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depicted item:   
Woolley House I, 
Mosman, Sydney 
source:                       
Photo: David Moore in 
McKay, Boyd,  
Stretton, Mant, 1971,  
Living & Partly Living,  
p. 101 
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1.  Identity of building/ group of buildings/ group of buildings/ landscape/ garden  

• Data for identification   

current name: Woolley House I (former) 

former/original/variant name: Woolley House 

number(s) and name(s) of street(s): 34 Bullecourt Avenue 

town/suburb Mosman 

province/state: NSW 

post code: 2065 

block or lot (if known) Lot 69, Deposited Plan (DP) 1034779 

country Australia 

national topographical grid reference: Australian Map Grid (AMG): 3 38 E, 62 57 N 

latitude and longitude Latitude: 33°48’57”S, Longitude: 151°14’28”E 

current typology: Residence  

former/original/variant typology: Residence 

comments on typology: The mid-twentieth century saw a number of 
architect-designed houses constructed in the steep, 
difficult, bush (forest)-covered suburbs around the 
shores of Sydney Harbour and its tributary arms 
(such as the Woolley House constructed on the 
shores of Middle Harbour). These cheaply-
constructed houses spawned a typology of house 
with exposed clinker bricks, dark-stained timber and 
skillion roofs that later came to be known as “The 
Sydney School” (a term disdained by the 
practitioners involved in designing these houses. 
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1.2 Status of protection  
protected by: state/province/town/record only    

Register of the National Estate (non-statutory)  No 

AIA National Register (non-statutory) Unconfirmed 

AIA (NSW Chapter) Register of Buildings of 
Significance (non-statutory) 

Yes. Listed 2002    

National Trust of Australia (NSW) Register (non-
statutory) 

Unconfirmed 

State Heritage Register/Inventory (statutory) Yes, listed on the State Heritage 
Register. Listed 2001 

LEP (Local Environmental Plan) (statutory) Yes, listed on Mosman LEP. Listed 
2001  

Grade  (ie level of protection) State  

Archival Recording exists? Unknown 

valid for: whole area/parts of area/building Site and house  

1.3  Visually or functionally related building(s)/site(s)  

name(s) of surrounding area/building(s): Note applicable 

visual relations The house was designed on a 
heavily-treed steep site sloping down 
to the west and south. The site, and 
the immediately adjoining sites to the 
north and south contained numerous 
trees which the architect “borrowed” 
in the setting of the Woolley House. 
Originally the Woolley House was 
heavily concealed from the 
neighbouring houses. 

functional relations None 

other relations: None 
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2.  History of building(s) etc.  

2.1 Chronology 

Note if the dates are exactly known (e) or approximately estimated = circa (c) or (±) 

commission or competition date: 1961 

design period(s): 1961 

start of site work: 1962 

completion/inauguration: 1962 

• Summary of development  

commission brief:  

design brief: Architect’s statement (1971): 

The site is a steep hillside, covered 
with large trees, rocks and ferns and 
with an outlook over Middle Harbour. 

The design derives from an idea of 
garden terraces, part of which are 
covered by a massive timber roof 
sloping parallel to the land. A 
geometric discipline was imposed, 
the basis being a 12 foot [3.6 metre] 
square room, several of which are 
thrown together for the central 
space. Each unit steps aside 4 feet 
[1.2 metres] following the land 
contours, and the same 1:3 
proportion is used for vertical 
separation. As each unit steps aside 
its roof is pulled away from the next 
one, creating narrow rooflights that 
admit leaf-filtered sunlight. Walls are 
clinker bricks, the frame is post and 
beam, the infills are timber and the 
floors are concrete covered with cork 
or matting. 

building/construction: Recent statement by architect:      
The house is designed on a grid of 4 
feet [1.2 metres] and a larger 
structural grid of 12 feet [3.6 metres]. 
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The 12 feet [3.6 metres] square units 
are staggered in plan by 1/3 stepping 
back along the contours.  

The large grid and its section set up 
a rhythm like a beat in music, around 
which a composition of infill elements 
is composed. While a range of 
elements is selected, consisting of 
large glass sheets, small screened 
ventilation panels, triangular and 
rectangular boarded infills and sliding 
doors, in each case of infilling the 
frame, the particular function of the                         
location creates a variation. The 
intention is complexity within an 
ordered discipline.  

This was my first use of clinker brick. 
I had seen it used in a building at 
Sydney University by Fowell Jarvis                         
and MacClurcan in which the texture 
was maximised, with projecting 
lumps and raked joints. Clinker 
bricks were rejects dumped or used 
for fill by brickyards because their 
uneven size and colour made brick 
laying difficult. But to me, they had 
texture and colour equivalent to old 
brick work in Europe and America 
and they were incredibly 
inexpensive.  

I determined they would be selected 
by the bricklayers for the relatively 
smooth side, minimising the texture                         
and enabling the joints to be cut 
flush and showing a range of 
beautiful colours.  

At the top, however, I used blue/ 
black bricks which were still being 
made for repairs to liver-brick                         
bungalow-style houses. These were 
very uniform and provided a pleasant 
seat or shelf. Off-form concrete also 
appears on the stairs and external 
terraces. The main frame, posts and 
rafters of the house and the roof 
decking are of Canadian Pine - 



Woolley House I 
Mosman 

 
 
d o 

!
 c o _ m o ! m o _ 

           International working party for 
ISC/R members update 2003                                    documentation and conservation  
                                                                                           of buildings, sites and neighbourhoods of the 
for office use only                                     modern movement 
 
6 of 19 

similar to Oregon [Douglas Fir] but 
paler. The window frames, doors and 
external infill boarding is sawn 
Tallowwood, [an Australian 
hardwood] internally it is dressed.  

All the timber was finished either 
clear or with a black and umber 
natural oil stain.  

The top level- kitchen, entry, dining 
room and laundry have cork tiles. 
The lowest floor is Tallowwood.  

The main living space is unusually 
large for a relatively modest size 
house. The roofs are a kind of 
pantile, terracotta with a bluish/ 
brown glaze. The reflections and 
shadows on this roof, the soft 
textured rose, brown and grey of the 
bricks and the dark stained boarding 
are seen through a screen of 
angophora trees, which vary through 
the season from soft grey to orange. 

completed situation: House on a suburban allotment set 
amongst remnant bushland (trees) 

original situation or character of site: Treed, steep, vacant suburban 
allotment sub-divided from bush 
garden of earlier, neighbouring 
house to the south. 
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• Relevant persons/organisations  

original owner(s)/patron(s): Ken Woolley 

architect(s): Ken Woolley 

design architect: Ken Woolley 

landscape/garden designer(s): Ken Woolley and subsequent 
(current) owner 

other designer(s): Not applicable 

consulting engineer(s): unknown 

building contractor(s): Pettit, Sevitt & Partners 

• Other persons or events associated with the building(s)/site  

name(s): Not applicable 

association: Not applicable 

event(s): Not applicable 

period: Not applicable 

 

• Summary of important changes after completion  

type of change: 
alteration/renovation/restoration/extension/ 

other: 

The subsequent (current) owner has 
maintained the house in an excellent 
condition and has modified the 
basement level of the house to 
remove the endemic damp problems 
that had existed throughout the 
Woolley ownership of the house. 

The current owner has also 
increased the vegetation of the 
garden and the garden is now a lush, 
green, oasis. 

In recent years, the trees and 
gardens of the two adjoining 
properties have been denuded, thus 
affecting the once-treed setting of the 
Woolley House.  
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date(s): 2001: removal of trees from garden 
of property to the north. 

2011: removal of trees from garden 
of the property to the south. 

circumstances/ reasons for change Installation of pools, tennis courts 
and the general dislike of trees. The 
fashion of manicured, “classical” 
formal gardens has superseded the 
mid-twentieth century desire for 
Australian “native” gardens. 

effects of changes: Loss of the visual curtilage once an 
important feature of the Woolley 
House. 

persons/organisations involved: Owners of adjoining sites with the 
acquiescence of the consent 
authority, Mosman Council. 
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3. Description of building(s) etc. 
3.1 Site/building character  
 
The following description is drawn from the State Heritage Register listing of the Former Woolley House I. 
 
The design derives from an idea of garden terraces, most of which are covered by sections of timber roof 
which slope parallel to the land.  

 
A geometric discipline was imposed on the plan, the basis of the which is a series of 12 foot [3.6 metre] 
square units, several of which combine to form the main central space. The main bedroom, bathroom and 
kitchen units open from this central space.  

 
The individual units step sideways and downwards across the slope and the roof sections follow, creating 
narrow rooflights which serve to make the roof float over the living areas.  

 
Each unit steps aside 4 feet [1.2 metres] (one third its width) to follow the contours of the land, and the 
same proportion is used to separate the units vertically.  
 
The building's external walls, and several internal walls (which create screens and balustrades which 
divide the flowing interior) are of clinker brick. The palate of materials is kept to a minimum and was 
selected to define the individual elements of the structure and its infill. Internally, the structural frame of 
sawn hemlock is visible. Infill panels are of oiled tallowwood.  

 
Ventilation is provided by the means of solid timber panels which have insect screens fitted externally. The                         
concrete floors were originally covered with cork and matting. The cork remains, but the matting has been                         
replaced with carpet. 

 

• Current use  

of whole building/site: Suburban housing allotment 

of principal components (if applicable): Single family residence 

comments: Use has not changed since 
construction 

 

• Present (physical) condition  

of whole building/site: The house and site are in excellent 
condition  

of principal components (if applicable):  The house has been meticulously 
maintained by the current owner (is 
only the second owner of the house) 

of other elements (if applicable): The garden has been built up from a 
dry bush garden into a lush green 
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oasis 

of surrounding area (if applicable): Adjoining sites to the south and north 
have been denuded of their trees to 
accommodate formal “classical” 
gardens with hard-surfaced elements 
such as swimming pools and tennis 
courts, etc. 

comments: The failure of the NSW Heritage Act 
to govern developments on sites 
adjoining State-heritage listed sites is 
a major failing, and such control has 
been devolved to the local 
government authority which, in the 
case of the developments adjoining 
the Woolley House, did not intervene 
to stop the loss of trees and 
vegetation. 
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• Note(s) on context, indicating potential developments  
Indicate, if known, potential developments relevant for the conservation/threats of the                                                                      
building/site 
   

The failure of the NSW Heritage Act to govern developments on sites adjoining State-heritage listed sites 
is a major failing, and such control has been devolved to the local government authority which, in the case 
of the developments adjoining the Woolley House, did not intervene to stop the loss of trees and 
vegetation. 

The continuing failure of the State heritage system is a continuing threat to the Woolley House, and all 
other items listed on the State Heritage Register. 

4. Evaluation  

Intrinsic value 

4.1  technical evaluation: 

It was a major contributor to the perpetuation of the principles established by the Sydney School architects 
which influenced vernacular housing not designed by architects. The use of exposed “reject” clinker bricks 
and off-the-saw timber established the “soft Brutalism” as a Sydney regional variant of Modernism. 

4.2 social evaluation: 

The lessons learnt by Woolley in his own house were used to inform the work he then undertook for Pettit 
and Sevitt, project home builders, who constructed thousands of modern project homes throughout 
Sydney and rural New South Wales. The project homes brought an architect-design house within reach of 
the middle class. 

4.3.  cultural and aesthetic evaluation 
The house and its siting is considered by the profession to be an exceptional response to the difficulties in 
building on the steep, rugged, left-over sites around Sydney harbour. At its completion, the house was 
awarded the Wilkinson Award by the Royal Australian Institute of Architects (NSW Chapter) in 1962. The 
award is the highest award for housing in NSW.  
 
The house was a prototype that crystallised theories which were developing at the time. It was soon 
discovered that it was a style that could be mass produced as it was modular, economic and honest in its 
use and expression of materials, in that it didn’t rely on covering up the construction which made 
economic as well as aesthetic sense. 
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Comparative significance 

4.4  canonical status (local, national, international) 

The house, together with only a few other Sydney houses, is considered to be one of the highest 
achievements of the so-called Sydney School of regional Modernism in the mid-twentieth century. 

Its status was recognised at the time of its construction by it being awarded the Wilkinson Award in 1962 
and, more recently, by being listed on the NSW State heritage Register for protection under the NSW 
Heritage Act. The house features in most histories of Australian architecture. 

4.5  historic and reference values: 
 
The Woolley House is an early and classic example of the Sydney School, a movement which was 
emerging at the time of the building’s construction. 

 

5.  Documentation  

5.1  archives/written records/correspondence etc. (state location/ address):  

Conservation Plan prepared?   Yes (by Jyoti Somerville for the NSW 

Historic Houses Trust) 

Listing & files  Australian Heritage Commission   No 

Listing & Files National Trust   No  

AIA (NSW Chapter) Published material in digital archive 

 

• principal publications (in chronological order): 

Anon, 1963, “Wilkinson Award, 1962: Architects Own House, 34 Bullecourt Ave, Mosman”, Architecture in 
Australia, December 1962, p. 76-79 

Anon, 1963, Cross Section, September 1963, p. 2 

Sowden, H., 1969, Towards an Australian Architecture, Sydney: Ure Smith, p. 24-25  

Apperley, R. and Lind, P., 1971,  444 Sydney Buildings, Sydney: Royal Australian Institute of Architect 
(NSW Chapter), p. 56 

McKay, I., Boyd, R., Stretton, H. & Mant, J., 1971, Living & Partly Living Housing in Australia, Sydney: 
Thomas Nelson (Australia) Pty Ltd, p. 100-101 
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Saunders, D. and Burke, C., 1976, Ancher, Mortlock, Murray, Woolley; Sydney Architects 1946-1976, 
Sydney: Power Institute of Fine Arts University of Sydney, p. 43-45  

Taylor, J., 1990, Australian Architecture Since 1960, Canberra: Royal Australian Institute of Architects, p. 
39-40 

Dobney, S. (ed), 1991, Ken Woolley and Ancher, Mortlock & Woolley: Selected and Current Works, 
Melbourne: Images Publishing Group Pty Ltd, p. 52-53 

Royal Australian Institute of Architects (NSW Chapter), 2000, State Heritage Inventory form  

Richard Lamb & Associates Consulting, 2001, Independent Assessment - impact of proposed development 
at 34A Bullecourt Avenue Mosman on 34 Bullecourt Avenue Mosman "The Woolley House"  

Wyndham, S., 2003, “The Battle of Bullecourt Ave”, Sydney Morning Herald [reference to issue and page?] 

Webber, P., 2012, “Ken Woolley”, in Goad, P. & Willis, J. (eds), The Encyclopedia of Australian 
Architecture, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, p. 775-777 
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• visual material (state location/ address)   

 

original visual records/photographs/others: David Moore photographs 

Original drawings   Ancher, Mortlock & Woolley 

recent photographs and survey drawings: Not applicable 

film/video/other sources: Not applicable 

website Not applicable 

 

5.4 list documents included in supplementary dossier  
   

Copies of DOCOMOMO journal articles by Sheridan Burke.  

6. Fiche report   

name of reporter:   Scott Robertson 

Information provided by Australian Institute of Architects 
(NSW Chapter) and reporter’s 
personal knowledge of the property 
and professional involvement with 
current owner 

address 26 Station Street, Naremburn  

NSW  2065  Australia 

telephone:    +61 2 9439 7779 

fax +61 2 9439 7775 

e-mail:  rharch@ozemail.com.au 

date of report June 2014 
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    examination by DOCOMOMO national/regional section  
    approval by wp co-ordinator/registers correspondent (name):   
    sign and date:  

▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬ 

    examination by DOCOMOMO ISC/R  
    name of ISC member in charge of the evaluation:  

comment(s):  
 

   
sign and date:  
   
ISC/R approval:                                                                    date:  
 

wp/ref. no.: 

NAI ref. no.:     
 
 
7. Additional documentation 
Architect’s Statement: 
THE FORMER WOOLLEY HOUSE, MOSMAN.  
 
Text copyright 2004 - Ken Woolley  
Publications about the Mosman House have approached it mainly from its suggested role in the Sydney 
School, focussing on its design character, materials and siting. I am sometimes quoted as referring to its 
theme of garden terraces stepping down a hillside, with a sloping roof pulled apart by staggering the 
terraces and by mentioning direct detailing and references to bungalow-style houses. Robin Boyd used 
the house as an example of Sydney School, which he described as a 'tamed, romantic kind of Brutalism'. 
In acknowledging that as being perhaps more perceptive than he intended, or as others have taken it, I 
have shown that it is not a straight example of the "New Brutalism" any more than it relates to the designs 
of other architects whose work, while influenced by Frank Lloyd Wright, is also included in the notion of 
Sydney School. At the time, I frankly referred aspects of the Mosman House to the Bungalow Style, of 
which there were many fine examples on hillsides, in Mosman. In doing so, referring to connections to the 
past, I was running counter to mainstream Modernism, as were architects elsewhere and from whom the 
Post Modem thinking emerged. I refer particularly to Moore, Esherick, Stirling, Venturi.  
 
At the time, I was reluctant to assert any such thing as  a Sydney School, firstly because there was no 
such group consciously attempting to create a consistent movement. There was a diverse group called the 
Architectural Society whose members included some architects later referred to as Sydney School. 
Among the members were some, including me, who had a strong attraction to directness in detail and 
natural materials without artifice. Those ideas are, of course relative. They were partly a reaction to 
orthodox modernism, the International Style and to the leading architects of the day. A sub-group, you 
might say, was the team in Harry Rembert's design room at the NSW Government Architect's Office. We 
produced a manifesto (unpublished) called Natural Materialism, which was partly wry wit and partly a 
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serious proposal that all materials in building should be expressed in a way that was natural to them, not 
just that they be unadorned.  
 
The Mosman House represents my thoughts of late 1961. Concurrent work was the State Office Block 
[demolished] documentation, the construction detailing and interiors of Fisher Library, the Kingsdene 
exhibition (at [the Sydney suburb of] Carlingford) and the early Pettit and Sevitt houses.  
 
The house is designed on a grid of 4 feet [1.2 metres] and a larger structural grid of 12 feet [3.6 metres]. 
The 12 feet [3.6 metres] square units are staggered in plan by 1/3 stepping back along the contours.  
 
The large grid and its section set up a rhythm like a beat in music, around which a composition of infill                         
elements is composed. While a range of elements is selected, consisting of large glass sheets, small                         
screened ventilation panels, triangular and rectangular boarded infills and sliding doors, in each case of                         
infilling the frame, the particular function of the location creates a variation. The intention is complexity 
within an ordered discipline.  
 
This was my first use of clinker brick. I had seen it used in a building at Sydney University by Fowell Jarvis                         
and MacClurcan in which the texture was maximised, with projecting lumps and raked joints. Clinker 
bricks were rejects dumped or used for fill by brickyards because their uneven size and colour made brick 
laying difficult. But to me, they had texture and colour equivalent to old brick work in Europe and America 
and they were incredibly inexpensive.  
 
I determined they would be selected by the bricklayers for the relatively smooth side, minimising the 
texture and enabling the joints to be cut flush and showing a range of beautiful colours.  
 
At the top, however, I used blue/black bricks which were still being made for repairs to liver-brick                         
bungalow-style houses. These were very uniform and provided a pleasant seat or shelf. Off-form concrete                         
also appears on the stairs and external terraces. The main frame, posts and rafters of the house and the                         
roof decking are of Canadian Pine - similar to Oregon [Douglas Fir] but paler. The window frames, doors 
and external infill boarding is sawn Tallowwood [an Australian hardwood], internally it is dressed.  
 
All the timber was finished either clear or with a black and umber natural oil stain.  
 
The top level- kitchen, entry, dining room and laundry have cork tiles. The lowest floor is Tallowwood.  
 
The main living space is unusually large for a relatively modest size house. The roofs are a kind of pantile, 
terracotta with a bluish/brown glaze. The reflections and shadows on this roof, the soft textured rose, 
brown and grey of the bricks and the dark stained boarding are seen through a screen of angophora trees 
[Australian native trees endemic to the Sydney region], which vary through the season from soft grey to 
orange. 
 
History: 
(Taken from the State Heritage Register listing): 
The block of land on which the Woolley House is built was a subdivision of the adjoining land at 11 Bickel 
Road, Mosman which was approved by Mosman Municipal Council on 26 August 1958. Another block 
north of the Woolley House's block (the current 34A Bullecourt Avenue) was similarly subdivided off 11 
Bickel Road.  
 
11 Bickel Road was an attractive verandahed two-storey Federation bungalow [constructed at the 
beginning of the 20th century] on a large sloping, sandstone terraced site which was densely planted over 
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much of the 20th century. In the 1950s this large garden won prizes. Late in the 20th century a swimming 
pool and tennis court replaced some of the lower garden near Bay Street. Jacaranda, Sydney red gum 
(Angophora costata) and sweet gum (Liquidambar styraciflua) were among the mature trees on this site 
[mostly removed by 2011]. Steeper section at the north/rear was more natural with some large Sydney red                         
gums and regrowth on it. It is this latter section which was subdivided off to create the Woolley House's lot 
in 1958.  
 
This building is an example of Ken Woolley's early work before joining Ancher, Mortlock and Murray in 
1964. Ken Woolley had designed the State Office Block for the Government Architect's Office, as well as 
Fisher Library at the University of Sydney.  
 
At the time of the house's construction, Sydney had been developed to certain boundaries and most of the 
flat building sites had been exhausted. Developers therefore set their sights on land previously considered 
unfit for building (such as the steep bushland on which the Woolley House is built). A new house type that 
accepted that the land sloped was required for such sites. The split level form minimised the amount of 
excavation and filling that was required for construction.  
 
This requirement led to amazingly spatially dynamic forms, space vertically through the interiors as well as                         
horizontally. Internal spaces were staggered, a unique approach, and stepped down the sites so that 
sightlines could angle down and views could be achieved from remote areas of the house. Materials often 
used were quarry tiles, western red cedar boarding and panelling, clinker or sandstock bricks, polished 
timber floors, sawn and unfinished timbers. Colour schemes were typically neutral internally to allow the 
materials and spaces to speak for themselves.  
 
Living spaces were generally open plan, connected but articulated by changes of ceiling height, changes 
of direction and screening with fittings or elements of the plan. The clever and complex manipulation of 
space meant that floor areas could be tight while maximising the feeling of space in the house. Visual 
separation was often achieved by arranging lines of sight to wholly or partially conceal some views (such 
as views of the kitchen from the living area). Decks and terraces which opened the interior to the exterior 
were common. Small bedrooms were generally chosen to allow living areas to be maximised.  
 
This style of house became known as the Sydney School, and was used across Australia, but 
predominantly along the eastern seaboard, mainly around Sydney. This style offered charming and 
intimate spaces, beautifully crafted with naturally finished materials. It really only became possible at the 
end of the 1950s to use more interesting building materials as war time difficulties were at an end. Clinker 
bricks were imperfect and suited the aesthetic of the Sydney School, which was in part a revisiting of the 
Californian Bungalow aesthetic.  
 
The design ideas were quite radical in one way, but the scale of the spaces and the palate of materials 
was very warm and human. The Woolley House and the other examples at the time were highly influential 
and affected the designs of many other contemporary houses, both one-off designs and, more directly, the 
project homes Ken Woolley went on to design for [project home builders] Pettit and Sevitt.  
 
The current owners bought the house in 1985 and have retained the bush setting, encouraging 
regeneration of native species. 
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8. Additional pictures of building  

 
 

 

 
 
depicted item:  Woolley House I, Mosman, Sydney 
source: Photo: David Moore in McKay, Boyd, Stretton, Mant, 1971, Living & Partly Living, p. 100 
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depicted item:  Woolley House I, Mosman, Sydney 
source: Ken Woolley in Sowden, H., 1969, Towards an Australian Architecture, Sydney: Ure Smith, p. 24 
 
 
 
 


