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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 The Open-Air Archive 
The idea of an open-air archive can be 
traced back to Denis Jeans and Peter 
Spearritt’s study of New South Wales as 
a cultural landscape.  Their book, The 
Open Air Museum, was published in 
1980 and remains influential in the 
study and conservation of historic 
landscapes.1 
 

 
In The Open Air Museum, this image of 
ruins was used to show an ‘artefact’ in 

the open air museum that was both 
historically important and aesthetically 

valued in the present day.2 

 
In a formal museum artefacts have been 
removed from their context, they no 
longer fulfil their original uses, and they 
are arranged in the order given by 
curators.  Jeans & Spearritt sketched the 
open-air museum as a site where the 
artefacts are kept in situ, often remain in 
use (if not always for their original 

                                                      
1 Jeans, DN and Peter Spearritt, The Open-air Museum: 
The cultural landscape of New South Wales, George 
Allen & Unwin, North Sydney 1980 
2 ibid, page 3 

purpose), and are arranged in an order 
that reflects human needs and demands, 
the spatial influences of the site, and are 
often adjacent to other artefacts of the 
same or a similar period.   
 
They saw these artefacts, including 
buildings, roads and monuments, as 
evidence of history that was outside 
formal museums and libraries.  This 
open-air museum was never static but 
always changing, it was a lived-in 
landscape that invited people to 
interpret the past in their own ways.  
This made in necessary to retain 
artefacts such as buildings from all 
different periods, even those thought to 
be ugly or in poor taste, and to 
encourage the idea of trusteeship as the 
essence of conservation. 
 
A decade later Geoff Ashley, Denis Jeans 
and Carol Liston produced a study of 
historic places in the NSW National 
Parks & Wildlife Service Estate called An 
Outdoor Museum.3  They took Jeans & 
Spearritt’s ideas a little further, seeing 
the national park estate as an outdoor 
museum of historic places in their 
landscape context, with the Service as 
the custodian of this estate that had 
been acquired rather accidently and not 
primarily for heritage conservation.  
They proposed using a thematic 
approach to acquire new ‘specimens’ of 
historic places not yet contained within 
the national park estate so as to “collect 
a total library of historic places”.4  The 
documents in this total library would be 
historic sites, they would need to be 
interpreted in their landscape context, 

                                                      
3 Ashley, Geoff, Denis Gojak and Carol Liston, An 
Outdoor Museum: Historic Places in the NSW National 
Parks & Wildlife Service Estate, NSW NPWS, Sydney 
1991.  This study was a response to the-then common 
practice of demolishing and removing any evidence of 
human settlement in newly acquired national parks 
with the intention of recreating ‘pristine wilderness’.  
With little awareness of the irony that Aboriginal 
peoples had shaped the landscapes for millennia and 
they had never really been wilderness. 
4 ibid, page 28 
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and there would need to be a 
philosophical acceptance that historic 
places were a legitimate part of the 
landscape in the national park estate. 
 
These concepts of the open-air museum 
and the total library give us the idea 
that historical records come in many 
forms, not just paper documents.  They 
can include tangible records such as 
buildings, fences, parks or ruins, and 
intangible records such as place names, 
views or curtilages.  And, clearly, they 
can include monuments such as 
headstones, war memorials, foundation 
stones … and commemorative plaques.   
 
These historians, archaeologists and 
geographers, by sharing their thoughts 
and knowledge, also developed the idea 
that these ‘outside records’ were 
dynamic and always changing, whether 
being cared-for and looked after or 
abandoned and falling into ruin; they 
emphasized that their value lay in their 
historical qualities, and these histories 
could be explored and stories told about 
them by everyone who was interested 
in them; but they also saw a role for 
specialist curators or librarians in 
conserving the records so that they 
could be passed on to the next 
generation.  The idea of stewardship, 
that we in the present day have great 
responsibilities as stewards of these 
records in the landscape to care for 
them and pass on to the next generation 
in a better condition than we inherited 
them, is embedded in their writings. 
 
Now, some quarter-century after these 
ideas began to circulate and influence 
the evolution of the heritage system in 
New South Wales, they can be further 
developed through the idea of 
considering local landscapes as an 
open-air archive, and these historic 
records as local archives in the open-air, 
held in the custody or stewardship of 
local open-air archivists. 
 

As with the museum and the library, the 
analogy is not perfect, but it is well 
suited to the way historians think about 
records and how they use them to 
understand the past and tell stories in 
the present.   
 
Three basic principles of archival 
practise relate to original order, 
provenance and responsible custody.  
These three principles can be applied to 
the idea of ‘open-air historical records’ 
to provide a context for creating an 
enduring program of commemorative 
plaques in a local area. 
 
The idea of original order, or keeping 
records in the same order and scheme 
in which they were created, allows us to 
see commemorative plaques as one 
series of records in the open-air archive.  
Other series might be buildings, or place 
names, or shipwrecks.  There may also 
be more than one series of 
commemorative plaques in the one 
archive.  Each series should be kept in 
its original arrangement, which means 
that plaques should not be moved to 
another site and away from their 
original location.  That original context 
establishes the integrity of the plaque as 
authentic evidence of what its creators 
intended to commemorate.   
 

 
Series folders in an indoors archive.   

Image SLWA 

http://www.slwa.wa.gov.au/dead_reckoning/archive_accessioning_systems
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Guide to a series of plaques in an urban 

open-air archive.  Image Dorset Life 
 
If a plaque is moved, say to allow a 
building to be demolished, its context is 
fundamentally altered and becomes 
something else.  The plaque will no 
longer be a historic record of the 
commemoration of a significant person 
or event at that place.  Instead, it will 
become a simple object, with different 
meanings and different management 
needs in a museum, store room or even 
a works depot. 
 
The idea of provenance means that 
records should be traceable to their 
source.  A person viewing a 
commemorative plaque should be able 
to know who created it, who made it, 
what has been its lineage.  This is 
another aspect of its authenticity.  Each 
plaque should include in its design the 
cypher or heraldic device or other 
emblem of the organization responsible 
for the plaque.   
 
It should also include, usually in some 
subtle way, the makers mark to show 
who made it.  The documentary records 
of the plaque program should also be 
maintained and publicly accessible. 
 
The idea of responsible custody refers 
to the obligation to protect both the 
physical security and intellectual 
integrity of historical records.  For 
commemorative plaques, this relates to 
stewardship and a perpetual 
responsibility for managing plaques and 
collections of plaques.  As the Crown is 
the only perpetual, public legal entity in 

New South Wales, enduring 
responsibility is best achieved by 
vesting ownership and control of 
plaques in a Crown entity such as a local 
council or a state government cultural 
agency where they can be managed as 
public assets. 
 

 
The municipal coat of arms indicates the 

provenance or lineage of this green 
plaque.  Image Open Plaques 

 
No commemorative plaque exists in 
isolation.  It is part of a relationship 
between other plaques, those who 
created the plaque, the subject of the 
plaque, and the place in which the 
plaque is located.  The meanings of a 
commemorative plaque come from its 
relationships to other records in the 
open-air archives, and the people and 
communities that create and use them, 
as much as from its inscription and 
physical form.   
 
Applying these archival concepts to 
managing commemorative plaques 
emphasizes their collective 
arrangement according to their 
provenance, taking responsibility for 
their stewardship, and understanding 
their provenance.  Add to these the 
concepts from the open-air museum 
and the total library of historical 
records as dynamic, available to 
everyone to engage with, and embedded 
within the landscape, and the shape of 
the open-air archive becomes apparent. 

http://www.dorsetlife.co.uk/2012/11/all-that-remains-christchurchs-blue-plaques/
http://openplaques.org/plaques/1285
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So does one of the record series held in 
the open-air archive, commemorative 
plaques, and the possibility that there 
may be several series of 
commemorative plaques, each with 
their own history and purposes, with 
each series containing its own items or 
records in the form of each individual 
plaque and its associated 
documentation. 
 
1.2 New South Wales: A history of 
commemorative plaque programs 
British colonization in New South Wales 
began in 1788, although it took nearly a 
century for the frontier to cross its most 
westerly districts.  The present 
boundaries of the state were not formed 
until 1915, just upon a century ago.5  
Despite the relative newness of non-
Aboriginal settlement, erecting 
commemorative plaques began within a 
few decades of the beginning of British 
colonization.   
 
The first open-air commemorative 
plaque erected in New South Wales was 
a ‘brazen tablet’, or brass plaque, fixed 
by the Philosophical Society of 
Australasia to a rock marking Captain 
Cook’s landing place at Kurnell, in 
Botany Bay in 1822.6   
 
When placing the plaque, writers of the 
day linked this first commemorative 
plaque back to the biblical Ephesians 
and the greatness of Rome.  In this way 
they attached the most venerable 
history they knew to the use of plaques 
to mark places linked with people and 
events of historical significance.  In 
claiming for the fledgling colony this 
ancient lineage, the Philosophical 
Society made the commemorative 
plaque an emblem of civilization and 
even divine providence. 
 

                                                      
5 Taylor, David, The States of a Nation: The politics and 
surveys of the Australian state borders, NSW 
Department of Lands, Bathurst 2006: page 199 
6 ‘On affixing a tablet to the memory of Captain Cook, 
and Sir Joseph Banks’ and ‘Sydney’, Sydney Gazette, 22 
March 1822, pages 2-3 

 
The first commemorative plaque erected 

in New South Wales in 1822.  
Image: Artuccino 

 
A century later, the earliest plaque 
program involving the installation of a 
planned series of plaques was that 
commenced by another learned 
community group, the Royal Australian 
Historical Society in 1919.  The first 
‘porcelain tablet’, or ceramic plaque, 
was placed on the site of the 1788 
Government House in Bridge Street, 
Sydney.   
 

 
The first plaque in the ‘porcelain tablet’ 

series, installed 1919 and still in its 
original stone pedestal and original 

location 
 
The placing of the plaque, and the idea 
of a series of such plaques, was 
explicitly following the example of the 
London blue plaques, and it was 
intended that 

…the old associations which cluster 
about various parts of the city … 

http://www.artuccino.com/Allan_Cunningham/Ida_Lee/Early_Explorers_Ida_Lee_01.html
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should be recalled daily to the 
community by some means of some 
inscriptions on enduring material, 
linking the past with the always 
moving years.7 

 
The Society chose this as their first site 
to place a plaque because it was where 
the first eight governors lived, where 
the first soil was cultivated, where 
domestic animals were first set free, 
where a military revolt deposed a 
governor, and …   

…where our earliest official and 
social History was given shape and 
substance. … the old place built by 
Phillip – where he, Hunter, King, 
Bligh, Macquarie and Darling 
tasted deeply the cup of 
bitterness”.8 

The site of so many firsts was linked to a 
vice-regal lineage and an air of 
Historical drama.  The plaques were to 
be history for the people, not “buried 
beneath modern buildings, or in the 
printed pages hoarded in libraries”, as 
the press report stated at the time.  
They were to be records of a history 
that could be felt, could be breathed in, 
that was full of people and about which 
a woman or man in the street could be 
moved to great passions and emotional 
heights or depths.   
 
The plaques, with their laureate border 
of gum nuts, gum leaves and flannel 
flowers, made in a cream ceramic that 
echoed the classical ceramic plaques 
made by Josiah Wedgewood from 
Sydney Cove clay in 1789, were 
succinct, beautiful and real historical 
records that real people could find, read 
and touch without the need for any 
intervention by historians, archivists or 
architects.   
 

                                                      
7 ‘Old Sydney | Historic Landmarks | First Governor’s 
Home’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 October 1919, page 
7 
8 ibid 

 
The sixth in the ‘porcelain tablet’ series, 
installed 1921/23 and still located in its 
original setting in the façade of the Old 
Police Station in Lower George Street, 

The Rocks. 

 
The use of Australian foliage may have 
appealed to nationalist sentiments in 
passing Sydneysiders, but the allusions 
in the plaque design to classical 
antiquity were also a mark of their 
authenticity, in the way that Greek and 
Roman architecture was held to embody 
the virtues of rational thought and 
scientific inquiry.  These allusions told 
the viewer that the history that had 
taken place on this site, as recorded in 
the plaque, had been properly 
researched and verified.  It had really 
happened, on this very spot.  It was true 
history, that had occurred right here in 
Australia’s oldest city, as authenticated 
by the R.A.H.S. cypher.  The mark of the 
only royally honoured learned society 
devoted to the study of Australian 
history in the new Commonwealth of 
Australia was proof of the plaque’s 
authenticity. 
 
In these earliest examples of 
commemorative plaques can be seen 
the basic principles that have continued 
to inform the ideal commemorative 
plaque. 
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This medallion was made from dabuwa 
(white clay) dug in Sydney Cove in 1788 

and sent by Governor Phillip to Sir Joseph 
Banks. Banks in turn sent the clay to his 

friend Josiah Wedgwood, who made a 
series of classical-styled ceramic 

medallions marking the founding of the 
colony. 

Image: State Library NSW, PM 133 

 
1.3 Sydney Green Plaques 
Between 1984 and 1988 the RAHS, in 
partnership with Sydney City Council 
and the State Bank of NSW, undertook a 
program of researching, manufacturing 
and installing a series of 101 
commemorative plaques in the Sydney 
CBD.  All the plaques took the form of a 
green roundel (pronounced round’l), 
and the program became colloquially 
known as the ‘green plaque program’. 
 
The RAHS has a history of installing 
commemorative historic plaques, 
usually in response to specific 
anniversaries, since 1919.  The 
‘porcelain tablet’ series was replaced in 
1962 by a series of square or 
rectangular steel historic site plaques, 
usually attached to kerb-side poles but 
occasionally to buildings, that operated 
between 1963 and 1984.9  Many of 
these plaques were removed as the 
green plaques were installed.   
 
 

                                                      
9 These plaques were described by Frank Clune in 
Serenade to Sydney: Some Historical Landmarks, Angus 
& Robertson, Sydney 1967. 

 
A rare in situ survivor of the ‘steel 

plaque’ series, 
 George Street North, The Rocks 

 
The green plaques were unveiled in 
1985 and completed during the 1988 
bicentennial celebrations.  In 2013, the 
RAHS and Sydney City Council were 
looking to recommence the program, 
replacing missing plaques with replicas 
of the originals, and extending the series 
to further places with a new plaque 
design based on the green roundel. 
 

 

A Sydney green plaque, installed 1985,  
on the sandstone portico of the Elizabeth 

Street entrance to Central Railway 
Station. 

 
Other organizations and individuals 
have erected commemorative plaques 
over the years in Sydney, occasionally 
since the 1980s also using a green 
roundel.  The green roundel has now 
become generally accepted as the 
appropriate form for a commemorative 
historic plaque in New South Wales, 
with the Sydney green plaque having 
similar recognition values to a London 
blue plaque. 
 

http://acmssearch.sl.nsw.gov.au/search/itemDetailPaged.cgi?itemID=446730
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1.4 London Blue Plaques 
When the RAHS ceramic plaque 
program was initiated in 1919, it was 
explicitly influenced by a similar 
scheme in London.  The newspaper 
report on the installation of the first 
plaque stated: 

…the society is following the 
example set by the London County 
Council, which for several years 
has been marking sites and 
buildings in London of historical 
interest.10 

 
The London scheme began in 1867 
when a learned society, the Royal 
Society of Arts, placed two ceramic 
plaques, one on the birthplace of Lord 
Byron, and one on the former residence 
of Napoleon III during his second 
exile.11  The Society’s intention was to 
draw attention to, and so help preserve, 
buildings with significant historical 
associations, and to also educate the 
public and enhance London’s 
streetscapes. 
 

 
One of the first two London blue plaques, 

 installed 1867, King Street, St James.  
 Image Open Plaques 

 
In 1901 responsibility for the scheme 
passed to London County Council, then 

                                                      
10 ‘Old Sydney | Historic Landmarks | First Governor’s 
Home’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 October 1919, page 
7 
11 English Heritage, Celebrating People and Place: 
Guidance on commemorative plaques and plaque 
schemes, English Heritage, London 2012.  English 
Heritage is equivalent to the NSW Heritage Council 

in 1965 to the Greater London Council, 
and in 1986 to English Heritage.  The 
use of a blue roundel did not become 
the standard plaque type in the scheme 
until the 1940s, although it was being 
used in the early twentieth century.  The 
use of ceramic has continued across the 
program since 1867.  A notable feature 
of the early blue roundels was the use of 
wreath or laureated border, either 
coloured in a naturalistic green foliage 
or in white to match the white 
inscription.  Other plaque shapes and 
colours were also used in the early 
years of the program, and again the 
laureated border was a common 
feature.12   
 

 
London blue roundel with white wreath, 

installed 1908, Jermyn Street, 
Westminster.  Image Open Plaques 

 
The use of ceramic, and of a laureated 
border on the RAHS plaques, was 
clearly influenced by the London 
examples.  The distinctiveness of the 
RAHS plaques came through the 
innovative three-dimensional wreath 
and the local or native foliage, features 
absent from the London plaques. 
 
 
 

                                                      
12 ibid, for examples see page 100, figure 68; page 129, 
figure 85; page 83, figure 50. 

http://openplaques.org/plaques/489
http://openplaques.org/plaques/651
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The 3-dimensional 
character of 
Sydney’s ‘porcelain 
tablets’ series can 
be seen in this 
image.  Note also 
the inversion of the 
London plaque 
colours with a blue 
inscription on a 
white field. 

 
The final decision to use a blue roundel 
in London was reached because of its 
distinctive character and visibility when  
placed against the typically darker 
colours of London’s brick walls.  
Similarly, the Sydney green roundel 
provides an aesthetically pleasing 
contrast with Sydney’s sandstone 
buildings. 
 

 
London blue plaque on brick wall, 
installed 1993, Whitcomb Street, 

Westminster.  
Image Open Plaques 

 
The London blue plaques today have 
global renown for their comprehensive 
coverage, historical integrity and high 
aesthetic values.   
 
1.5 How to use this Companion 
This Companion is based upon English 
Heritage’s Celebrating People and Place.  
It is a companion guide, adapted to New 
South Wales’ circumstances.  Although 
it can be used as a stand-alone guide, 

many of the issues covered are also 
covered in Celebrating People and Place, 
either in greater depth or from a 
different perspective.  Anyone planning 
a plaque program will find their 
endeavours enhanced by consulting 
both documents. 
 
The Companion is intended for plaques 
in an urban setting such as a CBD, high 
street, suburban park or country town 
where the plaques will be easily 
encountered by pedestrians.  However 
it will also be useful with some 
adjustments in planning a plaque 
program in other rural and underwater 
sites.  The ways in which people will 
come across and engage with the 
plaques will determine how useful this 
Companion is in such circumstances. 
 
This Companion also has several 
supporting tools.  The blog provides 
more information through links to a 
series of podcasts and YouTube videos 
discussing some issues in more detail.  
The blog can be used for posting 
questions and engaging in discussions 
with other plaque programs and 
managers. 
 
The structure of the Companion, as 
shown in the table of contents, follows 
the logic of researching, implementing 
and managing a plaque program, and 
largely mirrors that of Celebrating 
People and Place for easy cross-
referencing. 
 
Lastly, the Companion is published 
under a creative commons license, 
rather than standard exclusive 
copyright, so you are free to distribute, 
and even adapt it for your own 
purposes, provided you acknowledge 
the author and its part-funding by the 
people of New South Wales.  See inside 
the front cover for details.

 

http://openplaques.org/plaques/159

