentarians for the first year in which the
Provisional Parliament House was opened as
prohibition was then in force in the Capital
Territory. The engineering services for the
building were to include a pneumatic tube system
to connect Parliament House with the Government
Printing Office and Canberra’s general post office.
The use of such a system may again have been
influenced by Pearce’s views. He had seen a
pneumatic tube system in operation in the Capitol
in Washington and was full of praise for it,
the system delivering books and documents to
Members from the Congressional Library with
great efficiency in a matter of a few minutes.
For convenience, this Library was also placed
midway between the two houses in the Capitol,
a position that was seemingly mirrored on a
smaller scale in Murdoch’s provisional parliament
house. As a whole, the building was to contain
the two legislative chambers and 182 other rooms.
Of these, 63 rooms were offices designed to
accommodate approximately 108 parliamentarians
and parliamentary staff.23

21 PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, pp. xv-xvi, 2, 8; Emerton, ‘Report by the Secretary of the

Joint House Department’, 7 September 1956, p. 8.
22 Emerton, ‘Report by the Secretary of the Joint House Department’, 7 September 1956, p. 7-8; Michael Pearson and Brendan O’Keefe, ‘Parliamentary

Library Old Parliament House: Heritage Analysis’, report for Bligh Voller Nield, April 1998, vol. 1, pp. 3-4; Murdoch in evidence to PSCPW, ‘Report ...
relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. 27.
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A notable peculiarity of Murdoch’s plan was that
he made no provision for offices for private
Members and Senators; they were expected to
make use of their party rooms to attend to their
correspondence and any other business they
needed to transact outside the chambers. Pearce
was critical of this arrangement and compared it
unfavourably with the situation he had seen at
firsthand in Washington where Senators and all
Members of Congress had their own private
offices. Murdoch was well aware of this
deficiency in his plan and suggested that East and
West Blocks could be taken over as private offices
for parliamentarians once the two buildings had
served their purpose as accommodation for the
Secretariat.24 Nothing ever came of this idea,
and the desire of private Members and Senators
to have their own private offices was to exist as a
constant background pressure for increasing
accommodation in the building for most of its life
as the home of the nation’s Parliament.
Murdoch also expressed a more general
warning at the outset that,
... this plan provides, in accordance
with the wishes of the
Government, the minimum of
accommodation by which
Parliament can conveniently
commence work. It is quite true
that the plan as shown provides
no more accommodation than
will be found necessary at the
very beginning. It is obvious,
however, that more accommodation
must be provided in the future if this
temporary house is to remain in use
for any time.25
John Smith Murdoch (1864-1935), the architect of
Old Parliament House.
Source: National Library of Australia.

In fact, in its report, the Standing Committee on
Public Works recommended that the building
could, if required, be enlarged by providing a
partial lower floor beneath the suites of rooms
flanking the Library on the ground floor,
by erecting one-storey Wings on each side of the
dining-recreation block and by building a partial
upper storey at the front of the building on each
side.26 There was some uneasiness, however,
about increasing the scale of the building and
particularly its height lest the additions began to
intrude on the vistas from the top of Camp Hill to
Mount Ainslie and vice versa when the permanent
building was eventually erected.
As it was, the Committee made some major
changes to Murdoch’s original plans for the
provisional building. In the plans he drew up in
1922, Murdoch had shown suites of offices
immediately south of the two chambers, offices
flanking each side of the Library and separate east
and west Wings enclosing the garden courtyards.
As a result of its deliberations, the Committee
replaced some of the offices south of the
chambers with a large verandah on each side,
did away with the offices on each side of the
Library and dispensed with the east and west
Wings; a proposal to erect such Wings, however,
would re-emerge a mere ten years after the
opening of the building and would be eventually
be built after fifteen years. In making these
changes, the Committee was apparently
concerned to admit as much fresh air as possible
into the legislative chambers and also to allow
Members easy and healthful access to the open
air of the now larger and unenclosed courtyards;
the stale and unhealthy conditions that parliamentarians had endured in Parliament House in
Melbourne was no doubt part of the motivation
behind these changes. The office space lost from
the main floor as a consequence of the
Committee’s changes was regained by expanding

24 Minute, C.S. Daley to Secretary, Civic Branch, Department of the Interior, ‘Lay-out of Canberra - Design by A.J. Macdonald’, 25 March 1936, CRS A1/15,
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26 PSCPW, ‘Report ... relating to the proposed Erection of Provisional Parliament House, Canberra’, p. ix.
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the accommodation available on the lower floor.
The Committee also effected some alterations to
the front aspect of the building, making it flatter
in appearance partly by removing to other
locations the large Senate club and committee
and reception rooms that Murdoch had originally
placed on either side of the entrance vestibule.
There was one final assumption in the design of
the Provisional Parliament House which was to
have very significant, albeit unforeseeable,
consequences for the building. Other than
temporary short-term arrangements like the
back-up Cabinet Room, Murdoch’s design for the
structure quite properly did not make any
provision for the carrying out of the executive
functions of Government in the building; it was
intended to serve essentially as a building for the
legislature. Pending the relocation of
Commonwealth Government departments from
Melbourne, the executive work of Government
that had to be performed in Canberra was to be
carried out by a skeleton staff, or ‘secretariat’,
from each department. These staff were to be
housed in two temporary ‘Secretariat’ buildings East and West Blocks - that were to be erected
close to the rear of the provisional parliament
house. Later, as government departments
progressively moved to Canberra, they and their
officers were to be accommodated in a permanent
Administrative Building, somewhat like the
Commonwealth Offices at Treasury Place in
Melbourne, which was in effect to form the first of
the departmental buildings that Griffin had
envisaged for the Parliamentary Triangle. But the
Government’s decision to relocate substantially
more public servants to Canberra than mere
secretariats, coupled with its failure to proceed
with the construction of the permanent
Administrative Building, were soon to create
major problems for the Provisional Parliament
House and lead to unanticipated early alterations
and additions to the building.

Construction and Early Difficulties, 1923-39
With the aid of a steam shovel, the Minister for
Works and Railways, P.G. Stewart, turned the first
sod for the commencement of work on the
Provisional Parliament House on 23 August 1923;
eventually, around 50,000 cubic yards of earth
would be moved in preparation for the building.
Construction proceeded over the next three years,
consuming some five million bricks produced at
the local brickworks at Yarralumla, as well as
2,000 tons of cement. The brickwork was finished
by the middle of 1926, enabling work to begin on
rendering the interior and exterior of the building.

View of the North Elevation of the building under
construction, 1926.
Photographer: William Mildenhall. Source: National Archives of Australia.

A significant feature of the construction and fitout
of the building was that special care was taken as
a mark of national unity to incorporate native
timbers from each Australian state, except South
Australia. Although South’s Australia’s historic
lack of timber had caused it to become the
leading state in forestry in Australia, it had no
commercial timbers suitable for use in the
building.27 Thus, the timbers used in the
provisional building and their states of origin

27 Sydney Morning Herald, 29 August 1923; Grover, A Descriptive Guide to Canberra, p. 35; Greg McIntosh, ‘As it was in the beginning: Parliament House in
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were:
Queensland: Silky Oak; Cedar; Blackbean;
Queensland Maple; Walnut
New South Wales: Blackwood; Tallowwood;
Hoop pine; Coachwood
Victoria: Mountain Ash
Tasmania: Blackwood; Mountain Ash
Western Australia: Jarrah.
Apart from some doors to the press rooms and
several sashes on the lower floor of the diningrecreation block, all of the joinery in the building
was fashioned from Australian timber. Tasmanian
Blackwood was used for panelling the lower walls
in the legislative chambers and for most of the
timberwork, doors and doorframes throughout the
building. The same timber, faced with copper,
was used for the front door of the building. All of
the exterior window and door frames were of
Queensland maple coated with a tough oil-based
varnish to give protection against Canberra’s
harsh summer sun. All of the flooring in the
building was also of Australian timber, except for
a small amount of Baltic pine used for flooring in
the press rooms. On the lower floor, all of the
floor bearers and joists were made of Australian
hardwood, but imported oregon was used for the
joists in the main floor, upper floor and flat roof,
and for the main trusses over the legislative
chambers. Oregon was used because it was felt
that, as a seasoned timber in these areas, it
would produce less movement and therefore have
no deleterious effect on plastered ceilings. This,
however, was soon to prove an illusory hope.28
Construction of the Provisional Parliament House
was completed in 1927 at a cost of £644,600, a
figure almost three times in excess of the original
cost estimate of £220,000. A further £250,000
was spent on furnishing the building. At the time
of its completion, the building covered four acres
of ground and included a total of 182 rooms, plus

the two legislative chambers. Surrounding the
House, another 132 acres were in the process of
being converted - not without difficulty - into
lawns, gardens and recreational areas, including
tennis courts, a bowling green, cricket pitch and
at some point a putting green. Among the guiding
principles of the layout and planting of the
grounds were that the levels should be
symmetrical, that the design should be of a formal
character and accentuate the land axis running to
Mount Ainslie and that the plantings should be
‘loose and low’ such that they would not dwarf
the flat profile of Parliament House or obscure
views of it. Another, far more prosaic principle
was that grass needed to be grown in the areas
around the House, which had been a building site
for over three years, in order to keep the dust
down. The varieties of grass seed planted were
specially chosen on the advice of T.C. Weston, the
Superintendent of Parks and Gardens in Canberra.
With the official opening of the provisional
building approaching, great haste was made to
develop lawns at least in the front and at the
sides of the House. On ground that had not yet
been perfectly levelled, grass seed was sown
hurriedly and under conditions where insufficient
water was available to foster luxuriant growth.
The result was acceptable for the opening, but
development continued in fits and starts for a
number of years. Thus, the areas at the rear of
the House were only planted with grass in late
1927. Excavations for the ornamental pool in the
grounds in front of the House were carried out in
1929, but then work lapsed. For several years
afterwards, the excavated area, overgrown with
weeds, presented an eyesore in front of Australia’s
Parliament. The work was only completed after
complaints about the state of the unfinished pool
in 1933.29
The Provisional Parliament House was officially
opened by the Duke of York, later to become King

28 Memorandum, C.S. Daley to Secretary, Home and Territories Department, 7 August 1926, CRS A1/15, item 26/15054; ms minute, Robert P. Christie,
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George VI, at a major ceremony in Canberra on
9 May 1927. The ceremony did not actually mark
the opening of a Session of Parliament; it was
merely the continuation of the Tenth Australian
Parliament which had opened in Melbourne in
January the previous year. Immediately following
the opening ceremony, Parliament adjourned to
re-convene on 28 September, more than four
months later.

Internationally celebrated Australian soprano, Dame
Nellie Melba - at the far left in front of the microphone,
sings the first verse of the National Anthem, ‘God Save
the King’, as the Duke salutes.
Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Album 827/305, National Library of Australia.

While Parliament was in recess, a sad event in the
shape of the first death to occur in the new
building took place when the Clerk of the House,
Walter Gale, collapsed and died in his office on
27 July. He was succeeded by John Robert
McGregor who, at the resumption of Parliament in
Canberra on 28 September, himself collapsed in
the House of Representatives Chamber and died
that night in the small Canberra Hospital.30
Despite the comfortable appointments to the new
building and its handsome, white appearance in

the Canberra landscape, serious problems began
to manifest themselves as soon as Parliament
commenced regular sittings in the building.
The first of these was acoustic difficulties in the
chambers. Complaints were made about the
acoustics from the very start of sittings in the
building, with one Member claiming in November
1927 that it was impossible for most Opposition
Members to hear what Government Members
were saying on the opposite side of the
Representatives Chamber. Sir John Butters,
Chairman of the Federal Capital Commission
- a powerful statutory body established in January
1925 to oversee and accelerate the development
of Canberra - quickly brought in experts to try to
rectify the problem. This resulted in the laying of
felt floor coverings over the rubber flooring in
both chambers in 1928 and the hanging of heavy
drapes. Later, green carpet was laid in the
Representatives Chamber in 1929 and red carpet
in the Senate in 1936.31
In this same early period, there emerged what
would become one of the most prolonged and
intractable problems with the building: trouble
with the roof. In spite of appearances to the
contrary, the first intimation of problems was
actually not as serious as it seemed. As was not
wholly unexpected, the Oregon beams and
trusses over King’s Hall, some with a span of 52
feet (15.85 metres), began to shrink in Canberra’s
hot, dry climate. By early September 1927,
the shrinkage had caused the ceiling over King’s
Hall to sag by nearly a foot in some places, with
consequent damage to the plasterwork. The sag
was corrected by tightening the bolts in the
trusses, though this led to large chunks of plaster
falling from the ceiling. After the plasterwork was
made good, however, there were no further
problems related to this particular aspect of
the roof.32

30 Frank C. Green, Servant of the House, Melbourne, Heinemann, 1969, pp. 65-6; Souter, Acts of Parliament, pp. 229-30.
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A far more serious problem with the roof
appeared soon afterwards. By late 1927, periods
of rainy weather were causing parts of the flat
roof of the building, mainly over the diningrecreation block, to bulge and leak. Before the
year was out, it was found necessary to remove
roofing material from a large area of the roof and
re-lay it with new material. But this was not the
end of the problem. Heavy rains in August 1929
caused leakage through several spots in the roof
of the main building, while the exposed terraces
at each end of the dining-recreation block were
flooded, with the water flowing into some of the
rooms on the ground floor. An effort was made to
fix the leaks in the main building, except for that
over the Ministerial Party Room (Room M95)
which could not be located. In an attempt to
rectify the problem with the terraces of the diningrecreation block, three layers of bituminous felt
were laid over the entire area. These attempted
solutions, however, did not prove successful.
Further episodes of rain saw serious leaks
develop through the roofs over all of the covered
ways and, in the main building, in that part of the
roof over the suite occupied by the President of
the Senate (Rooms M251-3). At the same time,
smaller leaks persisted over the Ministerial Party
Room and the former Opposition Party Room
(Room M44) which was now used by the Country
Party. The leaks were mainly attributed to minor
cracks opening up in the concrete of the roofs as
settling of the foundations occurred in the new
building. Renewed efforts were made to fix the
defects, including laying eighty tons of gravel on
the roof of the main building, but the difficulties
with the roof never completely disappeared. As
T.R. Casboulte, the Executive Architect at the time,
indicated, the sheer expanse of flat roof - 4,580
square yards in the case of the main building more or less guaranteed that some leakage would
occur in periods of rain following extended
exposure to Canberra’s hot, drying sun.33

If the problems with the roof proved virtually
insoluble, a burden of any entirely different but
even more momentous character now emerged.
The difficulty had its origins in Government
decisions about the relocation of Commonwealth
public servants to Canberra and the provision of
adequate departmental accommodation for them
in the national capital. Originally, the Government
proposed that the greater part of each
department would remain in Melbourne and that,
in the interim, secretariats comprising a skeleton
staff from each of the twelve ministries would be
accommodated in purpose-built Secretariat
buildings, to become known as East and West
Blocks, in Canberra. In total, the secretariat staff
was intended to number only about 200 officers.
However, in 1925, the Government abandoned the
Secretariat scheme and replaced it with a plan to
transfer a large proportion of the central staff of
the departments to Canberra by June 1927.
A major consequence of this decision was that
the Government now had to provide office
accommodation in Canberra for approximately
1,000 public servants, with many more to follow in
short order. As East and West Blocks were
intended to accommodate some 440 officers
between them when they were built, they were
clearly insufficient to meet departmental
requirements for office space.34
The accommodation problem was compounded
later in the 1920s by another change of
Government policy on Canberra. In October 1927,
the Government let a contract for the construction
of the proposed Permanent Administrative
Building in the Parliamentary Triangle. Though
designed to house eight of the departments that
were to be moved from Melbourne, this building
was not expected to be completed until 1934.
As it was, soon after the foundations for the
building were laid in April 1928, the Government
decided for financial reasons to postpone

33 See CRS A292/1, item C61.
34 C.S Daley, ‘The growth of a city’, in White (ed.), Canberra, A Nation’s Capital, pp. 40-1; P.W.E. Curtin, ‘The seat of government’, in same, pp. 69-70.
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construction. With the onset of the Depression in
the aftermath of the Wall Street crash of October
1929, any prospect of an early resumption of the
project evaporated. Despite the fact that the
Government took steps to provide alternative
office space in Canberra, the policy reversals on
the Secretariat scheme and the Permanent
Administrative Building resulted in a deficiency of
office accommodation for the departmental or
executive functions of government near
Parliament House or in Canberra in general.
Increasingly, Parliament House itself, a building
erected to house the legislature, came to be used
for executive purposes.35

Hansard Reporters, c 1965.
Source: Unknown.

Even aside from the Government’s failure to
provide sufficient office accommodation in
Canberra, it is debatable whether the executive or
departmental functions could have been kept out
of Parliament House. With the increasing
demands of ministerial portfolios and the
obligation to attend Parliamentary sittings, it was
becoming less convenient and less practical for
Ministers to try to rush from one building to
another to fulfil their separate departmental and

legislative duties. Even in Melbourne, where the
executive accommodation in Parliament House
had originally been limited to just one room - an
office for the Prime Minister - the executive had
started to infiltrate the building. During the
period 1923-5, the Bruce-Page Government had,
for the sake of convenience, begun to hold
Cabinet meetings in the building from time to
time. In Canberra, the easy and obvious way for
Ministers to get around the difficulty of
departmental accommodation that was either
sadly lacking or located at some distance from
Parliament House was for them to perform their
executive functions in their ministerial offices in
the House. From these offices, they could quickly
and easily make their way to the legislative
chambers to attend sittings. One inevitable
consequence of this trend was that Ministers
tended to drag departmental staff into Parliament
House with them, leading to pressure to provide
office space to accommodate the departmental
officers.36
One of the first and clearest manifestations of the
trend for the executive to move permanently into
Parliament House occurred as early as 1932.
Building on the Bruce-Page Government’s practice
of occasionally holding Cabinet meetings in
Parliament House in Melbourne, Prime Minister
Joseph Lyons and his Cabinet abandoned the
Cabinet Room in West Block in 1932 in favour of
what had hitherto been the back-up Cabinet Room
in Parliament House. Though there were no
immediate accommodation implications arising
from this move, it marked a highly significant
departure in the usage of the building, signifying
that it was no longer the exclusive preserve of the
legislature, but now served as a permanent home
for the executive as well. The move set a
precedent of the utmost importance for the future
of the building.37

35 Committee of Enquiry on Administrative Building Foundations, ‘Interim and Final Reports of Inquiry by Committee of Experts’, February 1929, p. 4.
36 Souter, Acts of Parliament, p. 230.
37 Emerton, ‘Report by the Secretary of the Joint House Department’, 7 September 1956, p. 8; Souter, Acts of Parliament, p. 230-1.
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Pressure on accommodation in the House was
intensified by various other developments, as
well. The emergence of the Lang group of five
disaffected Labor MPs led to a need to provide
them with their own party room. A room was
initially found for them on the lower floor but,
following a decision to give them better and more
conveniently-located accommodation, alterations
were made to some of the spaces on the main
floor. In early 1935, the Librarian’s office (Room
M54) was extended to provide office space for the
Lang group and their leader, ‘Stabber Jack’
Beasley, close to the Representatives Chamber.
At the same time, a set of new rooms were
constructed on the ‘balcony recess’ on the Senate
side to accommodate the Librarian and his
secretary. Twelve months later, another change
was made following a request from the GovernorGeneral that an office be provided for him in
Parliament House where Executive Council
meetings could be held and where he could have
private meetings with Ministers and other people.
With some difficulty, the Speaker of the House
and the President of the Senate were able to
reserve for the Governor-General the Public Works
Committee room (later Senate Committee Room
3) and an adjacent secretary’s office on the lower
floor. As the Depression had brought government
building projects to a standstill, the Public Works
Committee was dormant and its room was
therefore unused. The Speaker and President
warned, however, that if the committee were
re-convened at any stage new arrangements
would have to be made for the Governor-General’s
accommodation in the House.38
Labouring under the financial straits of the
Depression years, successive governments in the
1930s felt unable to devote scarce resources to
what many Australians regarded as the quixotic
and extravagant scheme to develop a national
capital at Canberra. The upshot was a continuing

lack of departmental office space close to
Parliament House, a situation that fostered the
insidious trend of turning the House into a de
facto home for the executive. With nowhere else
convenient to perform their departmental work,
Ministers and departmental officers steadily
moved in and took over what space they could
find in the House. The issue eventually boiled
over into the public domain in June 1937 when
Senator J.S. Collings and other MPs made
complaints in Parliament about the appropriation
by the executive of space in the building at the
expense of the legislature. ‘On account of various
devices and subterfuges,’ he charged, ‘the
Members of this legislature are gradually being
deprived of accommodation in the building and,
as a consequence, are unable properly to do their
work.’ Placing the blame for this situation
squarely on the Government for its failure to
develop Canberra, Collings expressed his regret
that ‘Parliament House [was] becoming a huge
secretariat’ and he demanded that the
Government reserve the House strictly for the
workings of Parliament.39
The pressure for additional accommodation was
further accentuated by a change that had been
taking place in working culture. In the original
form of the building, no individual offices had
been provided for private Members and Senators;
they were expected to conduct their private
parliamentary business in their respective party
rooms. At the time that the Provisional Parliament
House was erected, this arrangement was
accepted, albeit barely, as a fact of MPs’ working
life. But as Murdoch had foreseen, Members and
Senators would sooner or later want their own
offices to carry out their electorate duties and
other work in privacy and away from the
distractions and interruptions of a party room.
Again in 1937, Collings complained that, because
‘the congestion in every part of this building [was]

38 Letter, H.V.C. Thorby to Prime Minister, 13 December 1934, CRS A458/1, item W120/7; whole file, CRS A461/7, item N7/1/1.
39 Senator Collings in CPD [Senate], 18 and 30 June 1937; Senator Marwick, in CPD [Senate], 30 June 1937; Gregory, MHR, in CPD [HReps], 23 September

1938; all in Commonwealth Record Series [CRS] A461, item B4-1-10.
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becoming more and more intense’, Senators and
presumably Members as well were ‘often unable
to secure a room in which to write letters or
converse in privacy.’40 Though many decades
were to elapse before most Senators and
Members would in fact secure their own private
offices, the change in working culture evident in
Collings’s expressed views signified that much
additional office accommodation would eventually
have to be provided for MPs.
The complaints strongly voiced by Collings and
others in the Parliament quickly evoked a
response from the Government. As the trend
towards accommodating the executive in
Parliament House was now so far advanced as to
be all but irreversible, there was little chance that
the Government would act on Collings’s demand
that the executive should be expelled from the
building. In any case, there was nowhere else for
the executive to go. The Government therefore
began to consider how office accommodation in
the building could be expanded. In December
1937, the Chief Architect in the Department of the
Interior, Edwin Henderson, put forward a scheme
to erect a two-storey Wing on the outer side of the
garden courtyard on the Representatives side.
The scheme was in fact a part revival of Murdoch’s
1922 sketch plan in which he had shown a Wing in
this position, with a corresponding one on the
Senate side. Though the Joint House Committee
quickly endorsed the principle of providing extra
accommodation for Parliament House,
Henderson’s scheme became mired in a long
series of meetings, protests, proposals and
counter-proposals. In the end, the scheme
lapsed, though it would not be too long before
it would re-surface.41
In the meantime, the Government decided on
some expedient additions and alterations to
create more office space in the building. This was

achieved mainly by subdividing some of the larger
rooms, enclosing the verandahs on the northern
side of each garden court, and converting two
visitors’ rooms, four small corridors and even a
toilet into offices. About this time, a more
important alteration was effected when a doublestorey extension was added to the rear of the
Library. The extension represented the first major
departure from Murdoch’s design as it obliterated
the small garden courtyard immediately south of
the Library, completely filled in one side of each
covered way that ran alongside the Library to the
dining-recreation block, and cut off the former
open communication between the two larger
garden courtyards on each side of the Library.
The provision of additional space for the Library,
however, allowed the area that had been
converted for Library use on the Senate side of
the building in 1935 to be modified and claimed
as offices for three Ministers and their secretaries.
These additions were urgently required as three
new government departments - Social Security,
Civil Aviation, and Supply and Development - were
formed around this time. All together, the 1938
changes to the building produced an increase in
floor space of 2,954 square feet through internal
alterations and another 1,664 square feet by
additions, while twenty more offices were created,
bringing the total number to 83.42
At the same time as these modifications were
being made, strong pressure for more and better
accommodation was being applied from a
different quarter. Press representatives had long
been unhappy about the twelve offices they had
been allocated on the upper floor. Although the
accommodation had been adequate enough for
the original band of about 25 journalists who
made up the press gallery, the increase in their
numbers during the 1930s, the introduction of
new technology and a simple desire for improved
working conditions prompted them to begin to

40 Collings in Hansard [Senate], 30 June 1937, in CRS A461, item B4-1-10.
41 Note on file, ‘Proposed Additions to Parliament House, Canberra’, 17 December 1937; memorandum, R.A. Broinowski to Chief Architect, 22 December
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42 Paul Hasluck, The Government and the People 1939-1941, Canberra, Australian War Memorial, 1952, pp. 415-6, 435; J. McEwen, Minister for the Interior, in
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push for more and better office space. In
response to the journalists’ agitation, plans were
drawn up in early 1936 to construct another
twelve offices for the press on the upper floor,
six over the Opposition Party Room (Room M61)
on the Representatives side and six over the
Ministerial Party Room (Room M44) on the Senate
side; the offices were deliberately placed at the
rear of the upper floor such that they would not
be visible from the front of the building, thus
compromising its appearance. But work on the
new rooms did not proceed largely, it seems,
because the cost estimate was too high.43
The journalists put up with their irksome working
conditions for another eighteen months or so until
they could no longer tolerate them. In February
1938, the President of the press gallery wrote to
the Chairman of the Joint House Committee
setting out in no uncertain terms the journalists’
complaints. He claimed that ‘in many respects
existing Press accommodation and facilities are
among the worst in any British Parliament in the
world’, while the overcrowding in the press rooms,
he said, was ‘appalling and would not be
tolerated in a factory or office’. Conditions would
become even further cramped, he added, as more
and more communications equipment was
installed, and already four pressmen had to work
in a room in which a teleprinter carried out its
noisy function. To add to the journalists’ woes,
they regarded the toilet facilities as insanitary and
the worst in the building. During 1939, some of
these complaints were addressed by way of the
construction of five additional offices for the
press, together with a common room, on the
upper floor of the Representatives side of the
building. Although this went some way towards
alleviating the journalists’ problems, the work had
other unfortunate consequences. While opening
parts of the roof to install RSJs to support the new
offices, some heavy downpours of rain occurred

which, in March 1939, flooded out the southern
part of the main building, necessitating the
re-decoration of the Cabinet Room, some
Ministers’ offices and some rooms on the lower
floor beneath them.44
War and the Changes of the 1940s
The outbreak of World War II in September 1939
had, not surprisingly, a major impact on
Commonwealth Government administration in
Canberra, accelerating its growth and increasing
its complexity. The national war effort entailed a
phenomenal increase in government
responsibilities and business, and already before
the end of 1939 five new government departments
had been established; a further twelve would be
created before the war ended. In addition, the
role and workload of all government departments
expanded greatly.45 As a result of the increased
government business, accommodation space in
Parliament House reached a critical shortage
within a few months of the war’s outbreak.
While the exigencies of war could not have been
foreseen, the accommodation problem was
compounded by the creeping trend over the years
to house the executive in Parliament House,
in lieu of providing separate departmental
accommodation elsewhere in Canberra.
By August 1939, the Commonwealth Government
was leasing 30,000 square feet of office space in
privately-owned buildings in the national capital,
and the Commonwealth’s Chief Property Officer
reported that another 13,000 square feet was
required immediately. By early 1940, departments
in Canberra were pressing for another 15,850
square feet.46 There was no hope at all of finding
the required extra space anywhere in Canberra or
its environs and, in these circumstances, all
available space in Parliament House was taken
up. Thus, in March 1940, the Serjeant-at-Arms felt

43 Emerton, ‘The Case for a Permanent Building’, p. 9; minute, H.V.C. Thorby to T. Paterson, Minister for the Interior, ‘Re - Alterations to Parliament House,
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compelled to report to the Clerk of the House of
Representatives that the accommodation situation
in the House was now ‘most acute’ and that
‘saturation point [had] been reached.’ At that
point, the building was providing office space for
more than fifty departmental staff of Ministers
who were Members of the House of
Representatives; the staff of Ministers who were
Senators was another matter again. The
Serjeant-at-Arms informed the Clerk that ‘it [was]
impossible, without the provision of additional
offices, to accommodate any further Departmental
officers in the Parliamentary building.’47
To deal with the critical accommodation problem,
the Government resolved to make some
substantial additions to the building. These
entailed the resurrection of Henderson’s 1937
scheme, itself based on Murdoch’s 1922 sketch
plan, to build Wings on the outer side of each
garden courtyard, the construction to involve the
demolition of the two covered ways that stood in
these positions. Initially, the Government was
inclined to erect one Wing only, on the
Representatives side, but the critical shortage of
space quickly led to a decision to build a
matching Wing on the Senate side. On 14 January
1943, the builder, C. Banks of Griffith in the ACT,
signed a contract to construct a double-storey
Wing on the Representatives side of the building,
the work to be completed in twenty weeks. Eight
months later, on 14 September 1943, another
building firm, Messrs Simmie and Company of the
suburb of Kingston, signed a contract to build a
corresponding two-storey Wing on the Senate
side, the contract to be completed in 24 weeks.
Thus erected only a decade-and-a-half after the
opening of the provisional building, the Wings
provided an additional 48 offices, two attendants’
boxes and two toilets. Although care was taken to
ensure that the new Wings employed the same
architectural features as the rest of the building,

they now completely enclosed the two remaining
garden courtyards and erased the circular
driveways on each side. But quite apart from
these considerations, the additions created,
possibly inadvertently, a significant precedent,
in that for the first time they allowed some
parliamentarians other than Ministers the luxury
of having their own offices. This was far more the
case on the Senate side where, with its fewer
parliamentarians, the space problem had been
less acute and where there were now some spare
offices available for the use of private Senators.
Once established, the precedent stood as a model
of the kind of accommodation that each private
Member and Senator hoped would one day be
provided for them by the further expansion of
Parliament House.48
Aside from these major additions, a number of
other changes were effected during the war and
the immediately succeeding years. Thus, further
office space was created in the early 1940s by
using the verandahs fronting the garden
courtyards, and the Cabinet Room was altered in
1944 possibly to accommodate an expanded
Cabinet. In 1947, work was carried out under
King’s Hall and both chambers to provide greater
structural support, while steel trusses were put in
place over King’s Hall to give greater stability to
the roof and ceiling than had been given by the
oregon beams. The small post office was
removed from King’s Hall at this time, too.
One noteworthy change of the war period that led
to serious consequences for the building in the
early post-war years was the decision, based
either on a shortage of materials or on
ill-considered cost-cutting grounds, to discontinue
varnishing the building’s external woodwork.
Tests during the construction of the building and
in 1937 had shown that, whatever type of varnish
was used, it broke down on the external timber of
the Representatives side in eighteen months and

47 Memorandum, Serjeant-at-Arms to Clerk of the House of Representatives, 12 March 1940, House of Representatives [HReps] file 468/3.
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on the Senate side, which was exposed to the
westering sun, in a mere six months. With no
varnish coating applied to the external woodwork
for much of the war, it deteriorated badly in this
period. In 1949, moves were commenced to
protect and conceal the weathered external
timbers by painting them.49
Despite the welcome augmentation of office
space provided by alterations and the
construction of the two new Wings,
accommodation in the provisional building
remained at a premium. As early as February
1943, H.C. Barnard, the Member for Bass,
addressed a question to the Minister for Post War
Reconstruction, Ben Chifley, as to whether there
were any plans to erect a permanent
parliamentary building, in view of the shortage of
accommodation in the existing structure. Chifley
replied that the matter would be considered as
part of the program of post-war reconstruction.
Three years later, however, Harold Holt put a
similar question to him, pointing out that a new
building would be needed if a mooted increase in
the number of parliamentarians went ahead.
Responding, Chifley said that no decision had
been made and again promised that the matter
would be considered, this time by the Minister for
Works and Housing.50 In the end, no decision was
forthcoming and the whole question of a
permanent building was soon overtaken by the
march of events. The pressure on the Provisional
Parliament House now threatened to become
intolerable unless urgent steps were taken to
enlarge the building again.
The development which led to the enlargement
was a long-overdue decision to increase the
numbers of parliamentarians. When the
Commonwealth was first established in 1901,
the Constitution stipulated that the number of
parliamentarians would be determined on the

basis of a quota obtained by dividing the nation’s
population by twice the number of Senators; the
Constitution further laid down that the number of
Members should be as nearly as possible double
the number of Senators. By 1948, the nation’s
population had more than doubled since 1901
leading to a corresponding increase in the number
of people each Member was expected to
represent and a resultant growth in their
workload. To redress the situation, the number of
Senators was raised to sixty in 1948 and,
thereupon, the number of Members to 121, thus
giving a total number of parliamentarians of 181.51
This was in excess of the projected total number
of 168 that it was originally thought that the
provisional building would ever need to
accommodate in its fifty-year history. As it was,
additional space was required to cater for the
expansion of other activities associated with
Parliament, notably the work of the press gallery.
The electronic media, in particular, grew following
the commencement in July 1946 of direct radio
coverage of Question Time in Parliament by the
ABC.52 By April 1948, Chifley admitted that the
press was ‘very unhappily’ accommodated in
Parliament House.53
With much of the building already in the hands of
the executive and no plans to erect a permanent
building, there was now no choice but to expand
the existing structure. The solution adopted was
to add a third storey to each of the 1943 Wings
and extend them with three-storey right-angle
returns so that they joined each end of the diningrecreation block. As the Wings had never been
intended to support upper floors, their walls had
to be thickened and strengthened to bear the
extra load. The plans for the extensions were
drawn by D.G. Edward, an architect in the
Department of Works. On 14 July 1948, a contract
was let for the construction work to the builders,
John Grant and Sons of Martin Place, Sydney, with
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a finishing date of 31 March 1949; the plasterwork
was later undertaken by Hook Brothers of
Harrington Street, Sydney. A notable feature of
the additions was that the contractors were
constrained to use Australian timber, in this case
Queensland maple, for all joinery and timber
panelling.54

Aerial view from the North, circa 1948 showing completed
first generation Southeast and Southwest Wings.
Source: National Library of Australia.

Owing to various problems, work on the third
storey dragged on for a long time after the date of
completion initially stipulated for it, and the cost
blew out from the original budget estimate of
£45,000 to just over £140,000. When complete,
however, the extensions provided fifty additional
offices, two attendants’ boxes and four toilets,
and included extra space for the press gallery on
the upper floor next to the chambers. At the same
time, seating accommodation in the
Representatives and Senate chambers was
increased to provide respectively for up to 124
Members and sixty Senators. Substantial
additions and improvements were also made to
the facilities for parliamentarians and press
representatives in the dining-recreational block at

the rear of the original building, the old billiard
room being converted into a dining area.
Welcome and necessary as these changes were,
they still did not provide the majority of
parliamentarians with their own offices.55
Changes of the 1950s and 1960s
With the advent of the 1950s, the pressure for
accommodation space and other difficulties
continued to beset the Provisional Parliament
House. During 1950, the loggias on the northern
side of each garden court were filled in to create
more office space while, on the southern side of
the courtyards, the verandahs to the diningrecreation block were closed in with sliding glass
windows. In January of that year, too, an old
problem in the form of leaks from the roof
returned to bedevil the building. After heavy
rains during the month, leaks were discovered in
no fewer than sixteen rooms, most of them in the
Representatives Wing. The leaks were soon
traced to the faulty installation of flashing and,
after much to-ing and fro-ing, the problem was
fixed in April, but only temporarily. Further
troubles with the roof led in 1952 to the
construction of a metal roof over the Library,
a change that had the unfortunate side-effect of
covering the clerestory windows and thus
blocking off the natural light that used to enter
through them. Fears of water penetrating the
building by another means had also led to the
periodic painting of the exterior walls to prevent
moisture seeping through the external cement
rendering. By financial year 1950-51, this had
become such a burden that the Joint House
Department had to hire two extra full-time
painters to cope with the work. Meanwhile,
during the same twelve-month period, a new air
conditioning system was provided for both
chambers and for parts of the Library, and the
kitchen on the lower floor of the dining-recreation
block was overhauled and modernised.56
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Furniture Team who laid carpets and lino in the corridors
at Parliament House for the Department of Works
Furniture Section at Kingston between 1950—1951.
Photographer: Bob Kalivoda. Source: Bob Kalivoda, In the Picture Exhibition,
Old Parliament House Collection.

By the first half of the 1950s, the costs of
maintaining the building had risen to quite
substantial proportions. Partly because of
austerity measures necessitated by the war, these
costs had been kept down in the years 1941-46 to
around £3,000 per annum. But, in the first
financial year after the war, 1946-47, the
maintenance costs jumped to £12,617, more than
trebling the figure of the previous year. While this
amount to some extent represented a catch-up for
the low-spending on the building during the war,
the annual maintenance cost remained at around
this level for the next three years. Then, in
1950-51, the cost shot up again to a staggering
£37,420 - a twelvefold increase in five years!
For all but one of the ensuing five years, the figure
stayed at over £30,000.57 Expenditure of this
magnitude on simply maintaining what was after
all a provisional structure was a problem that
demanded action.
The costs of maintaining and continually altering
and adding to the building erupted into a major
issue in early 1954. Archie Cameron, who had
been elected Speaker of the House of
Representatives when the Menzies Government
took office in February 1950, was responsible for
the alterations, additions and repairs to the

Representatives side of the building. In February
1954, four years after he had become Speaker
and after much expenditure on the Provisional
Parliament House, Cameron was faced with a
budget estimate of over sixteen thousand pounds
to make yet further changes and repairs to the
building. For him, this was the final straw.
Perturbed by the ‘never-ending drain on public
funds’, Cameron arranged a meeting involving
himself, the Prime Minister, Menzies, the
Treasurer and the President of the Senate to
consider drawing up plans for a permanent
Parliament House. Though Menzies was
concerned about the continuing scale of the
expenditure on the provisional building, the
meeting decided that it would be quite improper
for any consideration to be given to the erection
of a permanent structure at that point in the
government’s life-cycle. It was agreed instead
that the matter should be dealt with as part of the
question of the development of Canberra as a
whole.58 The large expenditure continued and,
among other things in 1954-5, funded the
provision of additional office space for Hansard
staff following the introduction of a daily edition
of Hansard.59
The meeting organised by Cameron resulted in
1954 in the appointment of a Senate Select
Committee ‘to inquire into and report upon the
development of Canberra in relation to the
original plan and subsequent modifications ...’
The most important recommendation of the
committee was that a commission be set up to
plan the development of Canberra and carry out a
coordinated program of works; this led later, in
1957, to the establishment of the National Capital
Development Commission. But, accompanying
the committee’s report, the new Speaker and the
President of the Senate put forward a
recommendation that an early start should be
made on plans to erect a permanent Parliament
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House. These calls were incorporated in a report
entitled ‘The Case for a Permanent Building’
which was issued by the Secretary of the Joint
House Department in September 1956.
Highlighting the accommodation problems in the
provisional building and ‘the high and ever
increasing costs’ of maintaining it, this report
observed:
While the existing accommodation may enable
the Parliament to function with reasonable
efficiency it must be assumed that the time is
not far distant when it must be considered
uneconomic and impractical to continue with
the policy of adding to the building further
extensions or the provision of makeshift
accommodation within the building.60
The initiatives of the middle 1950s appeared to
hold out some promise that the Government
would soon embark on a program to design and
build a permanent Parliament House. Even
though the process would be a lengthy one, the
heightened expectation of a start on the project
implied that maintenance works would be carried
out on the old building, but that further additions
to the structure would be unlikely. Thus, in 1956,
a major five-year program was instituted to
replace the electrical wiring in the whole building
as the old wiring had by now deteriorated to such
an extent that it constituted a fire risk. In the
course of this program, a new IBM clock system
was installed in the building in 1958 and the
paging system was also upgraded. Over the same
period, the parquetry flooring of King’s Hall had to
be continually patched because of wear and, at
the end of the decade, it was in such a condition
that it had to be completely replaced. In 1958, a
new roof was put on the building in an attempt to
fix once and for all the interminable leakage
problem, and the Library was extended to its rear
by the construction of an infill section between
the two 1938 Wings.61

Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, accompanied by the
Prime Minister Robert Menzies attends a function in
King’s Hall in 1958.
Source: National Archives of Australia.

The release in May 1958 of the report of Sir
William Holford, a leading British town planner
who had been commissioned by the Government
to give his expert opinion on the future
development of Canberra, reinforced the feeling
that work would soon commence on the
permanent Parliament House. Somewhat critical
of Griffin’s plan, Holford recommended that the
permanent building should be erected astride the
Land Axis on the southern shore of the proposed
lake where it would become the whole focus of
that axis. In the light of the report, many private
Members and Senators began to assume that the
day was not far distant when they would be
vacating the old building in favour of a new one,
and that they could thus afford to put on hold
their long-held aspirations for their own private
offices. In the meantime, however,
accommodation problems in the provisional
building remained as acute as ever. Thirty-two
Members had to be accommodated on the Senate
side of the building in the late 1950s, but even so
Tom Uren later recalled that conditions were so
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cramped in the building at this time that he, Frank
Crean, Jim Cairns and Gordon Bryant were forced
to share a single room. The critical shortage of
space particularly affected working conditions for
press representatives whose numbers had risen
to around 75, roughly triple the original figure.62
For his part, Frank Green, who had recently retired
after long service as the Clerk of the House, was
in no doubt as to the cause of the problem and its
solution. He considered that the provisional
building was in every way suitable for Parliament
and that, instead of the Government embarking on
a project to construct a new permanent
Parliament House ...
... Ministers be told to arrange for their offices
and secretaries elsewhere, the National
Library staff and books be removed, and
newspaper proprietors find private offices for
their representatives.
As Green was further quoted:
‘No other country outside the Iron Curtain
would tolerate such a situation in which
ministers and their personal staffs occupied
suites of offices in the Parliament building,’
he snapped.63
In one respect, Green’s complaints were
addressed when the National Library Act of 1960
separated the National Library from the
Parliamentary Library. While the National Library’s
collections were at that time scattered in
temporary accommodation in Canberra and
Queanbeyan, the separation of the two bodies
indicated that it would not be long before all of
the Library’s materials and staff would depart the
provisional building. But, otherwise, the
executive in particular was too well entrenched in
the building for there to be any chance of Green’s
drastic proposals to become a reality. In fact,
soon afterwards, the continuing pressure on

accommodation and lack of progress on any plans
to erect a permanent Parliament House led to a
major extension on the House of Representatives
side of the provisional building. As there were
approximately twice the number of Members as
there were Senators, accommodation was in much
shorter supply on the Representatives than on the
Senate side, notwithstanding the fact that some
twenty Members occupied offices on the Senate
side. Erected in 1965, the new extension stood
east of the 1943 Wing and, with it, totally enclosed
another smaller garden area which
simultaneously acted as a lightwell. The
extension added another 70 rooms to the
building, bringing the number up to a total of 520.
With the addition of these rooms, all Members
could now be accommodated on the
Representatives side of Provisional Parliament
House. As well, one Minister was housed on this
side, probably in the original part of building, and
by 1968 the number of Ministers accommodated
on this side had risen to three. One highly
significant feature of the 1965 extension was that
the building now became for the first time an
asymmetrical structure. As such, it created a
simple expedient for further extending the
building at the expense of making an early
decision on the erection of a permanent
Parliament House. This expedient was to restore
the symmetry of the structure by adding a
corresponding extension to the Senate side of the
building. The year 1965 also saw the erection of
an additional sporting amenity for
parliamentarians in the shape of two squash
courts which were built adjacent to the tennis
courts. The provision of these courts was a small
indication perhaps that Members and Senators
expected to remain in residence at the provisional
building for some time to come yet.64
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Typing Staff at the South East Asia Treaty Organisation
Conference 1966 or 1967. Working on “Justowriters” (the
first computer operated copysetting machines, which
were typewriter sized machines and were a beginning to
wordprocessing). It was the first Conference where all
delegates were presented with a verbatim report of the
Conference as they departed.
Source: Janet Pearson, In the Picture Exhibition, Old Parliament House Collection.

Changes of the 1970s and 1980s
In August 1967, the President of the Senate,
Sir Alistair McMullin approached Prime Minister
Holt in regard to the accommodation difficulties
on the Senate side of old Parliament House and
the additional space he needed to overcome
them. With similar representations coming from
the Speaker of the House, the matter was referred
to the Department of Works and to the National
Capital Development Commission (NCDC).
In March 1968, the NCDC presented a report
outlining seven options for adding further office
accommodation to the Provisional Parliament
House. After a delay of nearly two years,
a selection was made of one of the options and in
the latter half of 1970 tenders were called for the
erection of the additions. The choice of option
was to a large, but not overwhelming, extent
based on a desire to reinstate a symmetrical plan
for the building; considerations of cost and of

securing as much extra space as possible for the
money to be outlaid were other important
considerations. The chosen option provided for
the construction of small extensions to the front
east and west corners of the building, new offices
on the roof and a Wing on the Senate side to
match the Wing erected on the Representatives
side in 1965. Construction of the Senate (or
southwest) Wing was to take place first so that
the Prime Minister, his staff and the Cabinet Room
could be temporarily located in this Wing while
modifications were carried out to the existing
Prime Ministerial suite and Cabinet Room in the
front eastern section of the building. The contract
for the work, amounting to $2.2 million, was
awarded to Citra Australia.65
By the time the contract was let, the
accommodation shortage in the building had
become quite acute. The dire shortage was due in
part to important developments in parliamentary
practice. In mid-1970, partly on the initiative of
Senator Lionel Murphy, a new system of Senate
Standing Committees was introduced. This
innovation, which saw seven committees in
operation by October 1971, produced a demand
for extra committee meeting rooms and more
spacious office accommodation for Senators so
that they could store the greater quantity of
papers they now had to deal with.66 But office
space was in any event already extremely hard to
come by. As at 15 April 1970, Members were using
for their offices 39 single rooms, 23 double rooms
and four triple rooms, while Senators were using
22 single and thirteen double rooms.
To accommodate them properly, an additional 44
single offices were required, 31 for Members and
thirteen for Senators.67 So great had the demand
for office space become that, after the 1969
federal election, the Serjeant-at-Arms, desperately
searching for accommodation for some of the
newly-elected parliamentarians,
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...took one MP to a tiny space used as a
cleaning cupboard, lifted out a couple of
brooms and asked the wide-eyed rookie if it
would suffice. It did.68
But even while the additions were being built, it
was recognised that they were no more than a
stopgap measure and that they would still not
provide enough office accommodation for the
occupants of the building, notably the
Parliamentary Departments and staff. There
would, in particular, be insufficient space for the
Parliamentary Library and staff of the legislative
research service. They were being ‘inexorably
squeezed out of Parliament House altogether’ and
were accordingly seeking accommodation in other
buildings near the House.69 Thus, despite the
plans to extend the building once again, it was
clear that its effective life as the nation’s
Parliament House could not be sustained much
longer. Employing a colourful phrase to
emphasise the imminence of this event, Sir John
Overall, Chairman of the NCDC, likened the old
building to ‘a battleship with its guts worn out.’
Further, he and others advocated that the
provisional building should be demolished once it
had ceased its function as the nation’s
legislature.70
Yet there was still no concrete progress on plans
to build the permanent Parliament House.
Despite the abandonment in October 1968 of the
lakeside site that Holford had favoured for the
building, deep divisions existed among
parliamentarians and the Parliamentary
Departments as to an alternative location for it.
The competing sites were Camp Hill and Capital
(formerly Kurrajong) Hill. In 1970, the Joint Select
Committee for the New and Permanent Parliament
House pressed for work to commence on the
permanent building but, with no agreement as to
where it was to be erected, no commencement

was possible. For the time being at least, the
worn-out battleship would have to remain in
commission.71
The construction of the new senate Wing, as well
as the extensions to the roof areas, was
completed by September 1972, though time was
still needed to fit out and furnish the additions.
Meanwhile, in early 1971, the Gorton Government,
for reasons of economy, had deferred work on the
front east and front west extensions. However,
this decision was reversed by the McMahon
Government and work subsequently commenced
on the front west and east sections in May and
December 1972 respectively. When completed,
the new southwest Wing provided an additional
13,300 square feet of floor space, excluding areas
taken up by corridors, stairs, lifts, ducts and
public facilities. Coupled with the additions to the
roof and the front of the building, these
extensions brought the total floor space of the
building to almost three times its original size,
while the number of rooms was increased to
640.72
The temporary office accommodation for the
Prime Minister, his staff and the Cabinet Room in
the extreme southwest corner of the southwest
Wing was completed and handed over for use on
5 December 1972. On the main floor, these
comprised rooms M144 to M156 inclusive, and on
the lower floor rooms L43, L44, L172, L173 and
L174. It was into these areas that the Whitlam
Government moved on its election in December
1972 and from where Whitlam and his deputy,
Lance Barnard, ran the country as a two-man
ministry in the first two weeks of the new
government. One of the problems with the
location of the Prime Minister’s office in this part
of the building, however, was that it was as far
away as it was possible to get from the House of
Representatives Chamber. When the division bells
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were rung, it thus allowed Prime Minister Whitlam
very little time to make his way to the Chamber for
the division. Perhaps fortunately, this
arrangement came to an end in August 1973 when
Whitlam, his staff and the Cabinet Room were
able to take up residence in the remodelled
offices in the eastern front section of the building,
including the new northeast Wing.73

was virtually non-existent. This created an
excessively stale and stifling atmosphere in the
Wing, especially when the heat of the summer sun
beat on the exterior walls. Matters were not
helped by the numbers of parliamentarians and
staff who smoked inside the building in those
days. From quite soon after the Wing was built,
there were frequent complaints from the Wing’s
occupants about the stifling and uncomfortable
working conditions, and requests to do something
about it. Cut off from the fresh air outside, some
occupants took comfort in being able to look out
on the garden in the internal courtyard.
Desperate for some fresh air, another resident of
the Wing, Senator Rosemary Crowley, worried
away with a key at a small crack in the frame of
her window in Room M167 to expand the gap and
let some cool air in from outside.75

The Third Whitlam Ministry 12 June 1974 to 11 November
1975 in the new Cabinet Room.

Another aspect of the Wing that mirrored the
situation in the building as a whole was the
intimacy of working conditions of
parliamentarians, executive and parliamentary
staff, and journalists. The poky rooms and narrow
corridors did not lend themselves to privacy or the
concealment of major political developments,
such as intrigues and conspiracies against party
leaders. Because of the closeness of the
conditions under which people had to work, it was
easy to detect a rising tension in the atmosphere
that betokened that something big was afoot.
This is a feature that is reputedly lacking in the
new Parliament House. Thus, cramped though
the conditions were in the provisional building,
they contributed to the hothouse political
environment of the place.

Source: National Archives of Australia.

Following the vacation of the temporary Prime
Minister’s suite and Cabinet Room, this series of
rooms was refurbished, mainly as ministerial
suites for Senators D. McClelland (M152), J.L.
Cavanagh (M153) and K.S. Wriedt (M154). Most of
the other rooms on the main floor level were used
as offices for Senators, as were the offices in the
front half of the lower floor. The rooms in the
back half of this floor level were occupied by Joint
House Department staff, with the Secretary of this
department housed in the office in the extreme
southwest corner. The upper floor was reserved
for Hansard staff, transcribers working in booths
specially built for their use.74
For people working in the new Wing, there was
one great drawback. Circulation of air in the
narrow corridors and small offices was severely
limited, while entry of fresh air from the outside

The southwest Wing was also the site of an event
associated with one of the most notorious
intrigues of Commonwealth Parliament. This was
the famous, or infamous, ‘Night of the Long
Prawn’, an Opposition ploy to thwart a rather
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disreputable manoeuvre by the Labor Government
to try to ensure that a half-Senate election due in
May 1974 delivered it a majority in the Senate.
Senator Vince Gair, a DLP Senator from
Queensland, had made the Government aware
that, if he were offered a diplomatic post
overseas, he would resign as a Senator. This
suited Labor’s political purposes admirably as
Gair’s resignation would create an additional
casual vacancy to go with the five scheduled
Senate vacancies in Queensland. With six Senate
positions to be filled in the state, Labor would
stand a very good chance of winning three of
them and thus securing a majority in the Senate.
The plot miscarried when word leaked out to the
press on 2 April 1974 and the Opposition parties
immediately set about upsetting Labor’s plan.
On discovering that Gair had not yet resigned
from the Senate, senior Opposition
parliamentarians persuaded the Premier of
Queensland, Jo Bjelke-Petersen, to issue writs
that same night for the election of only five
Senators from his state. This meant that no
election could take place in May for the vacancy
that would by left by Gair’s departure. To make
sure that Gair did not resign before BjelkePetersen issued the writs, Senator Maunsell
treated him to prawns and beer in his room, M161.
The ruse worked and the writs were issued before
Gair submitted his resignation. Ultimately, the
failure of the plot prompted Prime Minister
Whitlam to call a double dissolution election at
which, however, Labor was still unable to win a
majority in the Senate.76
By the mid-1970s, it was clear that the
construction of a new, more spacious and
permanent home for Commonwealth Parliament
could not be delayed much longer. In 1974, the
long-debated question of a site for the building
was finally settled in favour of Capital Hill, the one
that Murdoch had recommended back in the early

1920s, and the following year the Labor
Government appointed a new Joint Standing
Committee on the New and Permanent Parliament
House. Revived as a more effective body by the
Fraser Government in 1976, the committee
produced a series of reports in which it argued
strongly for work to begin on the project.
Somewhat reluctant at first, the Government
eventually bit the bullet on 21 November 1978
when Cabinet decided to proceed with the project,
the new building to be completed in 1988, the
bicentennial year of European settlement.
To choose a design for the building, a two-stage
international design competition was inaugurated
in April 1979 and the winning design - that
submitted by the New York architectural firm of
Mitchell, Giurgola and Thorp - was announced in
June 1980. Prime Minister Fraser turned the first
sod for the new building on 18 September 1980
and his successor, Bob Hawke, laid the foundation
stone on 4 October 1983.77

Prime Minister Bob Hawke and Paul Keating in the
Prime Minister’s Suite, 1988.
Photographer: Robert McFarlane. Source: Department of the House of Representatives.

With the prospect of moving to a new building
now in sight, there was little to be done in the old
building but make do with the existing conditions.
The shortage of accommodation and resulting
working conditions in the provisional building
were by now almost unbearable. In July 1983,
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it was reported that some 3,000 people were now
employed at Provisional Parliament House, but
that fully 1,800 of these had to be accommodated
in various former hostels and other ‘inappropriate’
buildings nearby. A few years later, the number of
press representatives and their technical support
staff approached a figure of 300, about twelve
times the number it had been when the building
opened in 1927. In 1984, in what looks like a
last-ditch effort to squeeze some extra office
space out of the building, the two verandahs at
the front were closed in. At about this time, too,
a temporary annex was erected in the House of
Representatives gardens to provide some
overflow office accommodation. Further pressure
was placed on the building at this time by a major
increase in the numbers of parliamentarians to
224, consisting of 148 Members and 76 Senators.
Conditions became so cramped that it began to
seriously hinder work in Provisional Parliament
House. According to Senator John Button, trying
to get work done in the place was ‘like trying to
get hydro-electric power out of a garden hose.’78
Describing the working conditions in Parliament
House some years earlier, Button had told how,
... Members work in small crowded rooms
painted in Education Department cream and
furnished with uniform carpets, railway station
furniture, a tramways clock, and an elaborately
complex system of division bells designed one
suspects by Thomas Edison ...
... Apart from cramped physical conditions a
member is constantly subject to the hazards of
air and noise pollution - the former from a
ferocious central heating system which dries
the throat and saps the energy (one suspects a
hidden malevolent hand), and the latter from
the ubiquitous division bells. In my own case
relief from the central heating is provided only
by a heavy shower of rain, which pours

through the roof of my office, necessitating the
removal of books and papers and their
replacement by buckets.79
In 1988, parliamentarians and Parliamentary staff
vacated the provisional building after 61 years’
occupation and moved to their new home on
Capital Hill. The old place left its mark on the new
structure, however, as from the outset - and
despite its name - the 1988 building was designed
as a home for both Parliament and the executive.
While it had at one time been under serious threat
of demolition, the argument for retaining the
Provisional Parliament House had been taken up
the Australian Heritage Commission and other
organisations and individuals in the mid- to late
1970s. This argument had prevailed and the
heritage significance of the building had achieved
national recognition when it was entered in the
Register of the National Estate. Though safe from
demolition, there was a large question over what
to do with it after the departure of Commonwealth
Parliament and the parliamentarians. In the past,
suggestions had been floated that it could be
used as a conference centre or even a casino.
But, following the departure of Parliament, the
building remained vacant for some time until
pressure from such bodies as the Australian
Council of National Trusts persuaded the
Government to restore and re-use it. Thus, from
1992 onward, the building became the host for
new uses and users, notably exhibitions of the
National Museum of Australia, the National
Portrait Gallery, the Council for the Centenary of
Federation and the National Trust shop (in Mick
Young’s former office). Overwhelmingly, the
majority of these new uses were associated with
the Government or national bodies and, as such,
they in general continue and accord with the
original vision that Griffin had buildings located
within his Parliamentary Triangle.80
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Old Parliament House Chronology

01 Jan 1901

The Australian colonies
federate to form the
Commonwealth of Australia.

--- Oct 1908

Canberra is chosen as the
site for the seat of
Commonwealth Government.

01 Jan 1911

The Federal Capital Territory
comes into being.

--- --- 1911

23 May 1912

12 Mar 1913

The Commonwealth
Government announces a
design competition for the
federal capital.
The entry submitted to the
design competition by the
Chicago architect, Walter
Burley Griffin, is chosen as
the winning design for the
federal capital. Griffin’s plans
show the parliament building
standing astride his Land
Axis within the Government
Group of buildings.
At a major official ceremony,
the federal capital is officially
named Canberra and the
foundation stones of the
commencement column for
the building of the city are laid.

Murdoch’s first plan for the layout of the lower floor,
submitted in 1922. By structuring the design according to
an axial grid, Murdoch allowed the building to reflect
parliamentary hierarchy. This is particularly evident in the
size and position of King’s Hall and the Chambers, and the
suites of the four key office holders - Prime Minister,
Speaker, President of the Senate and Leader of the
Government in the Senate.
Source: National Archives of Australia.

--- Jun 1914

The Government announces a design competition for a permanent Parliament House
for Canberra.

25 Sep 1914

Because of the war, the Government defers the design competition for the
Parliament building.

--- Aug 1916

The design competition for a permanent Parliament House is revived.

24 Nov 1916

The Government postpones indefinitely the Parliament House deign competition.

--- Mar 1920

The Minister for Home and Territories refers inter alia the question of building
a parliament house in Canberra to Federal Capital Advisory Committee.
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--- Jul 1921

Mar–Apr 1923

Under the chairmanship of Sir John Sulman, the Federal Capital Advisory Committee
recommends the building of a provisional parliament house, to last for about fifty
years, on the northern slope of Camp Hill.
The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works considers the question of
the construction of a provisional parliament house, conducting a lengthy series of
hearings and examining draft plans submitted by John Smith Murdoch, Chief
Architect of the Department of Works and Railways.

12 Jul 1923

Handing down its report, the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works
recommends either that the nucleus of the permanent parliament house be erected
on Camp Hill or that a provisional structure be built on the northern slope of the hill.

26 Jul 1923

The Government decides to proceed with the erection of a provisional parliament
house on the northern slope of Camp Hill.

28 Aug 1923

Work commences on the construction of the provisional building, with the Minister
for Works and Railways, P.G. Stewart, turning the first sod.

09 May 1927

The Duke of York officially
opens the Provisional
Parliament House.

--- --- 1928

Felt is laid over the rubber
flooring in both legislative
Chambers in an effort to
improve their acoustic
properties.

--- --- 1929

Green carpet is laid in the
House of Representatives
Chamber.

Front of Parliament House on 7 May 1927.
Photographer: Spencer Moon. Source: Melisande Poyitt, In the Picture Exhibition,
Old Parliament House Collection.

--- --- 1929

After heavy leaking after rain,
extensive repairs are carried out to the roof.

--- --- 1932

The Lyons Government abandons the main Cabinet Room in West Block and
thenceforward holds Cabinet meetings in what had been the back-up Cabinet Room
in Parliament House. The move is the first important sign of the executive invading
the proper sphere of the legislature.

--- --- 1933

The long-delayed work on the ornamental pool in front of the building is completed.

Early 1935

The Librarian’s office is extended to provide office space for the renegade Lang Labor
group of five Members.

--- --- 1936

Red carpet is laid in the Senate Chamber.

---Dec 1937
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In response to vociferous complaints from Members and Senators, the Chief
Architect of the Department of the Interior, Edwin Henderson, submits a proposal for
a two-storey Wing to be erected on the outer side of the garden courtyard on the
House of Representatives side of the building.

--- --- 1938

A double-storey extension is added to the rear of the Library, projecting into the
garden courtyard to the south. Additional office space for the building is obtained
by enclosing the verandahs on the northern side of each garden court, subdividing
some of the larger rooms, and converting two visitors’ rooms, four small corridors
and a toilet into office space.

---Mar 1939

Heavy rains flood out the southern part of the main building, necessitating the
re-decoration of the Cabinet Room , some Ministers’ offices and some rooms on the
lower floor.

--- --- 1939

Five additional offices and a common room are built for the press on the upper floor
of the Representatives side of the building.

--- --- 1943

A two-storey Wing is built on the outer side of the garden courtyard on the
Representatives side of the building.

1943–44

A corresponding two-storey Wing is built on the outer side of the garden courtyard
on the Senate side.

--- --- 1944

Alterations are made to the Cabinet Room.

--- --- 1946

The ABC commences direct radio coverage of question time in Parliament and
broadcasting booths are installed in both Chambers.

--- --- 1946

A second bar for Parliament House staff and press representatives was provided.

--- --- 1947

Additional structural support is provided under King’s Hall and both legislative
Chambers. Steel trusses are put in place over King’s Hall to give greater stability to
the roof and ceiling.

--- --- 1947

The Billiard Room in the dining-recreation block is converted for dining purposes.

--- --- 1948

The Post Office is removed from King’s Hall.

--- --- 1948

The number of Members is increased to 121 and the number of Senators to 60,
placing much additional pressure on accommodation in the building.

1948–49

--- ---1950

1950–51

As a result of the increased pressure on accommodation, a third storey is added to
each of the 1943 Wings, as well as three-storey right-angle returns to join each end
of the dining-recreation block. In the dining-recreation block, the Members’ bar is
enlarged and there are added a dining room for staff and press, a private dining
room and another billiard room.
The loggias on the northern side of each garden court are filled in to create more
office space. On the southern side of the courtyards, the verandahs of the diningrecreation block are closed in with glass. Another seven rooms for the press are
added on the House of Representatives side of the building.
A new air conditioning system is provided for both Chambers and part of the Library.
The kitchen in the dining-recreation block is renovated and supplied with more
modern equipment.
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--- ---1952
1954–55

Additional accommodation is provided for the staff of Hansard.

--- ---1956

A five-year maintenance program is put in place for the building.

--- --- 1957

The National Capital Development Commission is established.

--- ---1958

The Library is extended southward, infilling the space between the two Wings of the
1938 extension. A new roof is also put on the building to try to solve once and for all
the problem with leakage.

--- ---1958

The electrical wiring is renewed throughout the building.

--- ---1959

Owing to severe wear, the parquetry floor has to be re-laid in King’s Hall.

--- ---1960

The National Library Act separates the National Library from the Parliamentary
Library.

--- ---1965

A three-storey extension is added on the Representatives side of the building.
East of the 1943 Wing, it encloses a small garden area which doubles as a lightwell.

--- ---1965

Two squash courts are constructed near the tennis courts in the House of
Representatives gardens.

C. 1970
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A metal roof is put in place over the Library, blocking the clerestory windows.

A small extension is made to the rear of the Library to provide extra reading room
space.

1971–72

A three-storey extension is built on the Senate side of the building to match the 1965
extension on the Representatives side. New offices are also constructed on the roof.

1972–73

Extensions are made to the
front west and east sections of
the building. This work
includes on the west a new
President of the Senate’s suite
and new meeting rooms
on the lower floor, and on the
east a new suite for the Prime
Minister and his staff.

--- --- 1978

The front entrance is
remodelled, providing a public
entrance beneath the front
stairs.

Demolition work in the Northeast corner for extensions, 1973.
Source: Canberra Times Photo Archive.

21 Nov 1978

Federal Cabinet decides to proceed with the construction of a new and permanent
parliament house on Capital Hill.

--- Apr 1979

A design competition for the new permanent parliament house is launched.

--- Jun 1980

The winning design for the new permanent parliament house is announced.

18 Sep 1980

Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser turns the first sod for work to commence on the
permanent Parliament House.

04 Oct 1983

The foundation stone for the permanent Parliament House is laid by Prime
Minister Hawke.

--- --- 1984

The number of Members is increased to 148 and the number of Senators to 76.

--- --- 1984

Two verandahs at the front of the provisional building are enclosed to provide extra
office space.

--- --- 1985

Bowing to pressure on accommodation space in the building, an annex is built in the
House of Representatives gardens.

--- --- 1988

Parliament, parliamentarians and Parliamentary staff vacate the Provisional
Parliament House and move to the permanent building on Capital Hill. Australian
Estate Management took over management of the building.

--- --- 1992

The building becomes the host for exhibitions of the National Museum of Australia
and for the National Portrait Gallery.

--- Jul 1996

Department of Communication and the Arts takes over management of the building.

--- --- 1997

Introduction of new single management structure for Old Parliament House
integrating the National Portrait Gallery. Establishment of the Old Parliament House
Governing Council and National Portrait Gallery Board. Expansion of Gallery.

--- --- 1998

Department becomes the Department of Communications, Information Technology
and the Arts.

Movable Items
As chief architect for Provisional Parliament
House, John Smith Murdoch also had the
responsibility for the design of the interior.
Murdoch’s early formal architectural training in
Scotland would have been influenced by the
stirrings of the revolt against the excesses of the
Industrial Age and the emergence of a new ‘arts
and crafts’ order which sought to simplify the link
between form and function. Concurrent with this
notion was the idea that the expression of interior
design should be integral to the architecture. It
comes therefore as no surprise that Murdoch took
his responsibility for the fit out with the same
degree of dedication as he did with the exterior.
Murdoch’s concept for the interior embellishment
of Provisional Parliament House and for the

furniture and furnishings did not adopt an overtly
nationalistic style. It might have been expected
that this new building could have become a
vehicle for the expression of an outpouring of
Australian sentimentality. Apart from the
inclusion of the official insignia of the Australian
coat of arms into the exterior and its subdued
inclusion as carved wood, etched glass and
bronze mouldings on door furniture, there is little
in the way of nationalistic ornamentation. Rather,
Murdoch’s building adopts an international style
and his simple unified approach to the design of
the building itself eventually becomes a
distinctive symbol of nationhood.
The style which Murdoch developed for the
interior and the furnishing clearly follows the
dictum of his exterior philosophy for Provisional
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Parliament House. The stripped classical style
became the underlying influence not only for the
interior spaces, but for the design of the furniture
and fittings. Together, he created a successful
marriage between classical simplicity, hierarchical
order, spatial unity and proportion, and new
technology and utility.
It was therefore with some consternation that he
received news in August 1925 that the gift to the
new Australian Parliament from the Empire
Parliamentary Association was to be a replica of
the Speaker’s Chair from the British House of
Commons at Westminster. Designed by A.W.N
Pugin, the original Speaker’s Chair was an
elaborate canopied ceremonial chair built in
Gothic style. Murdoch appreciated the symbolic
ties between Australia and England which the
chair represented, but he abhorred the idea of the
introduction of such a strong visual element into
his building. In a letter to W A Gale, the Honorary
Secretary of the Australian Branch of the Empire
Parliamentary Association he wrote of his concern
that the Gothic design ‘is harmonious with the
architecture of the House of Commons, ...[but] out
of keeping with the simple severe free
Renaissance character of the Canberra building.81
The Chair features intricate carved heraldic panels
and is crafted from English oak roofing timber
from Westminster Hall and Nelson’s flagship, HMS
Victory, which saw service in the Battle of
Trafalgar in 1805. Despite his protests, the Chair,
later itself reproduced for the British Parliament
as a replacement for their one destroyed during
World War II, was installed in the House of
Representatives Chamber in time for the opening
of Provisional Parliament House. Today, it is the
single most important item of furniture in the
building.
Some of the interior plastered walls were painted
in off-white and light beige and devoid of

ornamentation. This created a dramatic contrast
in areas where natural timber was introduced as
an interior feature as wall panelling in the
Chambers or prominent offices, or timber flooring
in King’s Hall, and in rooms where free standing
furniture was the major element. Rooms were
bathed in natural light and artificial light was
concealed in restrained fittings.

The Government Party Room in 1927 featuring Murdoch
designed furniture.
Photographer: William Mildenhall. Source: Mildenhall Collection, National Archives of Australia.

Further discretion was achieved by the use of
subdued floor coverings, and metal finishes were
either painted white or crafted in a dull antique
bronze finish. The major use of colour in
Provisional Parliament House was restricted to
three hues - red, the colour for upholstery in the
Senate, green for the House of Representatives,
and blue for former Prime Minister’s Suite and the
Parliamentary Library.
While Murdoch undertook the overall design
responsibility, the day to day issues relating to
furniture design were handled by H M Rolland,
an architect with the Federal Capital Commission,
previously Works Director with the Department of
Works and Railways in Canberra. A Furniture
Officer, L. H. Taylor, was employed to handle the
administrative matters and draft the designs,
assisted by J. D. McColl. Staff in the Department

81 S Murdoch to WA Gale, Empire Parliamentary Association, 5 August, 1925, A292/1,2737C, NAA
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of Works and Railways in Melbourne were also
responsible for the preparation of plans and
drawings.82

Front door featuring the Australian Coat of Arms on the
door handle with a view up King’s Hall steps, 2004.
Source: Auspic Old Parliament House Collection.

Considerable research was undertaken in the
formulation of the furniture requirements for
Provisional Parliament House. Close and careful
examination of the furniture in both the Victorian
State Parliament House and Parliament House in
Adelaide was made to determine the success of
features, particularly in relation to style and
comfort.83 Detailed lists were drawn up of items
that were available from Melbourne and could
fulfil requirements in the new building. What
could not be met from existing resources was
then specifically designed to fulfil each function.
To what extent furniture offers from other
possible sources were canvassed remains unclear.
The only recorded acquisition for Provisional
Parliament House, other than the two
international gifts of ceremonial furniture (the
Speaker’s Chair in the House of Representatives
and the President’s Chair in the Senate) was the
Admiral’s table. The then Speaker, Sir Littleton
Groom accepted the offer of a mess table from
the Admiral’s suite from the battlecruiser HMAS
Australia, the former flagship of the Australian

fleet which was scuttled off Sydney Heads in
1924.84
The furniture designed for Provisional Parliament
House is simple and utilitarian. Designs have no
political boundaries yet each item conforms to a
hierarchical system, based on the significance of
the space it was to occupy and its functional
requirements. Within each category of item, be it
desk, chair, table or sideboard, uniformity of
design created a consistent ‘Parliamentary’ style.
Each item of new furniture was detailed in a
working drawing, which was then traced and
reproduced as a blueprint. At the final stage, the
drawing was examined and checked within the
office of the Architects Department of the Federal
Capital Commission. Detailed specifications for
the manufacture of each category of items were
then prepared for quotation. For example, the
contract requirement for Drawing No Fb 148, a
Small Chair for the Dining Block called for the
chair to be ‘to design and details shown and of
timber specified in the schedule [maple]’.85

Fine lattice work which echoes the architectural details of
the building forms the base for this octagonal table in the
Parliamentary Library.
Photographer: William Mildenhall.
Source: Mildenhall Collection, National Archives of Australia.

82 General correspondence CRS 6270/1 item E2/28/1152
83 Memorandum, J S Murdoch to the Secretary, Federal Capital Commission, 26 September 1927 CRS A6270 (A670/1), item E2/26/587
84 Memorandum, Secretary, Federal Capital Commission to the Right Honourable Minister for Home and Territories, 15 February, 1926, CRS A6270 (A670/1),

item E2/26/587
85 Specification of Furniture for Dining Block, Federal Parliament House, Canberra. Contract No 2, Section C. CRS A292/1, item C2202 Part 1.
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A9 Other places that have similar
characteristics.
Throughout Australia, each of the states has had
their parliamentary buildings listed on the
Register of the National Estate. Of these, the only
such state parliament building to be an indicative
place on the National Heritage List is the South
Australian Old and New Parliament House, North
Terrace, Adelaide. This Adelaide pair of buildings
has been nominated due to their symbolic link to
women’s suffrage in Australia. This is
undoubtedly a significant event in the political
development of Australia’s identity. However,
Old Parliament House is where the first female
federal MPs and Senators served.

flooring ribs for the dome and light fittings. The
furniture and fittings boast a striking resemblance
to the John Smith Murdoch designs.
On an international scale, a comparison can be
made with the centre of parliament for New
Zealand the Parliament House in Wellington. New
Zealand’s Register of Historic Places lists this
building as a Category I Historic Place. This listing
acknowledges the ‘outstanding’ historical and
cultural heritage significance and value of the
Parliament House to the nation.

In Melbourne, the Royal Exhibition Building and
Carlton Gardens (now on the World Heritage List
and the National Heritage List), was the venue for
the grand opening of the first Australian
Parliament in 1901. The building has outstanding
national historic value for its role in the defining
event of Federation as it is the place where the
nation’s first Parliament was commissioned and
sworn in, on 9 May 1901. However, it is not where
federal parliament sat and does not reflect the
unique nature of a parliamentary building.
Parliament House, Wellington, New Zealand.

The current Parliament House and the previous
temporary home of Australian government, the
Victorian Parliament House, each carry their own
significance for the period in which they operated.
These significances are contingent on periods of
history and do not detract in any way from the
significance of Old Parliament House. Old
Parliament House was the first purpose built
national parliamentary building and the historical
centre of Parliament for the period 1927 to 1988.
Structurally and aesthetically a parallel can be
drawn with the Australian Forestry School,
Yarralumla, ACT. This building, completed in
March 1927, was designed by J.H. Kirkpatrick and,
like Old Parliament House is an example of the
Inter War Stripped Classical style of architecture.
Central to the building is a magnificent domed hall
which features the use of well crafted timbers
from various States of Australia in paneling,
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Photographer: Peter Sundstrom.

Old Parliament House, Canberra, as the
geographical and intellectual centre of political
development for the whole of the nation from
1927 to 1988, was the stage for numerous events
and decisions of equal or greater importance, that
have moulded Australia’s cultural identity. Some
examples include: involvement in World War II;
the rapid legislative changes of the Whitlam
government and its undoing; the highest ever Yes
vote for a Federal referendum removing phrases
from the Australian Constitution discriminating
against Indigenous people and; the first women in
Parliament. Old Parliament House with all its
furnishings and fittings has been firmly
entrenched in the psyche of the nation as the
exemplary emblem of Australia’s political history.
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Source: Mildenhall Collection 669, National Archives of Australia.

Oral Histories

7th November 1995

Mr Fred Johnston

Employed at the time of the building of Old Parliament
House. 1924 worked in store room that was later the garage.
Responsible for looking after the fixtures and fittings and
signing out to the workmen on the building site

25th March 1996

Mr W H ‘Hec’ McMillan MBE

Worked at Old Parliament House 1939-1954 Joint House
Dept as Clerk (1939 – 1946). Accountant and Asst Reporter
Hansard 1946-1954

25th March 1996

Miss Hazel Craig CBE

Stenographer to 5 Prime Ministers. Working for Prime
Minister Menzies – ‘marvellous to work with’. Recalls VIP
visits by Generals Blamey and MacArthur

3rd April 1996

Margaret Gaffey,
Margaret Hyslop,
Margaret Kelly

Stenographers/switchboard operators. Reflections on the
Menzies era at Old Parliament House

3rd April 1996

Mr Kenneth Ross Ingram

Mr Ingram’s Father worked on Old Parliament House – tiler on
bathrooms. Ken at opening aged 13. Worked at Canberra
Times. Journalist. Office in Old Parliament House. Press
Gallery in Old Parliament House during Mr Ingram’s time was
very small. Remembers Jo Alexander, Jack Hewitt (AUP).
Trained as a Hansard Reporter in the Senate

17th April 1996

Mr Rupert Loof

Clerk of the Senate from 1955 to 1965. Present at the
opening in 1927

7th August 1996

Mr Max Bourke

Former General Manager at Old Parliament House

Margaret Kelly/Jack Pettifer

Jack Pettifer –Usher of the Black Rod. Parents lived in Old
Parliament House Caretaker’s flat.
Margaret Kelly, Member of Fadden’s staff. Worked at Old
Parliament House during WWII

Mr Jack Jenkins

Joiner and Maintenance Officer

18th December 1997

The Hon Neil Robson

Member of the Senate during the 1970s. MHA (Lib) Bass (Tas)

13th November 1999

Mr Noel C Hattersley

ABC. Responsible for installing broadcasting equipment into
Old Parliament House

20th December 1999

Mrs Claire Craig

Started working in Old Parliament House in 1940. Worked for
Sir Walter Cooper after the defeat of the Chifley Govt.
Donated silver ice jug and pewter mug. Worked in Eddie
Ward’s office in Sydney before coming to Canberra

2nd December 1999

Mr Jim Hourigan

Cabinet Attendant – Cabinet Office

7th March 2001

Mr Joe Medwin

Commander of Police operations for VIP visits. Head of
motor cycle escort for the Queen visit in 1954

21st May 2001

Patricia Ratcliff

Worked for Justin O’Byrne, Tasmanian Labor

24th May 2001

Judith Dexter

1947 to end of 1950. Librarian at the NLA which at that time
was housed in Old Parliament House

Mr Denis Strangman

1965 – APS to Vince Gair’s office in Brisbane
1974 – worked for Frank McManus in Melbourne
1976 – 92 Worked for Harradine

3rd May 1996

1996

3rd August 2001
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7th June 2001

Mr Ian Cochran

Clerk (Assistant) of the House

June/July 2001

Mr Bob Lansdown

Senior Private Secretary to Prime Minister Menzies 1949
to 1951

24th July 2001

Heather and Ken Bonner

Widow of the Late Senator Bonner and son, Ken

Raeburn Trindall

Producer, Director/Cinematographer. Produced films in Parl
House during the 1960s

Denise Edlington, Lyla Horgan,
Julie Dyson, Patricia Vest,
Fay Florence, Patricia Fraser,
Patricia Rees, Patricia Carton

Hansard typists during the 1970s

12th May 2002

Mrs June Poland

Grand daughter of Walter Gale, Clerk of the House of Reps

20th June 2002

Sir David Smith

Secretary to Governor-General Sir John Kerr. Recollections of
the Dismissal

20th September 2002

Mr Robin Johnson

Gardener at Old Parliament House for nine years

16th October 2002

Mr Alfred Nicholls

Accounts Clerk and Pay Master

20th October 2002

Ms Elizabeth Kay Scott

Hairdresser

15th November 2002

Ms Jean Hollonds

Waitress in late War Years for a few months

22nd November 2002

Mrs Pat Rawlings

Assistant with AAP in the Press Gallery. Started with AAP in
1964. Moved to new Parl House and retired in Feb 2000

Mrs Joan Frost

Manager, Members’ Dining Room

26th November 2002

Mr Keith Joyce

Worked for ASIO

2nd December 2002

Messrs Alan Browning,
Jack Pettifer, Doug Blake,
Lyn Barlin

Clerks of the House of Representatives

3rd December 2002

Mr Walter Osborne

Police Officer connected to Old Parliament House

10th December 2002

Mrs Jessie Bennett

Librarian

Mrs Wendy Freeman

Secretary to Mr Lance Barnard, Deputy Leader, Opposition

Mrs Elizabeth Beadsworth

Secretary to The Hon Sir William Spooner, Govt Ldr in
the Senate

10th March 2003
7th October 2003

Anne Lynch

Clerk at Table - Senate

20th March 2003

Mr John Farquharson

Journalist. Parliamentary Press Gallery Committee

23rd March 2003

June Brien

Recollections of her Great Uncle, John Smith Murdoch

26th March 2003

Mr Herbert Charles Nicholls

Usher of the Black Rod

28th March 2003

Ms Beryl Hunt

1950s –Stenographer in Prime Minister Menzies’ and Mr
Holt’s office. Late 1950s Hansard Typist. 1960s Teleprinter
Operator, Press Gallery. 1970s/1980s Tape Transcript Section
and audio typist

1st April 2003

Mr Rob Chalmers

Recollections as a Journalist in the Press Gallery

30th April 2003

Miss Gladys Joyce

Personal Assistant to Prime Minister John Curtin

Mrs Noelle Culnane

Switchboard Operator - 1939 to 1941

9th August 2001

26th October 2001

25th November

4th February 2003
13th February 2003

7th May 2003
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9th July 2003

Mr Bernard Freedman

Journalist with The Argus during the 1950’s and reportee on
the Petrov affair

Mr Donald Nairn

House of Representatives Committee Staffer in 1970s
and 1980s

12th August 2003

Mr Jeff Brecht

House of Representatives staffer from 1969. Retired as an
attendant after 25 years

13th August 2003

Ms Michelle Gratton

Journalist at Old Parliament House

24th September 2003

Mr Wallace Brown

Journalist in Old Parliament House Press Gallery. Worked
with Prime Ministers Menzies, Holt, Gorton, McMahon

5th November 2003

Mr Noel Flanagan

Private Secretary to A A Calwell, 1949
Private Secretary to H E Holt, 1950 – 1953

24th November 2003

Launch of the Party Rooms

Kings Hall, Old Parliament House

12th December 2003

Mr Derek Carrington

Worked for Leader of the Govt in Senate, Sir Kenneth
Anderson. Was the link between the Senate Leader and the
Prime Minister

Prof Geoffrey Blainey AC

Guest speaker in the Hof Reps Chamber in conjunction with
the exhibition “Peoples’ Procession”

Mr Malcolm Mackerras

Party official
Irregular Broadcaster and psephologist
Personal Assistant to Minister for Education and Science
(John Gorton)

2nd April 2004

Launch of the 50th Anniversary
of the defect of the Petrovs
(3rd April 1954)

House of Representative Chamber

14th April 2004

Mr Paul Bongiorno

Journalist – Press Gallery

4th August 2003

9th March 2004

30th March 2004

Reports, submissions and other references
(date order)
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A12 Values of Old Parliament House
that reflect the National Heritage Theme
announced by the Minister for the
Environment and Heritage.
Building a Nation
Creating an Australian Democracy
Australian democracy values political and social
rights, and active citizenship for all. It separates
legislative, executive and judicial powers and
provides a framework for an inclusive society.
Much that is now the essence of democratic
practice worldwide has strong roots in Australia:
the secret ballot; votes for women; salaried parliamentarians; and the principle of constitutional
change by majority vote.
Old Parliament House is the physical
manifestation that connects people to the long
tradition of parliamentary democracy in Australia,
and reminds people of times when democracy was

under threat and nonetheless grew. It speaks of
uniquely Australian ideas of leadership and
equality. It is a place in which people can be
proud of the Australian achievement.
Old Parliament House was fundamental to the
development of Australia as a nation as the first
purpose-built home for the Australian Parliament.
It witnessed 61 years of Australian legislature,
with a myriad of associated events, and was
central to the development of Canberra; the
opening of Parliament heralding the symbolic
birth of the nation’s democratic capital.
Parliament is a place where political conflict is
inevitable. Old Parliament House stands for the
right to argue and dissent, and for the seven
peaceful changes of government that took place
during the years in which Parliament sat in the
building. These values exemplify the theme of
building the Australian nation – Creating an
Australian Democracy.

The unique joint sitting of both houses of the Australian
Parliament in the House of Representatives Chamber, 1974.
Source: National Library of Australia.
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