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 1.0	 Introduction

1.1	 Executive	Summary
Cracknell & Lonergan Architects have been requested to provide an 
independent assessment of the proposed State Listing of the structures 
at the Ultimo Powerhouse Site encompassing the Powerhouse 
Museum components in an application submitted by the National Trust. 

In our review of the proposed listing, this office has had regard 
to the scope of assessment supplied in a brief by Heritage NSW, 
Department of Premier and Cabinet, relevant desktop historical and 
archival materials from primary and secondary sources, a physical site 
investigation of key exterior and interior spaces as well as a review of 
the inclusion and exclusion guidelines in the assessment of heritage 
criterion for NSW and Victoria. 

Having reviewed the extensive literature around the existing local 
listing of the Ultimo Powerhouse Station (which expressly excludes 
the powerhouse additions of 1988), as well as the 1980s additions 
to the site, it is the conclusion of this report that the subject site does 
not warrant a heritage listing at the NSW State level with regard to the 
1988 Architectural Additions and the social significance of the site more 
broadly. This conclusion has been reached for the following reasons:

 - The existing Ultimo Powerhouse buildings have been adversely 
impacted by substantial alterations and additions which 
have resulted in removal/non-restoration of original fabric 
(such as machinery and chimney stacks), thus reducing its 
overall integrity, and reducing the ability for interpretation as a 
powerhouse. 

 - The 1980s Additions, primarily confined to the Wran building, 
whilst providing some merit and architectural interest and clearly 
of a particular post-modernist architectural period, does not, 
in and of itself meet the criterion for listing at a state level for 
aesthetic or technical reasons. 

 - The social value between the collection of the Museum of 
Applied Arts and Sciences and the subject site can be dated 
only to 1988, with the opening of the museum. The history and 
growth of the collection is not directly and exclusively linked 
to the site and its connection to the site is not to a degree of 
significance which warrants a listing at the State Level. 

 - The social value between the community of the MAAS, 
including curators, exhibitors, artists, visitors, whilst important 
at a local community level, is arguably more directly linked to 
the social and cultural connection of the collection (as a form of 
intangible heritage) rather than to the subject site specifically. 
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In concluding that the subject site does not meet the threshold 
for listing at a State Level and does not meet the threshold for 
including the 1988 Wran Buildings to the listing, our report provides 
recommendations on the future management. In summary, our 
recommendations are:

 - The site’s heritage values are appropriately managed 
through the partial listing on the City of Sydney LEP.

 - Any future management of the site should have regard 
to the original Conservation Management Plan prepared 
by Architectural Projects Pty Ltd in 2003, and indeed 
an updated Conservation Management Plan should be 
prepared by suitably qualified heritage experts prior to any 
substantial alterations and additions to the site. 

 - The Statement of Significance for the existing Local 
Listing should be updated to reflect the buildings listed, 
with additional historic details and information provided in 
reference to the original CMP and in the updated statement 
supplied in this report. 

 - Opportunities for further interpretation in accordance with 
the original CMP should be considered and in particular, 
re-emphasis of the ‘powerhouse’ history of the site should 
be considered and integrated into future developments of the 
site. 

 - Opportunities for future adaptive reuse should be considered 
for any proposed future development on the site and a 
publicly accessible socio-cultural presence should be 
maintained and enhanced on the site. 

Peter Lonergan
Director 
Cracknell Lonergan Architects Pty Limited 
NSW Architects Registration No. 5983
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1.2	 Scope	of	Assessment
The proposed scope of this report is:

 - To provide an assessment of the 1988 Architectural additions
 - To provide an assessment of the social significance of the site as the 
location of the MAAS, and significance to the community generally

1.3	 Research	Methodology
The research methodology which informs the structure of this report is as 
follows:

Desktop Historical Study
A desktop historical study of the timeline of the site and its association with 
the MAAS is conducted using available archival information. 

Review of Current Heritage Listing
A review and identification of the key criterion which informs the current 
listing of the site and identification of fabric which forms the current heritage 
listing.

Discussion of Heritage Significance
A preliminary discussion of the heritage significance which identifies the 
context and history of the MAAS, as well as a comparative study of its 
architectural merit and identification of potential reasons for listing the site 
at a State Heritage level. 

Assessment of NSW Criteria - Inclusions & Exclusions
An assessment of social significance against the existing relevant Heritage 
NSW criteria for inclusion and exclusion is conducted

Assessment of Victorian Criteria 
An additional assessment is carried out using the recently revised Social 
Significance Criteria developed by Heritage Victoria. 
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1.4	 Research	Methodology
In accordance with instruction from the Heritage NSW, the following report has had 
regard to the Social Significnace Criteria developed by Heritage Victoria in its review 
of the assessment for the Ultimo Tranways Power House. 

Step 1: Basic Test of Social Value
Attachment - A community group (or groups) has a demonstrable attachment to 
a place/ object.

Nature of the Community - Is the community group (or groups) big/small, united/
discordant, formal/informal, geographical-based/online etc?

Time-Depth - The attachment between the place and the community group 
(or groups) can be demonstrated to have existed for a period of time - typically 
a generation (c. 25 years), although there exists the potential for community 
attachment to be of more recent origin and provoked by a sense of loss or change, 
including change of use. 

The place is likely to be of social value. 

Step 2: Basic Test for Determining significance to New South Wales
Resonance - The social value of a place exerts an influence that resonates in 
the New South Wales context. For social significance to satisfy Criterion G it will 
be either associated with, or representative of, a story or theme that forms part 
of Victoria’s identity. Places associated with emergent themes/ stories have the 
potential to satisfy this test. 

Step 3: Exclusion guidelines
Association is of local significance only - The attachment to the place/object does 
not have the ability to resonante beyond a particular local community.

Attachment does not relate to the current generation - There is inadequate 
evidence to demonstrate that attachment for the place/object is felt by a present 
community or communities. In these circumstances, the place/object may be of 
significance under Criterion A.

1.5	 Authorship
The following document has been authored and prepared by Peter Lonergan, Director 
of Cracknell & Lonergan Architects Pty Ltd. The Curriculum Vitae of Peter Lonergan 
is attached as an appendix to this report. Research assistance has been compiled 
by Ms. Julie Cracknell, Director and Mr. Hugo Chan, Architect & Associate, Practice 
Management.  
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2.1	Historical	Overview	of	the	Museum	of	
Applied	Arts	&	Sciences
The development of the Museum of Applied 
Arts and Sciences is intrinsically woven to the 
foundation of the Australian nation. Commenced 
as the remnants from the objects of the 1879 
Garden Palace, its collection has expanded 
to include artefacts across science, transport, 
fashion, design, technology to marry the idea 
of art and technology. Through its broad brief, 
the collection has expended as it has moved 
from site to site across Sydney, until it spread 
across different campuses, today occupying the 
Ultimo site, the Castle Hill discovery centre and 
the Sydney Observatory. Broadly, its history of 
development has been very quickly summarised 
as follows:

1879 

The Garden Palace (Sydney International 
Exhibition)

1883 

Former Agricultural Hall in The Domain known as 
the Technological, Industrial + Sanitary Museum

1893 

Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences adjacent 
to Sydney Technical College (The Muse) and now 
Ultimo Tafe

1962 

Collection arrives at the Tramsheds + Powerhouse 
Site for a Transport Museum 

1986 

Tram Shed ‘Harwood Building’ or Stage I 
Powerhouse Museum Development

1988 

Adapted Powerhouse Museum from the Ultimo 
Powerhouse Site, Stage II of Powerhouse 
Museum Development Project

Whilst evidently not an exhaustive history, the 
short summary shows that the collection has 
moved as it has grown, suggesting an intangibility 
to specific sites, and rather, more linked to the 
socio-cultural history than a particular place. 

2.	2	Historical	Overview	of	the	Subject	Site
Without wishing to re-state the established history of the site, the 
following summary of development of the subject site, obtained 
from the existing local listing is reproduced here. This report does 
not suggest alterations or amendments to the historical overview 
for the site. 

This site forms part of the land of the Gadigal people, the 
traditional custodians of land within the City of Sydney council 
boundaries. For information about the Aboriginal history 
of the local area see the City’s Barani website: http://www.
sydneybarani.com.au/

The first land grants were made in 1803 and 1806 to Surgeon 
John Harris who was granted 34 acres and then constructed 
and named Ultimo House in 1804. He named it Ultimo (meaning 
last month) as a result of a clerical error in his charge papers. 
There were further grants to Harris of 9 and 135 acres in 1806 
and another 12 acres in 1818. He moved to his farm at Shanes 
Park (near St Marys) in 1821 but retained the estate and leased 
Ultimo House first to Edward Riley and then to Justice Stephen.

Proposed improvements along the first few miles of Parramatta 
Rd prompted subdivision by Harris along the Parramatta Rd 
and George Street frontages, and these were developed into 
houses, shops and public houses over the next 10 years. The 
remainder of the estate remained largely undeveloped and 
following Harris’ death in 1838, legal complications prevented 
further subdivision until 1859. Ultimo was incorporated into 
the City of Sydney in 1844 and the early 1850’s saw a number 
of major developments in Pyrmont and also in Ultimo to a 
lesser extent. Its close proximity to the city’s expanding central 
business district, Brisbane Distillery port and transport facilities 
made it an attractive area for housing. In 1853, the Sydney 
Railway Company resumed 14½ acres of the Ultimo Estate for 
a railway line to and with a terminus at Darling Harbour. The 
area was further subdivided in 1860 which established major 
north/south streets including Pyrmont, Harris, Jones and Wattle 
Streets although the roads were not fully formed until 1870. The 
west side of the estate was dominated by quarrying activities 
and the remainder used for dairying paddocks. Services 
including water and sewer came to the area in the early 1860’s 
and gas lighting between 1868 & 1872.
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c. 1900s Exterior image of the powerhouse buildings, 
noting all three chimneys are intact and clear expression 
of the roof form which has been diminished by the 1988 
adaptive reuse. 

c.1900s Exterior context image, showing the powerhouse’s 
relationship to its coal loading facilities (fabric lost), as 
well as its railway context, enabling clear reading of an 
industrial context. Significant exterior elements, including 
these coal facilities are no longer part of the historic fabric 
and there is no significant interpretation on site. 

Aerial image of the 1988 adapted powerhouse structures, 
showing only two of three chimney openings conserved 
and the volume of spaces which do not bear immediate 
interrelationship across the site. 
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The population doubled during this time, 
and industry began to establish including 
Castlemaine Brewery in Quarry Street, Atlas 
Ironworks, and manufacturer and merchant 
Samuel Freeman in Harris Street. The early 
1880’s saw a boom in housing in the area 
followed by Goldsborough Mort’s woolstores 
in 1883 and other substantial warehouse 
buildings including a large grain and produce 
store in Allen St, Waite & Bull’s woolstore in 
1893, Winchcombe Carson No.1 in 1895 (in 
Wattle St) and Farmers and Graziers (between 
Wattle and Jones Sts). In 1892 the Ultimo 
Technical College opened in Mary Ann St. By 
the early 1880’s Union Square was established 
as a commercial centre and by 1900 most 
residential development had ceased by which 
time the Pyrmont and Ultimo Power Houses 
had opened and the new Pyrmont Bridge 
had been constructed. Most development 
in the 20th century was commercial and 
industrial and included additional woolstores, 
Pyrmont Incinerator (1934) , flour mills (1940) 
, additional power stations (1955) and the 
Government Printing Office (1960’s).

The building was constructed in 1899 and 
ceased being used as a powerhouse in 1963 
with the phasing out of Sydney trams at that 
time. It was adapatively re-used to become 
part of the Powerhouse Museum from 1985. 
The Powerhouse Museum (formerly the 
Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences) opened 
to the public in 1988.

 2.0 Historical	Assessment

  

2.3	Recent	Site	Developments
Since the completion of the building in 1988, it has in fact continued 
to undergo multiple and systematic changes, owing perhaps in part 
to the significant and unanticipated changes in exhibition design 
and visitor access and circulation needs. Major commissions, most 
notably a concept design by eminent Japanese architect Shigeru 
Ban, sought to enclose the Harris Street plaza under a new tensile 
canopy, remains unrealised. 

In reviewing the City of Sydney’s Development Application tracking, 
a brief overview of the changes can be summarised as follows:

D/2011/242
Refurbishment of existing buildings including works to Harris Street 
forecourt, new stairs along the Harris and Arthur Street frontage, 
works to Switch House facade and south face of Wran building, 
relocation of main entry and internal modifications including 
relocation of cafe/retail shop to Switch House. 

Est. $4,356,000

D/2012/1863
Public domain works to the Ultimo Pedestrian Network Stage 2 
known as the “The Goods Line” (TGL), to create a pedestrian and 
cycle link and space for recreational, social and cultural activities. 
Ultimo Pedestrian Network Stage 2 will run from the rail underbridge 
over Ultimo Road to Hay Street, parallel to Darling Drive. 

Est. $8,872,887

D/2014/1064
Demolition of an existing pedestrian bridge, removal of utility 
services, upgrades to surfaces and installation of a glass balustrade.

Est. $63,000

D/2014/519
Alterations to The Goods Line  (Ultimo Pedestrian Network).

Est. $388,031

D/2014/628
Internal alterations to level 1 of the Wran Building (Powerhouse 
Museum) to demolish load bearing walls within the existing toilet 
block.

Est. $120,000



 Assessment of Heritage Significance  |  Ultimo Tramways Power House Museum  |  Prepared on 30 January 2020 9 of 88
REV. B

 2.0 Historical	Assessment

  

c.1988 Original Powerhouse Museum entry facade, 
noting the ‘follies’ of structure which graced the Harris 
Street frontage and playful use of colours and materials 
reminiscent of the Post-Modernist architectural style. Many 
of these elements have been stripped back, suggesting 
that the ideas which brought the adaptation to fruition have 
not withstood the test of time. 

c.2018 Image of the paired back building facade, with the 
entry shifted to the side and the experience of the museum 
altered. The building does not visually appear to have 
‘aged well’ and its revised entry sequence and experience 
differs greatly from the original architectural intent for the 
public space and the new galleries. 
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c1942 Aerial Imagery 
(Source: SIX Maps NSW) 

c.2018 Aerial Imagery 
(Source: SIX Maps NSW) 
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c.1900s Aerial Imagery 
(Source: SIX Maps NSW) 

c.200s Aerial Imagery 
(Source: SIX Maps NSW) 
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 3.0 Review of Current Heritage Listing

In recognising that there is a pre-existing local heritage listing on the 
subject site, it is necessary to provide commentary on the listing, 
identifying the reasons for which it passes the theshold for particular 
criteria and provide assessment as to the potential for pushing the 
threshold to the state level. 

The subsequent section identifies the four criterion for which the site is 
currently listed, noting in particular that the 1988 additions have been 
expressly excluded from the LEP Heritage Map. Furthermore, it is 
also noted that the National Trust has not sought to use criterion (g), 
representational significance in its nomination, even though the site is 
currently listed under this particular criteria. 

With reference to the LEP Map from City of Sydney located below, it is 
noted that the site is covered by listings I2031 and I2030, but the Wran 
Building (dotted in Blue outline) is not part of the listing for the site. 
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Criterion (a) - Historic Significance

Description

An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in NSW’s 
cultural or natural history (State significance)
OR
An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person, or groups of persons, of importance in the cultural 
or natural history of the local area. (Local significance)

Existing Local Heritage Item Listing

• The building has historic significance as it dates from the key period of development of the Pyrmont/Ultimo power grid and 
the subdivision of grand estates into residential and commercial development.

• The former Ultimo Power House, dating from 1899, is historically significant for being the original generating station for the 
supply of electricity to power the tramway network throughout Sydney. It was also one of the largest and most important 
generating stations in NSW for many years and has associations with the electrification of the suburban railway system and 
with the general reticulation of electrical power. It was the first place where turbine driven alternators were tried in Australia, in 
1905. It was amongst the largest of any generating stations operating in Australia with Ultimo and the White Bay Power being 
purpose built for the Railway and Tramways Department generating stations. The abandoned status of the power station and 
tramway system provided a potential to reveal a past transport system which ceased in favour of motor buses, which was 
underway from the 1950s.

Cracknell Lonergan Architects Commentary

• It is agreed that the turn of the century buildings on the site, encompasses a diverse range of architectures which, as a 
collection, exhibits the historic significance from the key period of the Pyrmont/Ultimo industrial development of the 1890s 
onwards. 

• It is agreed that The Ultimo Powerhouse from 1899 is a significant structure which represents the development of electricity 
and tramway infrastructure 

• It is noted that the existing listing of the site DOES NOT encompass or identify the conversion of the site into the MAAS as 
being a matter of historical significance. 

• It is noted that the ability for interpretation of historic significance has been slightly compromised by the removal of original 
fabric, in particular, the chimneys and internal turbine and artefacts, affecting the ability to make a direct correlation between 
the site and its industrial past. 

• It is noted that substantial changes have taken place within the locality, including removal of rail and tramlines, as well as 
contemporary additions around the building, affecting the ability to interpret the location, route and how this powerhouse 
structure aided the electrification of the railway and tram system in Sydney. An exception perhaps is the recently opened 
Goods Line which may serve to provide some interpretation and wider locality linkage between the site and its history. 
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Criterion (b) - Associative Significance

Description

An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in NSW’s 
cultural or natural history (State significance)
OR
An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person, or groups of persons, of importance in the cultural 
or natural history of the local area. (Local significance)

Existing Local Heritage Item Listing

• The building is associated with the adjacent former Ultimo Tram Depot, nearby former Pyrmont Power Stations and NSW 
Government Architect

Cracknell Lonergan Architects Commentary

• It is acknowledged that the site has associations with the adjacent Ultimo Tram Depot, the nearby Pyrmont Power Station.
• It is acknowledged that the site has association with the NSW Government Architect for its original construction
• It is questionable as to whether the associations are tangible enough and legible to a general public audience which would 

warrant a listing exclusively under this criteria. 
• It is questionable as to whether listing under this criteria is substantial as there is limited opportunity for interpretation of the 

fabric and its relationship to the listed surroundings, particularly due to the demolition of key and significant fabric. 

Criterion (c) - Aesthetic Significance

Description

An item is important in demonstrating aesthetic characteristics and/or technical achievement in NSW (State significance)
OR
An item is important in demonstrating aesthetic characteristics and/or technical achievement in the local area (Local 
significance)

Existing Local Heritage Item Listing

• It represents a good example of a Federation industrial building which makes a positive contribution to the streetscape. 
The subsequent alterations undertaken for the building’s conversion to the Powerhouse Museum is significant both for its 
successful re-use of the buildings and as a modern design, awarded the Sulman medal.

• The building has technical significance as a major power source for the Sydney tram network and adjacent Ultimo former 
tram sheds.

Cracknell Lonergan Architects Commentary

• It is acknowledged that there is potential for the Federation industrial buildings to make a positive contribution to the Harris 
Street streetscape. The construction of the 1980s and later additions have disguised and eroded the ability for users to enjoy 
the frontage from Harris Street. Some interpretation of the original fabric is possible along the Goods Line and from the 
Powerhouse Museum Light Rail station.

• Demolition and substantial alterations to the original fabric to house the MAAS collection has diminished the ability for 
the aesthetics of the original powerhouse to be interpreted. In particular demolition and non-interpretation of the chimney 
structures diminishes its landmark status and reduces the ability to visualise the ‘powerhouse’ structure. 

• The 1988 Wran Building and additions, whilst award winning have been subject to unsympathetic changes which have 
diminished the original architectural intent and reduced the ability to interpret the building as a key work of teh post-modernist 
period. The follies facing the Harris Street entry, the original playful array of colours and other characteristics of the post-
modernist architectural period have been demolished or lost. 
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Criterion (g) - Representational Significance

Description

An item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of NSW’s Cultural or Natural Places/ 
Environments (State significance);
OR
An item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of the area’s Cultural or Natural Places/ 
Environments (Local Significance)

Existing Local Heritage Item Listing

• The building is a representative example of a Federation power station building and a contemporary museum adaptation

Cracknell Lonergan Architects Commentary

• Locally the building is representative of the Federation industrial architectural period, diminished by unsympathetic alterations 
and additions made in order to house the MAAS collection. In particular, there is an evident lack of interpretation of the 
powerhouse through the inexcusable loss of the chimney structures. 

• Whilst adaptation of disused buildings is an important aspect of heritage conservation, the 1988 Wran building in its 
articulation and expression, as well as its connection to original fabric does not present a successful museum adaptation. An 
argument for its post-modernist expression could have been forwarded but much of this original 1988 fabric has itself been 
demolished and removed as it was considered too decadent for the locality. 
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4.1	 Connection	between	Site	&	MAAS	Collection
A substantial component of the National Trust’s proposal for heritage 
listing at the State level hinges upon the direct social connection 
between the MAAS Collection and the Ultimo Powerhouse site. In light 
of this, a broad comparative discussion on the connection between the 
two is necessary and important. 

Firstly, it is appropriate to identify that The Powerhouse Museum 
comprises two distinct entities:

- The Collection of the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (MAAS) 

- The Buildings on the site at 500 Harris Street Ultimo encompassing:

 The Ultimo Powerhouse

 The 1988 Wran Building Additions 

4.1.1 Buildings of 500 Harris Street, Ultimo
The buildings and structures which make up  the 500 Harris Street, 
Ultimo site comprises a diverse range of structures across various 
periods of architectural development. In summary, the site essentially 
comprise of: 

The Harwood Building    c. 1899

The Tramsheds     c. 1899

The Office Building    c. 1899

The Pumphouse    c. 1899

The Engine Room    c.1899

The Turbine Hall    c.1902

The Boiler House    c.1905

The Switch House    c.1926

The Post Office    c.1901

The Wran Building    c.1988

Contemporary Additions (Various)  c.2000s

4.1.2 Collection of the MAAS
The collection, from the MAAS and the 
government acquired some of the best exhibits 
from the 1879 Sydney International Exhibition 
held at the Garden Palace (now part of the 
Royal Botanical Gardens) “b) collected for 
the purposes of the new MAAS collection’ c) 
the continued collection of objects within the 
collections policy of the MAAS. It is worth 
noting that the 140 year history of the collection 
has been clearly a moveable and growing 
collection, a living cultural organism with a time-
line of development which was discussed in 
the previous section of this report. In essence, 
the collection has, throughout its history, 
undergone at least six moves to different sites, 
the two most significant being the move from 
The Domain to Sydney Technical College 
and the second being the move to its present 
day site in 1988. Today, the whole collection 
of the MAAS is dispersed across different 
sites, representing the museum’s diverse 
outreach across all of Sydney. The collection 
encompasses the Discovery Centre at Castle 
Hill, the facilities at Sydney Observatory Hill as 
well as other storage and curatorial facilities. 

A reasonable comparison could be drawn to 
the creation of the Victoria & Albert Museum, 
a collection whose history was also born out 
of a great exhibition. Bropton Park House, a 
stately residence was adapted in 1857 for the 
South Kensington Museum which eventually 
became the V&A known today. It has to be 
acknowledge that the majority of the V&A’s 
facilities are specifically purpose built from the 
mid-19th Century and thus, the links between 
the museum’s collection, its organisational 
and spatial strategy are far more significantly 
interwoven between collection and place, as 
compared to that of the MAAS. 
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4.4.3 Discussion
Of particular interest in this investigation are 
the elements of the collection obtained for the 
re-purposed site, during the 1980s and the 
Wran building, being the architectural addition 
to the presently conserved and reconstructed 
brick structures of the early 20th Century 
Federation Industrial Power House. 

Simply put, the collection can be considered 
moveable and is not integral to the buildings in 
which it is housed. No part of the complex of 
buildings relates to the objects or items from 
the collection and there is evidence of a loose 
fit, allowing constant adaptation of spaces to 
form particular exhibition environments. These 
environments have changed over time to suit 
the nature of the exhibitions and not all of the 
exhibitions were from the collection or become 
part of the collection. In this respect, there is 
a phenomenological approach to design and 
installations philosophy post modern in its 
nature and detached from the buildings. 

This assessment is of course not designed 
to deny the fact that the objects of the MAAS 
collection have their own stories about the 
history of the city and NSW, but rather, it 
is important to highlight that the collection 
does not necessarily relate to the context 
in which they sit. Indeed, the very history of 
the MAAS and its establishment, movement 
and subsequent settling and unsettling over 
its history is demonstrative of the collection’s 
eclecticism and the fact that it is not necessarily 
tied to one specific place. These objects have 
been brought in from all over the state, and 
tell different stories about the history and 
development of New South Wales. 

For a tangible listing to be forwarded on the basis that the Ultimo 
Powerhouse Site is inseparable from the story of the artefacts, a 
stronger link must be forged between the history of the site. Returning 
to the comparison of the V&A Museum, its collection was formed 
and housed for over 150 years on site, with alterations and additions 
designed specifically to cater for the growth of the collection, unlike 
the thirty years the MAAS has spent at the Ultimo site. Arguably, a 
more reasonable comparison may be drawn with the Design Museum, 
London, whose collection has been recently re-housed at the adaptively 
reused former Commonwealth Institute building. The collection of the 
Design Museum presents a more compelling argument for a museum 
collection to be intangibly linked to place as its Designer / Maker / User 
permanent exhibition was created specifically to be housed within the 
Design Museum’s current South Kensington site, and was established 
as part of the proposed museum’s move from East London to West 
London. Other site specific moves at the Design Museum, not seen 
at the MAAS includes the commissioning of site specific artworks to 
celebrate the museum’s relocation and re-imagining of its permanent 
exhibits. In reviewing the construction of the gallery spaces and the 
organisation of artefacts within the museum, the MAAS Powerhouse 
does not present the same legibility of tangible connections between 
place and artefact. 

Overall, it is acknowledged that there are social and cultural links between 
the collection of the MAAS and the Ultimo Powerhouse site. In terms of 
the adaptive reuse of the site as well as some customisation in locating 
permanent exhibition items on specifically designed positions within 
the galleries, the museum attempts to provide a degree of legibility and 
site specificity. The degree to which these connections are intrinsically 
interwoven and inseparable is however questionable. Both the origins 
and subsequent history of the MAAS Collection indicates that it has 
always been an evolving collection of artefacts demonstrative of the 
development of technology, science and the arts running parallel to the 
maturing of Australia as a nation. To that extent, its collection has grown 
to encompass several sites, and its diversity suggests that its collection 
of significant artefacts cannot be pinned down to one specific location 
in perpetuity. On this basis, it can be concluded that whilst there are 
socio-cultural links between the collection and its place, in and of 
itself, these connections do not merit the degree of social significance 
warranting a listing at the NSW State heritage level. 
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4.2	 Discussion	of	Architectural	Merit	&	Significance
Jennifer Saunders has written a compelling document for Powerhouse 
Museum Alliance which links the collection to the fabric arguing 
that for the understanding, memory and cultural significance of the 
Powerhouse Museum, these links must remain unbroken. In her report, 
these include significant artefacts such as the No. 1 Locomotive, the 
Strasbourg Clock and the Bolton and Watt Engine, amongst others and 
compares the adaptive reuse to the Muse d’Orsay and its technological 
significance to the Centre Pompidou. These experiential accounts 
relies upon the first hand role that Jennifer Saunders has had and her 
involvement with the MAAS since the establishment of the Powerhouse 
Museum site. 

If we take up the Musee d’Orsay (1980-1986) as a ‘gold standard’ of 
adaptive architecture, we must acknowledge that its success lies in the 
analytical and articulated observations of the two existing bodies on 
which the project was based - the form and the typology of original 
architect Victor Laloux’s approach to the station building and the 
museological program for the collections and their respective layouts. 
The comparison made to the Powerhouse Museum is useful given 
the similarities in the brief and desire for adaptive reuse. The Gare 
d’Orsay was evidently more intact and the collections more established 
and finite. The work in Paris conserved much more of the Beaux 
Arts Architecture and the spatial qualities and represented a clear 
and articulate fusion of the two discreet entities. Such international 
comparisons are arguable unfair maybe and locally, there are too few 
examples to draw useful comparisons with. I would contend however 
that better examples of extensions to historic buildings and adaptive 
architecture, some of which were equally recognised by the Sulman 
Prize and such structures include:

 - The Restoration of the Queen Victoria Building (1987)
 - Walsh Bay Pier 3 and Pier 4 Adaptation for the Sydney Theatre 
Company (1985)

 - Extension to the Art Gallery of New South Wales (1989)
 - Extension to the State Library of New South Wales (1983) 

More recently, particularly with the increased protections afforded 
by Heritage legislation and sustainable consciousness within the 
industry surrounding reusing existing fabric, successful examples 
of adaptive architecture which in my opinion, are considered to have 
greater architectural merit and success than the Powerhouse Museum 
includes:

 - Everleigh Railway Sheds (Carriageworks)
 - Rozelle Tramsheds
 - Paddington Reservoir Gardens

 4.0	 Discussion	of	Heritage	Significance

In comparing the imagery compiled here, we 
can immediately see that in both instances, 
there is an acknowledgement of original 
fabric having been removed, which perhaps, 
more skillful intervention may have sought 
to retain. At the Musee d’Orsay, this takes 
the form of the connecting platform bridge, 
whilst in the Powerhouse, this takes the form 
of chimney stacks, major trusses and other 
structural components. The strategy adopted 
in Paris however is a respectful and articulate 
acknowledgement of the room’s volume, with 
long contemporary elements which reinforces 
the perspective of the station and railway track, 
an interpretive abstract form which references 
the historic presence of balconies, platforms 
and direction of travel through the space. 

By comparison, the organisation of the 
MAAS’s collection within the powerhouse’s 
main hall, could have been better suited 
to referencing the horizontal alignments 
represented by the scale of machines within 
the original hall. The somewhat haphazard 
organisation of the collection within the 
spaces of the museum is disappointing and a 
more thoughtful organisation of the collection 
within the confines of the space (rather than 
a ‘fit as much as we can’ approach) would 
have demonstrated greater linkage between 
the collection and a site specific designed 
museum. 

Fundamentally, the flaws in the design of the 
Powerhouse Museum is derived from a poor 
early decision making process and the lack 
of adherence to conservation practices of the 
era, including foundational documents such 
as The Athens Charter on the Preservation 
of Historic Monuments (1931) and Australia’s 
own Burra Charter (1966). Furthermore, 
the collection imperative of the era appears 
somewhat haphazard and disorderly, paired 
with an architectural intervention which 
ultimately overwhelms and dominates the 
Harris Street frontage and restricts the 



 Assessment of Heritage Significance  |  Ultimo Tramways Power House Museum  |  Prepared on 30 January 2020 19 of 88
REV. B

 4.0	 Discussion	of	Heritage	Significance

c.1900s Imagery of the Gare d’Orsay in its functional days as a working 
Railway Station. It is recognised that as part of the adaptation of the 
site after the closure of the railway station, rail lines, platforms and other 
railway infrastructure had been removed, leaving the hall as a void ‘shell’ 
for adaptation. This is in some ways similar to the powerhouse museum 
site. 

c.2010s Image of the same main hall, now part of the converted Musee 
d’Orsay. Note that interventions into the space clearly continues to respect 
the existing pattern of horizontals established by the historic rail-lines, and 
emphasises the grandeur and height of the internal volume. 

c.1968 Image of the main powerhouse volume, noting the severe 
dilapidation and the state of the powerhouse as a disused space, 
demonstrating that the original working fabric was already not intact and 
only in a reasonable condition. 

c.2010s Image of the main hall, now filled with exhibits of significant 
transport elements within the collection of the MAAS. The collection 
of exhibits appears somewhat cramped and does not immediately 
demonstrate a linkage to the historical organisation of the site’s 
infrastructure with the same degree of abstract clarity as the Musee 
d’Orsay. 

c. 1920s Image of the Interior powerstation, demonstrating a particular 
horizontal emphasis in the layout of key infrastructure. The space, though 
cluttered, nevertheless had a particularly unique heirarchy of scales in 
the arrangement of ‘objects’ - i.e. generators and equipment. There was 
an opportunity for the spatial organisation of the museum to reflect or 
interpret this pattern of movement through objects during its adaptation 
which was sadly not considered. 
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Above: The Internal Section of the Musee d’Orsay, demonstrating 
integration of new architectural elements woven and integrated within the 
existing structure of the main and secondary railway halls. 

Below: Elevation of the Powerhouse Museum, showing the distinction 
between new and old forms attached in a clearly independent and 
somewhat haphazard manner. 
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appreciation of heritage fabric on the site. The cause of 
these issues from the era of the late 1970s to the 1980s 
appears to be due in part to the hurried rush to complete 
projects before the 1988 Bicentenary Celebrations and the 
Powerhouse Museum was part of the wider revitalisation of 
the Darling Harbour precinct, where a multitude of projects 
in the area have, in recent years, been demolished due to 
technological and functional obsolescence. 

Turning our attention to the justification for listing due to 
the awards and accolades received, it is important to note 
The Australian Institute of Architects’ architectural award 
system is based upon internal professional organisation 
structures, involving a members-only structure and self-
nominations. Thus, it is a closed system, rather than an 
openly critical and independent awarding system. The 
independence and value of the awards system must 
therefore be taken with ‘a grain of salt’ so to speak, without 
implying that each and every architectural work given a 
NSW AIA chapter award and/or AIA National award should 
automatically be listed as ‘significant’ at the State level. 

In the case of the Powerhouse Museum, it is recognised 
that the project was the Winner of the AIA National 
President’s Award for Recycled Buildings, the NSW AIA 
Chapter Belle Interiors Award for Interior Design and a 
finalist for the National Sir Zelman Cowen Award. At the 
time, the jury praised the building as “...the reality is the 
building will remain a great project, even if all its displays 
were more mundane.” Furthermore, adding that the project 
is “...exuberant, brash, exhibitionist and, above all, fun. Old 
and new blends well, but wisely the temptation to copy 
the old structure has properly been resisted.” High praise 
though all of this was in 1988, more contemporaneous 
histories of Sydney architecture have been sobering, if 
not critical, of the work. Australian architectural critic and 
author Andrew Metcalf, in his influential book Architecture 
in Transition published by the Historic Houses Trust 
comprehensively reviews the Sulman Prize in Architecture 
between 1932-1996, describing the Powerhouse Museum 
as “an awkwardness here arising from the blunt way that 
these new buildings have been related to the old, neither 
boldly new nor effectively connected.” Most telling however 
is his conclusion that “the exhibits overwhelm the interior 
architecture” implying as has been argued in this report, 
that the collection has held and continues to hold greater 
value and significance than the building which houses it. 

It should also be noted that one of the awards jurors was 
the persuasive and erudite Mr. Leo Schofield, who was 
instrumental in the establishment of the Powerhouse 
Museum and its ideation, surely a conflict in the expectation 
of a clear and fair process of adjudication. Similarly, to 
a lesser extent was the juror Ken Woolley, the recent 
assistant government architect.  

The Wran building is regrettably unconvincing. The 
fair ground style of architecture bore reference to the 
exuberant darling harbour redevelopment of the 1980s 
with an accidental and clumsy reference to the garden 
palace with element s of the garden palace ‘reconstructed’ 
and placed around the curiously over-scaled interiors of 
the Wran building. The Wran building has never exhibited 
the collection, and primarily contains a mezzanine gallery 
for temporary exhibitions, gift shop, entry cloaking and 
ticketing facilities and some way finding components. 
Essentially, it is a services component which serves the 
main bulk of exhibition spaces contained within the original 
Ultimo Powerhouse structures. 

Ultimately, it is concluded that the existing buildings do 
not contribute to the display of the collection and in and 
of itself, cannot be reasonably described as an enduring 
architectural work. Its abuttment to the Industrial buildings 
is inarticulate and adversely impacts the reading of these 
historic structures. It is also worth noting that the Wran 
Building is excluded from the local heritage listing in its 
current form, as demonstrated by the City of Sydney LEP 
heritage map. 

The adaptive reuse of such a grand industrial structure, 
mirroring many adaptive reuse projects is heroic and was 
quite ahead of its time, but the execution is ultimately unable 
to withstand the test of time. Indeed, the extent to which the 
original buildings were altered to meet the design intent of 
the powerhouse museum resulted in the destruction and 
partial obscuring of some iconic and landmark fabric to the 
existing structures. 
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The removal of the chimneys, whether due to dilapidation or otherwise, 
and its less-than-exicting and not-immediately-apparent interpretation 
as skylights reduces the original building’s landmark qualities and 
fundamentally affects the ability for the general public to interpret 
the building forms as a former ‘Powerhouse’. A comparison may be 
drawn to the integrity of White Bay Powerstation, where the form, bulk 
and massing of the buildings on site clearly identify it as a historically 
significant power generation and industrial site. 

There is a lack of a clear strategy and conservation policy which 
would have been useful in informing the work. It is my opinion that the 
adaptive reuse destroyed the potentially high level of significance of 
the distinctive collection of powerhouse museum buildings and the new 
buildings is not of such an aesthetic quality or merit that would warrant 
listing that part of the building alone at a State level. Nevertheless, the 
site maintains the potential for further adaptive reuse which should 
be encouraged but does not reach the threshold for a State Listing. 
Consideration sould be given to maintaining the existing local heritage 
listing. This should be included with an updated CMP which builds on 
the discussion and policies first established in the 2003 Architectural 
Projects P/L Conservation Management Plan. 

Overall, it is my view that this rarity of adaptive reuse in Sydney is not 
an automatic assertion of significance which would satisfy the criteria 
for a State Listing. Similarly, the awards and accolades showered 
upon a particular project must be taken with due consideration and 
should certainly not be an automatic reason for listing a building as 
being of ‘heritage significance’. A clear distinction must also be 
drawn between the architecture of the Powerhouse Museum site, 
which obviously yields a lower level of significance than the MAAS 
Collection of artefacts and objects. Furthermore, whilst adaptive reuse 
as a philosophy of conservation and revitalisation is often positive and 
beneficial, its merits must be critically considered in terms of a holistic 
view of how successful a balance has been struck between old and 
new architectures. The MAAS, although brave in its era as a pioneer in 
adapting disused architecture, has failed to withstand the test of time, 
with substantial alterations to the 1988 buildings since its completion 
indicating that it was too inflexible to adapt to the growth and change in 
the collection of the MAAS. 
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Above: Original sketch axonometric view of the adaptive reuse of the 
Ultimo Powerstation. 


