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Found: Tree early C20 designs or RSNSW headquarters
by Davina Jackson

RSNSW archives at the State Library include archi
tectural drawins or three eleant oce premises
that were desined or the Society between 9 and
928. Conceived by several o Sydney’s top architects,
these were intended to cement the Society as the
arbiter o scientic culture in the Antipodes.
Te rst concept, desined by the distinuished

rm o Manseld and Son in 9, was or a oursto
rey plus basement buildin on Phillip Street (number
not known). A watercolour sketch o the açade
showed British Arts and Cras stylin, with ve
bays o red brick walls enestrated by double banks
o whiteramed windows. Te brickwork was hih
lihted by horizontal bands o sandstone; creatin
a redandcream striped eect that historians later
linked to the First World War with the epithet:
‘blood and bandaes’.

Pencil plans o this Phillip Street buildin show
a lare, open basement illuminated by lihtwells
on three sides; a lecture hall, cloakroom, oce and
secretary’s room on the round foor; a library, oce
and lecture hall on the rst foor; and warrens o 2
smaller oces on each o the second and third foors.
All foors were linked by staircases and a li (which
was a newanled import to Australia then).
Te açade sketch showed ‘Te Royal Society

o New South Wales’ as a prominent sin above a

central entrance with a Baroque (curved) pediment.
Accordin to early 20th century construction meth
ods or multistorey oce blocks, this edice would
have been assembled with columns and foorplates o
ironreinorced concrete.Te açade would have been
a curtain wall o brickwork that was attached to the
ramework but did not carry the roo load.
Te second set o drawins, sined in 920 by

prominent architect Harry Chambers Kent, showed
alterations and additions to the Society’s chambers
at 5 (previously numbered 37) Elizabeth Street, which
bounded a lane just south o Hunter Street. Tese
plans claried how to expand the Society’s small
existin buildin— two storeys plus a basement — by
enlarin the existin foors (eastwards to the oot
path) and addin several new levels above.

Te additions were to include an imposin lecture
hall on the top two foors o the oriinal buildin, a
library in the basement and a small caretaker’s fat on
the roo (acin north between two ables). Oces
and committee rooms were shown on the round
and hiher foors.

Kent’s watercolour sketch or the proposed açade
showed conservative stylin or its time. Four pilas
ters, denin three bays plastered in a terracotta tint,
created a stronly vertical eect that estured slihtly
towards the proportions o American skyscrapers. But
the desin also included nostalic Enlish eatures:
a udoresque parapet, shallowarched windows and
portal details, and panels o herrinbone brickwork
above lare windows on the ourmain upper foors. All
foors were connected by a ‘li’ and a spiral staircase.
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Neither o these two architectural concepts
were built. Some reasons were claried in a shea
o letters typed to the Society rom its consultin
enineers and lawyers. Dated 92, these showed that
the Society was concerned that its Elizabeth Street
buildin — occupied since 875 and purchased in
878 — was too small or its needs and key rooms
would lose dayliht rom a new oce buildin that
was bein constructed on a neihbourin site. Te
Society considered sellin its Elizabeth Street proper
ty and buildin larer new premises in Phillip Street.
Aer this idea was abandoned (beore or durin the
First World War), the RSNSW commissioned the
920 plans to expand its existin premises — but that
idea was also abandoned.
Te third set o drawins includes foor plans or

Science House, a vestorey masonry buildin which
occupies a slopin site on the corner o Gloucester
and Essex Streets inTe Rocks. It was built between
929 and 93 on land ranted by the State Govern
ment to the three owner oranisations which had
ormed a consortium to do so: the Royal Society o
NSW; the Institution o Enineers Australia; and the
Linnaean Society o NSW. It was ocially opened in
May 93 by the Governor o NSW, Sir Philip Game,
and immediately occupied by six other scientic and
proessional oranisations, in addition to the owners.

A landmark near today’s southern approach to
the Sydney Harbour Bride, its architecture is a ne
interwar example o the ‘stretched palazzo’ style
that was inspired by threestorey Early Renaissance
townhouses in Florence and updated to lend an aura
o stature and stability to multistorey overnment
and nancial buildins.
Science House was desined by Peddle Torp

& Walker, a rm ounded in the 890s by Enlish
architect ames Peddle. It won a desin competi
tion conducted by the Royal Australian Institute o
Architects in 927 and its completed buildin later
won the NSW RAIA’s Sulman Medal.

PW’s foor diarams (includin some overlaid
with electric lihtin layouts in red pen) complement
a ne exterior perspective illustration that is held
in the Society’s archive at the University o Sydney.

Like many Australian banks, Science House has
two streetront açades that are divided into three
horizontal bands punctured by banks o evenly
spaced windows. It has an imposin base o tall
arches ramed by rusticated sandstone blocks; three
middle foors o plain, red brickwork and a top foor
o smooth sandstone between projectin eaves and
strincourses.
Te foor plans show a hihceilined lecture hall

on the round and rst foors, a library on the rst
and second foors, and banks o oces on upper
levels, with a onebedroom caretaker’s apartment
in the roo zone.

In 927, the Society sold its Elizabeth Street build
in to the Adult Dea and Dumb Society, which
occupied the rst foor until the RSNSWmoved into
Science House in 93. It remained there until 978,
when the overnment replaced the science roups
with its Department o Sport and Recreation.


