
a town hall
[pvme�zpv�cvjme�

jo�b�dfnfufsz�

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

    

  

a town hall
Would you build 

in a cemetery? 

RRuusssseellll DDoouusstt llooookkss aatt tthhee 
ffaasscciinnaattiinngg ssttoorryy ooff hhooww tthhee ssiittee 
ffoorr tthhee SSyyddnneeyy TToowwnn HHaallll wwaass 
ggainaineedd 

WWell,ell, wouldwould you?you? II thinkthink notnot——butbut 
thatthat isis justjust whatwhat thethe goodgood burburghergherss 
ofof SydneySydney TTownown did.did. AdmittedlyAdmittedly,, 

thethe cemeterycemetery waswas notnot inin activeactive use,use, andand 
indeedindeed hadhad notnot beenbeen forfor nearlynearly 2525 yearyearss,, 
butbut when,when, inin 1844,1844, thethe membermemberss ofof thethe CityCity 
CouncilCouncil firfirstst toldtold GovernorGovernor SirSir GeorGeorgege GippsGipps 
thatthat theythey hadhad theirtheir eyeeye onon thethe site,site, thertheree waswas 
aa goodgood dealdeal ofof publicpublic outcryoutcry.. 

BBuutt wwhhyy ddiidd tthheeyy wwaanntt tthhaatt ppaarrtiticcuullaarr ssiittee?? 
PPrroobbaablblyy ffoorr sseevveerraall rreeaassoonnss:: iitt wwaass cceennttrraall 
ttoo tthhee cciittyy,, iitt wwaass nneexxtt ddoooorr ttoo SStt AAnnddrreeww’’ss 
AAnnggliccaann CChhurcchh ((llaatteerr CCaatthheeddrral))——wwhicchh 
mmiigghhtt ggiivvee iitt ssppeecciiaall rreessppeeccttaabbiilliittyy aanndd,, 

li ur al hi 

aannyywwaayy,, iitt wwaass prpriimmee rreeaall eessttaattee wwiitthh nnoo 
bubuiildldiinnggss oonn iitt——aanndd ppeerrhhaappss iitt ccoouuldld bbee 
aaccqquuiirreedd aatt nnoo ccoosstt ttoo tthhee rraatteeppaayyeerrss.. 

BByy tthhee 11884400ss,, iitt hhaadd bbeeccoommee cclleeaarr tthhaatt 
SSyyddnneeyy wwaass cchhaannggiinngg ffrroomm tthhee ccoonnvviicctt 
ssetettltleemmeenntt ooff 11778888.. IInn 11884400,, GGiippppss hhaadd 
aatttteemmpptteedd ttoo hhaavvee tthhee CCoouunncciill ppaassss aa BBiillll 
ttoo eessttaablbliisshh mmuunniicciippaall ccoorrppoorraatitioonnss iinn NNeeww 
SSoouutthh WWaalleess,, bubutt ooppppoossiititioonn bbyy ssoommee ffrreeee 
ssetettltleerrss ttoo tthhee prprooppoossaall tthhaatt eemmaanncciippaatteedd 
ccoonnvviiccttss mmiigghhtt bbee eelleecctteedd ttoo llooccaall ccoouunncciillss 
lleedd hhiimm ttoo wwiitthhddrraaww tthhee BBiillll aanndd sseeeekk 
gguuiiddaannccee ffrroomm tthhee CCoolloonniiaall OOffffiiccee bbaacckk 
iinn LLoonnddoonn.. AA nneeww SSydydnneeyy CoCorrppoorraattiionon BiBillll 
wwaass ppaasssseedd iinn JJuullyy 1188442,2, aanndd tthhee rreessuulltitinngg 
eelleecctitioonn ffoorr tthhee CCiittyy CCoouunncciill wwaass wwiitthhoouutt 
iinncciiddeenntt.. IInn AA HHiissttoorryy ooff NNeeww SSoouutthh WWaalleess 
((22000066)),, BBeevveerrlleeyy KKiinnggssttoonn rreemmaarrkkss tthhaatt 
tthhee CCoouunncciill wwaass ‘‘ddoommiinnaatteedd bbyy ttrraaddeessmmeenn,, 
mmeerrcchhaannttss aanndd prprooffeessssiioonnaall mmeenn ffrroomm tthhee 
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On 7 August 2007, after this 

article was written, newspapers 

carried a report of twenty graves 

being discovered beneath the 

Town Hall basement. 
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above left: 
N.S. 
Plan of Old Burial Ground and 
Cathedral Close, George Street 
Sydney 1865 
illustrated map; 42.4 x 28.9 cm 
Map Collection 
nla.map-f316 

above right:
 
William Nicholas (1807–1854)
 
Portrait of Sir George Gipps, 
Late Governor of New South 
Wales, 1847 
lithograph; 27.5 x 21.8 cm 
Rex Nan Kivell Collection 
Pictures Collection 
nla.pic-an8178112 

‘Australian’ party, i.e. those born in New 
South Wales’. 

The immediate effect was that Sydney’s 
new City Council could begin to function 
as a body representative of its inhabitants. 
The City’s affairs would no longer be 
entirely under the control of the Legislative 
Council with its high proportion of wealthy 
landowners, and of the Governor who 
was seen as the embodiment of the Home 
Government back in England. The brief of the 
City Council, whose members were in little 
doubt of their importance, included street 
lighting, sanitation, regulation of produce 
markets and the well-being of the people 
of Sydney in general. The newly elected 
aldermen met first in the George Street 
Market building and then at a variety of 
Sydney hotels. But a permanent home for 
the Council and its staff was now needed— 
where could it be? 

It is unclear which other sites were 
considered by the City Council but, on 
16 May 1844, a deputation from the Council 
met with the Governor and asked for part 
of the Old Burial Ground. Governor Gipps 
was not unsympathetic to the request. He 
had already drawn the attention of the 
Legislative Council to the pressing need for 
a new cemetery for Sydney. The Old Burial 
Ground had not been used since 1820 and 
the replacement cemetery, the ‘New’ Burial 
Ground at the intersection of Elizabeth 
Street and Devonshire Place (where Sydney’s 
Central Railway Station now stands) was, by 
the 1840s, so overcrowded that burials were 
routinely being made on top of earlier ones. 

The Sydney Morning Herald of 21 May, 
under its regular news heading ‘City Council’, 
reported that Governor Gipps had met the 
deputation with his usual courtesy the 
previous week, had listened to the request, 
and had said that, once the bones of the 
dead had been cleared from the Old Burial 
Ground, he would be pleased to grant a 
portion to the City Council as the site for a 
town hall. 

Sydneysiders will know where the 
Cathedral and the adjacent Town Hall are; 
others may not. George Street in the 1840s 
was Sydney’s most important street—so 
important that it had been renamed in 
honour of His Majesty King George. The 
Old Burial Ground was no more than 
a kilometre and a half from where the 
original mercantile and business heart of 
the town in the vicinity of Sydney Cove 
had been. Business was now moving north, 
and the Old Burial Ground site had the 
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wholly desirable advantage of being as far 
away as possible from Government House 
and from the Legislative Council sitting in 
Macquarie Street, on the other side of the 
city. The Mayor and the Aldermen, getting 
rich as a body corporate and no doubt also 
individually, were of a mind to make their 
mark by building a town hall which would 
rival or indeed surpass the town halls being 
built in the Mother Country. 

Governor Gipps’ first intended Bill about 
a new cemetery had lapsed at the close of 
the 1844 Session of the Legislative Council 
but, in the new Session of August 1845, he 
asked the Council to consider a new Bill. 
This time it not only proposed a new general 
cemetery for Sydney, but also the removal 
elsewhere of the remains of the long-since 
dead in the Old Burial Ground. The town hall 
was not specifically mentioned in the Bill 
but, following the report of the deputation 
to the Governor the previous year, there had 
already been widespread public comment. 
When the Bill came before the Legislative 
Council, members were appalled by the idea 
of disturbing the dead and, since most of 
them were by now elected, not appointed, 
they might have had some private concerns 
about their electoral future. They appointed 
a Select Committee to take advice from the 
community, and to advise the full Council 
how it should proceed with the Bill. 

The members of this Select Committee 
were of course all Legislative Council 
members, but some carefully selected 
witnesses were called to give evidence 
before it. The first was the old Archdeacon, 
William Cowper, father of Charles Cowper, by 
then a prominent member of the Legislative 
Council. Other witnesses included Sir Thomas 
Livingston Mitchell, the Surveyor General, 
and John Tooth, landowner, businessman and 
brewer. Cowper reassured the Committee 
that, to the best of his knowledge, ‘I 
am inclined to think that the Old Burial 
Ground was never consecrated’. Tooth was 
righteously against any proposal to use the 
site for any secular purpose: 

It struck me when I heard of it as a monstrous 

sacrilege. You think once having been 

appropriated to a solemn and sacred purpose, 

it ought never to be applied to any other. 

With the assistance of the witnesses, the 
Select Committee had no difficulty in 

arguing strongly against the proposal to 
use the Old Burial Ground—it thought the 
area would be better developed as much 
needed open space in the centre of the 
city—but it also put forward a number of 
helpful suggestions as to other sites for a 
town hall. The preferred site seems to have 
been in the middle of Hyde Park. There were 
other suggestions for suitable cemetery 
sites—Grose Farm (which became the 
University of Sydney’s first site) had already 
been considered, but Garden Island (adjacent 
to Woolloomooloo and now a naval base) in 
particular seemed to be favoured. 

The City Council did not get the Old 
Burial Ground site until 1869 when the 
Cathedral Close Act gave the city half 
an acre specifically for its town hall. The 
human remains were removed, mostly to 
the new necropolis at Rookwood in western 
Sydney. Regrettably the memorial stones 
were not transferred and their whereabouts 
are unknown. However, once the site was 
confirmed, the City Council set about 
building its monument to the greatness 
of Sydney. Of course, Sydney was not 
the only colonial capital to practise self­
advertisement in this way—they all did, in 
greater or lesser degrees of grandeur. 

The first section of the Sydney Town Hall 
was completed and occupied in 1874. It 
might not be too fanciful to suggest that 
its design could have been influenced by 
what Melbourne, rich from the gold rush, 

above:
 
Walter G. Mason
 
Portrait of the Venerable 

Archdeacon Cowper, D.D. 1857
 
wood engraving; 14.5 x 10.8 cm
 
Rex Nan Kivell Collection
 
Pictures Collection
 
nla.pic-an7978970
 

below:
 
Frank Hurley (1885–1962)
 
The Town Hall [Sydney] c.1930
 
b&w glass negative
 
16.3 x 21.4 cm 
Pictures Collection 
nla.pic-an23136567 
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above:
 
Frank Hurley (1885–1962)
 
General View of the Grand Organ,
 
Town Hall [Sydney] c.1940
 
glass negative; full plate
 
Pictures Collection
 
nla.pic-an23381824
 

below:
 
Charles Bayliss (1850-1897)
 
Cathedral and Town Hall 
[Sydney] 1879 
b&w photograph; 26.5 x 33.0 cm 
Pictures Collection 
nla.pic-an10697078-24 

had built in 1870. But Sydney’s prosperity 
was not fuelled by gold and the first part 
of the building was no more than the 
present vestibule—in itself a large and 
impressive space which was originally used 
for meetings—and some offices for the 
Mayor, Councillors and staff. But building 
went on: the clock tower, second highest in 
Sydney, in 1881; the main hall, designated 
the Centennial Hall in 1889 (a year too late 
for the centenary); and its pride and joy, 
the great William Hill pipe organ, at the 

time the largest pipe organ in the world. 
The City of Sydney website remarks that 
the Town Hall shares ‘design concepts with 
the much grander City Hall in Philadelphia 
(1871–1901)’. 

So Sydney got its ‘wedding cake’, or 
Victorian/Beaux Arts (Second Empire), 
Town Hall, next door to the equally ornate 
Perpendicular Gothic St Andrews Cathedral, 
and it has graced the centre of Sydney for 
120 years. But alas, all is not well. Despite 
the extensive, expensive and quite beautiful 
restoration completed in 1991 to celebrate 
150 years of the City Council, a press release 
from the Lord Mayor, Clover Moore, reported 
in ABC News Online on 24 April 2007, 
warned that: 

the building … has endured Sydney’s weather 

and increasing pollution from cars and buses 

and this has taken its toll on the sandstone 

façade … We’re now at a point in the building’s 

future that we need to carry out extensive 

external restorations and at the same time 

upgrade its internal services … She expects 

Town Hall to be closed for about 12 months 

[from 2008]. 

We can only wish the Town Hall well for its 
next hundred years or more. 

Russell Doust, a former State Librarian of New 
South Wales, is a cultural and social historian, 
mainly of the 19th century—and has actually 
played the Town Hall organ (once) 

6 National Library of Australia News 


