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Understanding Through Fabric: The Stabilisation and Interpretation of the 

Mount Stromlo Director’s Residence 

 

Introduction 

The Mount Stromlo Observatory is an iconic and memorable place. The site has strong 

associations with the development of Canberra, scientific endeavour in the Capital and of the 

growth and success of the Australian National University (ANU).  

 

After the Observatory was almost levelled in the 2003 Canberra bushfires, the ANU and its 

Research School of Astronomy and Astrophysics (RSAA) were forced to change the way they 

thought about managing the site.  

 

In one terrifying afternoon, the site was transformed from a fully functioning scientific facility 

to a landscape containing very few surviving buildings, a large number of half standing 

buildings and a mass of burnt trees, all surrounded by magnificent ponds of melted metal and 

glass.  

 

All working telescopes were damaged or destroyed. The main administration building and the 

site electrical, mechanical and optical workshops were completely gutted. Nine residences 

were lost, one of these was the grand two-storey Director’s Residence. 

 

There has been extensive academic debate on the best practice conservation and management 

of ruins. Some of the texts suggest the idea of the ‘romance of a ruin’ and the merit of letting 

nature take its course - ‘once a ruin, always a ruin’ (Department of the Environment 2013:9). 

Conversely, some research advocates strongly for reconstruction, especially where adequate 

information is available. Each approach needs to be assessed on a case by case basis, and in 
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this case, a combination of both approaches were implemented in the conservation, 

management and interpretation of the ruins of the Mount Stromlo Observatory, and in 

particular it’s iconic Director’s Residence.  

 

The ruinous state of site also required a new approach to visitor engagement. This included an 

analysis of how visitors engaged with the site in the past as well as creative solutions on how 

they could engage with the site in its new form, to understand its complex and layered history.  

 

A Potted History of the Observatory1   

For almost 20 years from 1905, bold young Astronomer, Professor Walter Geoffrey Duffield, 

lobbied the British and Australian Governments and industry to establish a solar observatory 

in Australia. In 1911, an Observatory was proposed to be part of the new Capital of Australia 

- Canberra. A telescope donated to the Government by philanthropist and amateur astronomer 

James Oddie was installed at Mount Stromlo in 1911 to test the suitability of the site. After 

several years of site testing, Government Astronomer Pietro Baracchi deemed the conditions 

at Mount Stromlo favourable for observing in 1913.  

 

Hampered by the outbreak of the First World War, the establishment of the Observatory was 

put on hold. During 1915, the Capital’s Officer in Charge of Afforestation Thomas Charles 

Weston was directed to plant thousands of pine trees on the bare mountainside to optimise the 

atmospheric conditions for astronomy. It was this pine forest which defined the site’s aesthetic 

for so long, however it was also this pine forest that ultimately contributed to its destruction.  

 

It was not until 1924 that Duffield’s ‘Commonwealth Solar Observatory’ was finally 

established. From a temporary headquarters set up in the Hotel Canberra, Duffield set about 

establishing the Observatory of his dreams, including building his family a grand residence. 
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By 1928 the Duffield’s new home was complete. The ornate Residence, known as 

‘Observatory House’, hosted extravagant dinners and distinguished guests. Entertainment was 

provided by the musically adept members of the Stromberra Quintet, of which Walter and his 

wife Doris were members and their children Joan, Peter and Michael. The Residence was also 

the social heart of the Observatory (C Wehner 2014, pers. comm., 8 February). 

 

  

Figure 1: Director’s Residence, 1928 (Source: National Archives of Australia) 

 

The Observatory had begun to build its reputation one the world stage when in 1929, Walter 

Duffield died of influenza, aged just 49. The Commonwealth appointed Bill Rimmer as 

Officer in Charge of the Observatory until 1939 when a new Director was appointed.  

 

Leaving his post at the Royal Observatory Greenwich, Richard Van Der Riet Woolley would 

revolutionise the Mount Stromlo Observatory. Woolley was instrumental in the site’s use as 

an optical munitions factory during the Second World War and eventually changing the focus 

of research from solar observing to stellar astronomy.  

 

Under Woolley’s leadership, a huge period of development ensued. Following a major 

bushfire in 1952 which destroyed the site workshops, new multi-functional workshops were 
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built, with optical, mechanical and electrical capacity. The 1950s also saw the installation of 

several new telescopes including the enormous 74 inch telescope and the Yale Columbia.  

 

In 1957 the Australian National University acquired the Observatory from the Department of 

the Interior and appointed Bart Bok, a Dutch astronomer at its helm. Under Bok’s leadership, 

ANU established the Siding Spring Observatory in the Warrumbungles near Coonabarabran, 

as the light pollution from Canberra’s growth had impacted observing at Mount Stromlo.  

 

Siding Spring Observatory was and remains Australia’s premier observing site, although 

Mount Stromlo Observatory continued to flourish. As the headquarters of the RSAA much 

research, teaching and innovation continued to occur, international collaborations had been 

formed, and Mount Stromlo Observatory represented Australia in several significant 

international projects. 

 

Tragedy Strikes 

The 18th January 2003 was a defining day in Canberra’s history. Temperatures on this day 

were recorded at over 40 degrees Celsius. Two separate fires met, creating a fire front of more 

than 25 kilometres in length which was propelled towards Canberra by winds of over 65 

kilometres per hour (Canberra Bushfires 2003). 

 

At around 9.00 a.m. residents of Canberra reported burnt leaves landing at their homes. By 

2.00 p.m. police began evacuating Canberra’s western suburbs, and by 2.45pm a state of 

emergency was declared.  Within ten hours, four people had been killed, almost 500 people 

were injured, over 5000 people were evacuated and nearly 500 homes were destroyed with 

another 300 damaged. In total the fires burnt 164,000 hectares of land, close to 70% of the 

total area of Australian Capital Territory (Canberra Bushfires 2003).  
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The Mount Stromlo Observatory was one of the many built casualties of the wildfire. Millions 

of dollars’ worth of new and historic infrastructure and instrumentation were lost. Winds on 

the site were reported over 100 kilometres per hour and fire temperatures reaching into the 

hundreds of degrees melted the metallic domes off the telescopes.   

 

While the actual fire front passed quickly, the resulting ember attack and continuing extreme 

conditions ensured most of the Observatory was engulfed. The forensic report showed it was 

this ember attack which caused most of the damage to the site, with ‘weak spots’ on the 

buildings such as windows, doors and vents often the entry point for the embers (Stephen 

Grubits and Associates 2003:19).  

 

Some 90 years after its establishment, Weston’s pine plantation was part of the reason the site 

was so vulnerable (Stephen Grubits and Associates 2003:21). The high sap content of the 

trees and a forest floor of dry pine needles meant the forest burned quickly. The pine trees 

were compared to ‘matchsticks’ when describing how they led the fire up and over the 

mountain top (T Borough 2014, pers. comm., 12 February).  

 

The Director’s Residence was evacuated, with the Braddick Family (who were its residents in 

2003) making it off the mountain with moments to spare (C Braddick 2014, pers. comm., 10 

June). The fire completely gutted the building, leaving it without a roof, windows, doors or 

much of its interior. Nine successive Director’s had lived in the Residence from its 

construction in 1928 until it was damaged by the fires. 
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Figure 2: Director’s Residence following 2003 fires (Source: T Borough 2003) 

 

A Period of Change  

ANU and RSAA had rightly focussed their attention and resources on rebuilding the research 

and working capacity of the site following the fires. Priority was placed on building and in 

some cases rebuilding international partnerships and enhancing the site’s offerings on the 

world stage. A large portion of the insurance funding from the fires was directed to the 

construction of the Advanced Instrumentation and Technology Centre and as well as urgent 

clean-up and stabilisation work. 

 

Loose, unstable and unsafe elements of the buildings were removed. After the initial clean up 

there remained three dome-less telescopes buildings; two others with domes intact but 

completely gutted; the surviving visitors centre and office buildings (Duffield and Woolley 

Buildings); the shell of the administration building (reconstructed to original plans in 2007); 

the empty slab which once laid beneath the workshops; a few lucky houses and the driveways 

and gates that had once led to those houses which were destroyed.  

 

The once ‘European’ appearance of the site, complete with its dense pine forest was 

completely destroyed. The open landscape, and eventual scrubby infill of pioneer plantings 

such as eucalypts and acacia created a new and uniquely Australian aesthetic.  
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With the closure of the visitor centre at the site and a lengthy period of rebuilding and clean-

up, the previously strong connection with the local and visiting community had weakened.  

While the café eventually reopened, the visitor centre and much of the outreach and 

educational capacity of the site had been lost. 

 

The Approach to Stabilisation 

As a Commonwealth Heritage listed site with potential National values, a cautious approach 

to any work at the Observatory is necessary. The Director’s Residence has Commonwealth 

significance in its own right as well as forming an integral part of the site’s wider heritage 

values.  

 

However, as with any site containing ruins, challenges can arise not only from their physical 

condition, but the time, expertise and resources required to conserve and manage the ruins. 

Ruins often have a lack of amenable use and little ability to create a direct income source 

(Department of the Environment 2013:19-21).  The 2011 State of the Environment Report 

focussed on the need for flexible approaches to the management of ruins, allowing for 

methods other than traditional restoration or reconstruction to full intactness (State of 

Environment 2011:754).  

 

The Mount Stromlo Observatory actively demonstrates the value of ruins – the value in a ruin 

remaining as a ruin; the value in a ruin with a new use; and the value in the reconstruction of a 

ruin. The site has examples of all these approaches (Guthrie, Jackson 2013).  

 

While some ruins at the Observatory were cleaned up and opened for public access, the 

Director’s Residence stood untouched on the ridge for over 10 years. Described as a ‘broken 

tooth’ (M Colless 2015, pers. comm., 29 January) and fenced for public safety, its condition 
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continued to deteriorate. A few bright ideas for refurbishment and reuse came and went, 

however the required level of stabilisation was always deemed too difficult.  

 

 

Figure 3: Interior, Director’s Residence before works (Source: ANU Heritage 2013) 

 

In the midst of Canberra’s centenary celebrations, ANU hopefully submitted applications to 

the Commonwealth Government’s ‘Your Community Heritage’ grants programme. The 

University was fortunate to receive two grants from this programme, one to develop an 

interactive heritage trail at the site, and the other to undertake the stabilisation and interpretation 

works at the Director’s Residence ($497,000 which was matched 100% by ANU).  Immediate 

discussions between the ANU and RSAA defined several key priorities for the Director’s 

Residence project: 

- To stabilise the structure: to ensure it did not fall down; 

- To protect the structure: to weatherproof and arrest further degradation;  

- To open the structure: make the building safe and accessible to the public; and 

- To interpret the structure: to tell the stories about this important building and its 

context within the Observatory.  
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Extensive research was undertaken on the best practice conservation management of ruins to 

define the project scope. The team were guided by the principles of the Burra Charter - most 

importantly the principle: 

Do as much as necessary to care for the place and to make it useable, but otherwise 

change it as little as possible so that its cultural significance is retained. (Australia 

ICOMOS 2013:1) 

 

This principle was the primary basis for the considered and somewhat restrained approach to 

the project.  

 

After ten years of exposure the building had suffered from water ingress between the cavity 

walls, rust in its metal components and of course has been hit with a ferocious fire. While the 

shell was still intact, the building had crumbling bricks, powdery mortar and overgrown 

vegetation which had begun to compromise the structure. Of course there was also a limited 

budget within which to scope the project.  

 

The 2013 publication Ruins: A Guide to Conservation and Management  (Department of the 

Environment 2013) described a similar approach to that taken for this project as ‘Coming 

Alive Again’, when there is a desire or a need to bring a place back to life, or install a new 

compatible use or activity (Department of the Environment 2013:28). The document suggests 

that this approach may be appropriate where (amongst other reasons):  

- The significance of the place does not rely on it remaining as a ruin;  

- There  is sufficient evidence to reinstate lost elements of the place;  

- A new compatible use is proposed to support ongoing conservation and interpretation 

of a significant place;  

- Adaptive reuse will not impact on the significance of the place; and  
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- There is a strong and enduring association between the place and a community or 

cultural group that could be reinstated.  

 

Fortunately, ANU had high quality records, images and original plans to develop a strong 

understanding about the heritage values and original fabric of the place. Good documentation 

also existed about the building past uses and associations. Extensive consultation was 

undertaken with the community and interested parties to expand this knowledge.  

 

Careful consideration was given to every action taken, from the type of roof to the colour of 

the steel supporting structure. Every aspect of the project was scoped with conservation of the 

site’s heritage values in mind. The limited budget certainly constrained some of the initially 

proposed activities, such as the reconstruction of the original staircase, however the defined 

priorities remained at the forefront of budget management discussions.  

 

The project team chosen had not only demonstrated experience in this type of work, but also 

on the site. Independent assessment was also undertaken of the scope of works, as well as an 

archaeological assessment of the site.  

 

Construction took around nine months in total, with a raft of trades involved. The structural 

stabilisation was the most substantial element of the project, and the construction of the roof 

also took significant time. To ensure public safety, unstable plaster was removed off many of 

the walls, although the Maid’s Sitting Room retains the original plaster to and shows the 

location of the since burned picture rails. A partial timber floor and glass screens were also 

installed in the building to allow public access. 

 

There were limited options available to conceal the structural elements of the building, 

however the steel beams, straps and lintels which are holding the building together have now 



Page 12 of 17 

become part of the building. The scars of the fire are clear with the bare bricks, fireplaces 

seemingly floating in mid-air and of course the lack of the building’s second floor.  

 

Understanding Through Fabric 

As with many heritage sites, communication and interpretation of heritage values are essential 

to the conservation process for the Mount Stromlo Observatory. The interpretation of the site 

is as important as its restoration and maintenance and is essential in supporting the 

community understanding of and engagement with the site’s significance.  

 

Launched in January 2015, the project saw the Director’s Residence transform, 

communicating the many layers of history on the site and providing a unique, contrasting and 

evocative visual and visitor experience.  

 

While interpretation was a key priority for this project, the scope consciously allowed for the 

ruin to speak for itself, as the fabric is the most powerful interpretive device. The ability for 

the building itself to tell its own stories was a unique opportunity. The element of surprise is 

used in the presentation of the site, with the external fabric leading the visitor to believe the 

internal fabric may be in a similar vein, but the stark contrast between inside and outside is 

one of the building’s major features.  

 

From the exterior, the building largely resembles its 1928 aesthetic, with clean render, a new 

coat of paint and a new Marseille tiled roof. Those expecting to see the same level of 

restoration inside are surprised to find the bare brick, structural steel, open second floor, dirt 

floors and even a few weeds growing.  
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Figure 4: Interior, Living Room and Master Bedroom (Source: S Hay 2015) 

 

As previously mentioned, reconstruction of ruins is a highly contested issue, and the approach 

to this project was always predicted to raise the question – ‘when will it be finished?’ 

The urge to make whole again a valued building…that is incomplete is a very strong 

one, similar in some ways to the urge to improve or correct someone else’s text. Both 

involve a strong desire to see an object that is complete and integral to one’s own 

satisfaction, rather than tolerate a creative work that has been diminished in its 

intelligibility. (Stanley-Price 2009:32) 

 

While full reconstruction was absolutely considered, the decision to only partially reconstruct 

was not made simply because of the limited project budget.  The project team were conscious 

not to ‘sterilise’ the building by removing all of the fire damage and effectively erase an 

important layer of the site’s story.  The interior not only bear the scars of the fires, but the 

significant work which was undertaken to ensure the building’s stability. Visitors can 

understand that the building was only rebuilt in part and that much of what they see is new 

work. 

 

For the active interpretation of the site, the project team engaged with the local Aboriginal 

community. For the first time, the story of the Indigenous history of the site, and the strong 
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cultural connection which Aboriginal people have to the stars as Australia’s first astronomers 

was shared.  

 

With the recent completion of a book about the history of the site, the team were fortunate to 

be provided access to thousands of historic images. A series of seven oral histories were also 

undertaken with former staff and residents. These oral histories spoke strongly to the domestic 

life of the Observatory and about the site as a village – not just as a scientific facility or 

workplace.  

 

 

Figure 5: Interior, Dining Room showing audio-visual projection (Source: S Hay 2015) 

 

Utilising all of these resources, one of the project’s most exciting aspects was the state-of-the-

art interpretive installations, developed by Sydney firm ESEM projects. There are four audio 

visual installations located within the building:  

- A Home on the Hill – a soundscape in the former living room focussing on the 

domestic life of the site and utilising the memoirs of Joan Duffield, daughter of the 

founding Observatory Director. 

- The People of Mount Stromlo – a dual screen visual display set within a replica 

telescope control console in the former stairwell showing the many faces of former 

staff, residents and visitors. 
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- Eyes on the Skies – a two-way projection in the Dining Room focussing on the 

scientific achievements of the Observatory and beginning with an Aboriginal 

dreamtime story called ‘Why the Emu Can’t Fly’.  

- Wildlife, Wildfire – a large projection in the former kitchen about the devastation of 

both the 1952 and 2003 bushfires, using news reel footage and powerful images of the 

fire and its aftermath.  

 

Small and semi-transparent text panels were installed in the building to explain the 

interpretive installations as well as the wider conservation approach. A small display case 

features items recovered from the fire. A donated piano was also installed for visitors to play - 

a nod to the original Steinway piano owned by the Duffield family which was central to many 

social gatherings. 

 

The landscape surrounding the Residence had changed markedly since the fires. The project 

team ensured to pay respect to the past while allowing for realistic maintenance of the 

grounds in the future. The reinterpreted landscape includes both original and new elements 

based on known information, such as the retained grapevine on the building’s façade, a rose 

garden and a modern version of the original croquet lawn which many former residents and 

staff members remember as a key social activity. 
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Figure 6:  Exterior on completion (Source: S Hay 2015) 

 

Conclusions 

A ruin can tell us many important stories; of its past, its present and in some cases of its 

future. The stabilisation and interpretation works at the Mount Stromlo Director’s Residence 

have created a unique platform for interpretation. The project provides a strong understanding 

of the site and the building’s layered history through the unique presentation of its physical 

fabric and the innovative interpretive devices which accompany it.  

 

Feedback on the project indicates that visitors both understand and appreciate the approach 

taken in the construction and in the interpretation of the well-known and the lesser known 

stories of the Observatory’s history. On reflection, it may have been to the building’s benefit 

that some of the earlier proposals for more comprehensive reconstruction or refurbishment 

were not successful. Instead, what has been achieved is a unique and memorable visitor 

experience and highlights an innovative approach best practice conservation and 

interpretation. 

                                                

1 The history of the site is largely summarised from Bhathal, R, Sutherland, R, Butcher, H 2013, Mt Stromlo 

Observatory: From Bush Observatory to Nobel Prize, CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood, VIC. 
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