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5. DESIGN, MATERIALS AND POSITIONING 
 

Commemorative plaques will have a 
physical and visual impact on the 
environment, especially on a historic 
environment.  They will change the 
appearance of a building and a 
streetscape.  This makes it critical to 
approach a plaque program with 
sensitivity, creativity and high 
aesthetic standards.  With time and 
thought good design is achievable, 
which will make the plaque desirable 
to property owners and an ornament to 
the building and its setting.   

5.1 Use of the green roundel 

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, and the 
program became colloquially known 
as the green plaque program. 
 

 
Green roundel plaque, CML 

Building, cnr Hunter and Bligh 
streets, Sydney, installation date, 

maker unknown 
 
Other organizations and individuals 
have since erected commemorative 
plaques, also using a green roundel.  
The green roundel has now become 
generally accepted as the 
appropriate form for a 

commemorative historic plaque, and 
has high-level recognition values.  
See section 5.3.4 for discussion of 
shapes and sizes. 

 
5.2 Choosing a designer and 

manufacturer 
Care needs to be taken in choosing 
artisans or companies to make and 
install your plaque(s).   
 
Plaque designs can be produced by 
hand or computer software, 
preferably by an experienced 
designer or artist, and should be to 
scale.  Alternately, many 
commercial plaque manufacturers 
will have a standard range of plaque 
designs, usually with some 
variations, from which you can 
choose. 
 
You may decide that supporting 
local manufacturers or artisans is 
one your criteria, or at least the 
maker should be based in NSW.  
This may increase the costs, but 
have the benefits of maintaining a 
local or regional trade or craft. 
 
Online searches for plaque 
manufacturers will identify a 
number of operators in NSW.  Local 
artisans, such as ceramicists or 
woodcarvers, might be found 
through local arts or crafts 
organisations, or TAFE or arts 
colleges.  Stonemasons or 
monumental masons will be 
identifiable through searching 
online or contacting the 
Monumental Masons’ Association of 
NSW. 
 
Find out potential costs as early as 
possible, including what different 
variations (such as size or colour) 
will cost, whether there are benefits 
in buying several plaques at once, 
payment options and likely 
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timeframes for production.  If you 
are seeking grant funding, these 
details will probably need to form 
part of your grant application. 
 
It is important that you have an 
agreed plaque design, no matter 
how rough, before contacting any 
potential manufacturer or installer.  
Even if the final product is not 
exactly as first envisaged, it will help 
ensure it remains consistent with 
your criteria.  Try not to allow 
yourself to be rushed into buying an 
off the shelf product that is easiest 
for the manufacturer to make.  
Remember the credibility of your 
plaques, and the long time you want 
them to last. 
 

5.3 Selecting appropriately 
 

5.3.1 Character and setting 

Consideration needs to be given to 
the setting or environment in which 
the plaque will be placed.  The 
character of the building, site or 
locality should be respected, and the 
plaque should complement that 
character. 

For a plaque scheme, consistency in 
plaque design will usually be 
desirable, and may need to respond 
to various settings.  Investigating 
possible sites to understand their 
character should be undertaken 
before plaque designs became too 
fixed. 

Factors to look at include: 

1. The general date and style of 
buildings 

2. The building materials and 
finishes 

3. The building scale (height, 
distance from public 
viewing spot, etc) 

Other factors to consider include the 
character of the historic setting, and 
elements such as road and footpath 
paving, street name plates, gates 

and railings, street lights and street 
trees. 

An overarching question to consider 
is whether the plaque(s) should 
stand out in the street or have a 
more subtle presence.  Generally, 
the former is better suited to busy 
streetscapes, the latter to smaller-
scale, quieter areas. 

Additional questions that a planning 
or heritage officer might ask could 
also include: 

1. How will the plaque be 
installed? 

2. Will it damage the building 
fabric? 

3. How long before a plaque 
like this begins to 
deteriorate? 

4. Are there other plaques or 
signs nearby? 

5. Would the plaque adversely 
affect the character of the 
area? 

 

 

A plaque severely damaged by salt 
winds and strong sunlight.  None 

of the inscription or 
authenticating marks remain 

legible. 

 
Other environmental factors that 
may affect a plaque include 
degrading impacts from pollution, 
salty sea air and wind, consistently 
strong sunlight, and the 
susceptibility of the place to 
flooding, bush fire, very high 
temperatures or sand blast. 
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It may be useful to ‘test’ proposed 
plaques by using a mock plaque, in a 
range of colours, shapes or sizes, on 
potential sites.  A similar exercise 
can be conducted on photographs or 
a computer screen. 
 

 

Testing a proposed location with 
a mock plaque (a green plastic 

plate), blue tac and tape measure, 
at John Street School, Pyrmont 

 

5.3.2 Materials 
The type of material you choose for 
your plaques should reflect you 
aims, criteria and budget.  Materials 
generally fall into four categories: 
 
1. earthenware: 

• ceramic, with coloured 
glaze, terracotta unglazed 

2. metal:  
• bronze, brass, steel, iron, 

with or without enameled 
or painted coloured 
surface or lettering 

3. stone: 
• marble, granite, slate, 

malachite (all available 
from quarries in NSW) 

4. artificial materials: 
• plastic, fibreglass, epoxy 

resin, perspex, coloured as 
specified 

Wood can also be used, but its 
outdoor durability is likely to be 
limited compared to other 
materials. 
 
Ceramic is the most durable, and a 
glazed surface will be impervious 
and retain its colour.  English 

Heritage only uses ceramic plaques, 
each individually hand-made, with a 
slightly domed surface to cast off 
rain and dirt.  The main 
disadvantage of ceramic or terra 
cotta is its cost, as each plaque will 
be individually hand-crafted. 
 
Metal plaques are the most 
commonly seen, and produced by 
several foundries and metal firms in 
NSW.  Bronze is popular, as is brass.  
They are generally affordable 
(although not cheap), and can be 
surface mounted.  Their main 
disadvantage is their attraction to 
thieves for sale as scrap metal.  
Some metals do not weather well in 
salty or otherwise corrosive 
environments.  Aluminium is an 
affordable option, but not 
particularly durable.  Unpainted or 
non-enamelled surfaces can made 
lettering hard to read. Painted 
surfaces can fail long before the 
metal work and look neglected. 
 

 

Aluminium plaque, with flaking 
paint, aged 25 years.  

Trades Hall, Goulburn St., Sydney. 

 

Stone, like ceramic, is highly 
durable, but this will depend upon 
the type of stone and the way it is 
cut.  If sedimentary stone is face-
bedded (i.e. its internal layers are 
vertical and exposed) it will be 
vulnerable to salts and 
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delamination.  Slate is durable and 
comes in several colours, as does 
marble.  A stone quarried locally will 
reinforce local character.  Incised 
lettering may be gilded or otherwise 
coloured. 
 
Artificial materials such as epoxy 
resins or plastics are lightweight 
and easy to attach, but can be easily 
broken and will often become brittle 
in a comparatively short time. 
 
Overall, each material has its pluses 
and minuses.  How a plaque is to be 
installed, and what maintenance 
will be needed, will help you choose 
along with other factors.   
 
It can be helpful to inspect the 
headstones in a local cemetery, as 
well as foundation stones and 
existing plaques, to see which 
materials have proved to be durable 
in the local environment before 
reaching a decision. 
 
5.3.3 Installation 
Plaques can be fixed to a wall by 
either of two methods: surface 
mounted or inset.  Both methods 
require skill. 
 
Surface-mounted plaques are 
attached to a wall surface.  Where 
possible they should be fixed into 
mortar joints rather than stone or 
brick work, and screws should be 
set into plastic plugs.  Screws should 
be stainless steel or brass, with 
plastic insulation washers, 
especially if the plaque is made of 
metal.  Mild steel screws tend to rust 
and streak the plaque surface.  Glue 
can be used, but this can damage the 
wall, especially if the plaque needs 
to be removed for some reason, and 
can fail over time. 

 

This surface-mounted plaque has 
been bent by someone trying to 

lever it off the wall.   
Old Registry Office, Sydney 

 

Surface-mounted plaques are 
relatively easy to remove for 
refurbishment, cleaning or other 
purposes.  They need to be securely 
fixed, especially if within reach of 
passers-by, to prevent theft, 
vandalism or damage, or falling off 
the wall. 

 
Inset plaques are set into a wall 
surface so that the plaque surface is 
flush with the wall surface, using a 
mortar mix that can also seal and 
waterproof the plaque perimeter.  It 
is not advisable to remove such 
plaques as both wall and plaque 
may be damaged.  On the other 
hand, theft is prevented.   
 

 

A plaque inset into a masonry 
wall, image English Heritage 

 

It is important to give careful 
thought to this approach, especially 
if it involves a heritage-listed 
building.  Planning and heritage 
officers may be reticent to approve 

https://heritagecalling.com/2014/02/22/putting-one-up-for-kenneth-williams/
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such an approach.  The prime 
example of insetting plaques is the 
Blue Plaques scheme operated by 
English Heritage, where the plaques 
are ceramic and intended to last for 
centuries as a permanent part of a 
historic building. 
 

 
Above 1923, (RAHS Call No 2089), 

below 2017 

 
This plaque in the RAHS ‘porcelain 

tablet’ series, installed 1 March 1921, 
is inset into an 1882 stone wall.  It 

had a wrong date, and was replaced 
in 1923, but was then re-set 

incorrectly, with the laureated 
wreath upside down (see pictures on 

pages 4, 5 & 7).  Two of the corner 
‘daisy-eye’ elements were also lost, 

(and now in all corners, lower 
picture).  This emphasises the 
importance of both accurate 

research, and correct installation, as 
the result is meant to be permanent. 

 
In some areas most buildings may 
be of timber frame construction, 
with timber cladding such as 
weatherboards.  A combination of 
partly insetting, partly surface 
mounting to achieve a flat plaque 
surface across overlapping 

weatherboards may be suitable.  
Alternately, plaque sizes may be 
determined by board widths and 
surface mounted. 
 

 

A surface-mounted plaque, 
screwed on to flat ship-lap 

weatherboards, c1893 
Berry Railway Station 

 

If a plaque is to be installed on a new 
plinth rather than an existing 
building, insetting may provide a 
more secure, durable and 
aesthetically pleasing option than 
surface mounting. 

5.3.4 Size and shape 

The RAHS green roundels were all 
intended to be a standard diameter 
of 295mm, but in practice actual 
sizes vary between 255 and 355mm.  
This allows for variations in the 
viewing point of the viewer (e.g. the 
plaque may be at a first or second 
floor height in relation to the 
viewer, so the larger size may be 
preferred for the inscription to be 
visible to the ground-level viewer).  
In Britain, roundel sizes in various 
plaque schemes range between 
350mm to 635mm, while the 
standard London blue plaque is 
495mm. 

There is value and flexibility in 
having a limited but standard range 
of plaque sizes, especially in relation 
to the aesthetic proportions of the 
façade or surface to which the 
plaque is to be attached.  Larger 
sizes may be more appropriate in 
busy urban areas with larger 
buildings, smaller sizes in quieter 
areas with smaller scale structures. 
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Roundels were chosen for the 
original London blue plaques 
because they were unlike any other 
plaque shapes of the time, and did 
not look like monumental or funeral 
tablets.  This was sometimes varied 
for plaques installed on sites of a 
demolished building, where other 
shapes, usually rectangular 
(reminiscent of a headstone) were 
used.  Other shapes in use include 
the hexagon, oval, triangle, square 
and free form.  Generally, however, 
the roundel has gradually become a 
recognised standard for 
commemorative plaques. 
 

 
Oval plaque shape, enamelled 

steel, used by Sydney Cove 
Redevelopment Authority in The 

Rocks, 1970s. 
 
The ‘medallion’ shape plaque was 
popular in the early twentieth-
century, and used in the beautiful 
RAHS porcelain tablet series, with 
characteristic centre panel 
surrounded or framed by three-
dimensional figures.  Section 1 
shows images of some of these 
plaques. 
 
The roundel was selected for use in 
the 1984-1988 green plaque 
program in Sydney, and the 2016 
green plaque program in Berry. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.3.5 Colour 
Colour, like shape, can be a very 
powerful means of achieving 
distinctiveness.  Green was selected 
for the RAHS program to represent 
the corporate livery of the scheme’s 
sponsor, State Bank.  The bank is 
now long-gone, but the green colour 
remains and provides an 
aesthetically pleasing contrast to 
the sandstone and light-coloured 
bricks to which it is usually 
attached. 

Green is not the only option, and 
other factors that might influence a 
choice include: 

1. Reflecting or contrasting 
against existing building 
and street materials 

2. Existing plaques and signs 
in the area 

3. Livery colours of the 
organising group, or of the 
local government 

4. Identifying a particular 
association, such as purple 
for a women’s theme, black 
for an Indigenous theme, 
pink for a gay theme, or grey 
for a criminal theme  

The colouring of the lettering also 
needs consideration to create a 
contrast with the field or 
background colour.  Lettering can 
become almost invisible if not 
coloured, especially on an 
uncoloured metal plaque as it ages 
and patinates.  Typically, white is 
chosen for a good contrast.  This is 
inverted in the RAHS porcelain 
tablets, which used blue lettering on 
a cream coloured field. 
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Weathered bronze plaque, now 
with indistinct lettering, age and 

maker unknown 
Royal Botanic Garden, Sydney 

 

5.3.6 Lettering 
Apart from colouring the lettering, 
the font or typeface also needs to be 
considered. 
 
Generally, for a plaque scheme a 
uniform font for all plaques will 
unify the scheme.  The original 
RAHS green plaques use a Times-
style font.  Plaque programs 
generally use a typeface with small 
or minimal serifs, but rarely sans-
serif.  This is sometimes determined 
by the plaque material.   
 

 

Different font sizes used for 
emphasis. Image English Heritage. 

 
Small serif typefaces (something 
like Cambria, Baskerville, 
Garamond, Goudy or Times New 
Roman) might be suitable, however, 
the selection of a font will be 
influenced by developments in 
graphic design, plaque materials 

and artisanship.  Metal plaque 
manufacturers will have a selection 
of fonts from which one can be 
chosen. 
 
As well as a font, other issues to 
consider include: 

1. The use of capitals (using all 
capitals can make a plaque 
hard to read) 

2. Use of punctuation marks 
3. ‘stacking’ lines or phrases 

over each other (see also 
page 40) 

4. Placing lettering around the 
rim or edge 

5. Varying the size of words to 
emphases a point 

6. How dates and years should 
be expressed 
 

 
Section 5.5 considers other issues 
when looking at plaque inscriptions. 

 
5.4 Components of plaque 

design 
Having looked at some of the physical 
aspects of plaque design, some other 
elements need consideration. 

 
Corporate sponsors and granting 
agencies may want to be acknowledged 
in the plaque design.  The impact on the 
design needs to be considered and not 
passively accepted.  Ideally, your 
criteria will either provide for or 
clearly exclude such practices.  The 
RAHS green plaques used their 
sponsor’s corporate livery colour 
(green) without mentioning the 
sponsor’s name.  Given the propensity 
for corporate and agency names to 
frequently change, this more subtle 
approach may be more acceptable.  A 
perception that a plaque scheme is a 
form of private advertising is likely to 
attract criticism, which will be 
detrimental to the scheme’s credibility 
and the sponsor or grant agency. 
 

http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/blue-plaques/wheeler-sir-mortimer-1890-1976
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Generally, avoid information that 
quickly dates such as web addresses, 
telephone numbers and so on.  
Similarly, avoid embedding QR codes 
or bar codes in the plaque.  Your 
plaques will last much longer than any 
of these details or technologies.  
Similarly, stating a place is on a 
particular heritage list should be 
avoided, as listing levels can change, 
and places can be de-listed.  All of this 
information can be included in more 
ephemeral supporting materials such 
as brochures or apps. 
 
5.5 Plaque inscription 
The inscription is perhaps the most 
important part of a plaque.  It tells the 
viewer why this place and its 
association is worthy of 
commemoration and recognition. 
 
As previously emphasised, ensuring 
data and spelling is correct, and the 
location is accurate, are of fundamental 
importance.  Where there is any doubt 
about information it should be omitted. 
 
Content is likely to include the name of 
a person or event, vital dates, 
profession or claim to recognition, and 
the dates they are associated with the 
place.  This makes clear the historical 
period and the nature of the 
connection. 
 
It can be useful to develop a set of 
standard terms to guide the writing of 
inscriptions, and to keep a unified focus 
across a plaque program.  At the most 
basic, these could include: 

• ‘lived in this house’ 
• ‘lived and died here’ 
• ‘was born here’ 
• ‘worked here’ 
• ‘was founded here’ 
• ‘met here’ 
• ‘at this place …’ 
• ‘occupied this place from …’ 
• ‘designed this … 
• ‘built this …’ 
• ‘invented the … here’ 

The adverb ‘here’ or noun ‘place’ makes 
clear the connection between this place 
and the person or event being 
commemorated. 
 
If a plaque is to mark a building that has 
been demolished or greatly changed, 
this should be clear through terms such 
as ‘in a cottage once on this site’, or ‘on 
this site once stood’.  Avoid creating 
misconceptions about the history of a 
place, and remember the credibility 
and educational role of your plaques. 
 
Generally, superlatives and hyperbole 
should be avoided in favour of 
simplicity and brevity.  If a person had 
a legitimate title (e.g. Captain) or 
postnominals (e.g. OAM) they used in 
their lifetime these could be included, 
but remember that passers-by in a 
hurry will only glance at the plaque.   
 
Plaques should excite interest and 
encourage viewers to want to find out 
more.  They should not be a ‘book on 
the wall’.  Very few people will have the 
time or inclination to stop and read 
long sentences and paragraphs set out 
in tiny letters, especially in busy city 
streets.  The ‘all who run’ principle is 
derived from an awareness of 
pedestrians and passers-by usually 
being in a hurry and needing to 
comprehend an inscription in a 
glimpse. 
 
The briefer the inscription the better.  
Developing such inscriptions will be a 
very useful exercise in distilling the 
principal reason for the 
commemoration.  Brief but engaging or 
poetic inscriptions will more often 
engage the public and stimulate their 
interest. 
 
Inscriptions can provide historic 
information, but this is not necessarily 
the same thing as conveying the 
historic significance of the subject 
being commemorated.  London blue 
plaques have a word limit (including 
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dates) of 19, and in exceptional 
circumstances an uppermost word 
limit of 30.  Sydney green plaques vary 
between 23 and 39 words.  For a viable 
plaque program, 19 to 25 words should 
be an acceptable word range, with 
provision for rare or exceptional 
circumstances.  Generally, lesser words 
should be preferred to more. 
 
Consistent word lengths within a 
scheme gives a unity to the plaques and 
helps people identify them easily. 
 
The examples below show these 
approaches with minimal words and 
different fonts or typefaces: 
 

Site of  
THE DAWN OFFICE 

radical and feminist printery  
and bookshop 

owned and operated by  
LOUISA LAWSON 
1890 – 1901 

LOUISA LAWSON 
owned and operated the 

radical and feminist printery 
THE DAWN OFFICE 

on this site 
1890 – 1901 

Alternate inscriptions, one 
emphasising the event and the other 
the person, 19 words each, font 
Cambria 

 
Near this site 

PYRMONT WINDMILL 

once caught the breezes  

before falling into  

RUIN 

c1808 - c1826 

Poetic inscription for a lost building, 
15 words, font Baskerville 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Scott & Cross Street Cottages 
THE SQUAT 

typical mid-Victorian workers 
housing built 1879 – 1895 

saved BY LOCAL PEOPLE 
SQUATTING HERE  

1978 - 1996 

Commemorating historic and recent 
events and local community, 22 
words, font Goudy 

 

On this spot 

The Right Honourable 

LADY MARY FITZ ROY 

VICEREINE 

died in a carriage accident 

7 December 1847 

An intimate connection between a 
place, a notable person and a sad 
incident, 19 words, font Times 

 

LORD WOLSELEY HOTEL 

place of BILLY HUGHES’  

political speechifying 

and emblem of the  

GREAT CONSCRIPTION DIVIDE 

built 1884 re-modelled 1902 

Commemorating a significant 
person and events and a local place, 
and provoking the viewer to find 
out more, 23 words, font Times New 
Roman 

 
ROBERT HICKSON Esq 

Chairman Sydney Harbour Trust  
REBUILT  

SYDNEY AS A GLOBAL PORT   
with modern waterside worker’s 

housing of which these  
HICKSON STEPS are a symbol 

1901 – 1922 

Connecting a significant person, 
with title he used, significant events 
and local place, 28 words, font 
Garamond 
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Near here 

TINKER’S WELL 

 nourished generations of  

LOCAL ABORIGINAL PEOPLE  

and other residents 

with fresh water & shelter until 

 RAZED IN 1934 

Commemorating a significant 
communal place with Indigenous 
associations, and inspiring readers 
to face historical injustices, 22 
words, font Baskerville Old Face 

 
Another issue to consider is bilingual 
plaques.  These may be suitable for 
some commemorations. Generally, a 
basic design principle should be to 
place the English and other language 
text side by side (vertically) to 
symbolise their equality, rather than 
one over the other (horizontally) that 
could be read as implying a 
superior/inferior status.   
 
There should be a clear historic 
relationship of the other language to 
the significance of the plaque subject.  
The use of an Indigenous language may 
be suitable, for instance, in a plaque for 
a site associated with Bennelong, 
provided that the language can be used 
in accordance with appropriate 
protocols and authority, and a suitable 
version of, or complement to, the 
English-language text (or vice-versa) 
can be developed. 
 
The use of braille inscriptions, either 
alone or as a bilingual inscription, is 
another aspect to consider, especially 
for a plaque scheme or theme 
associated with providing greater 
accessibility to significant historic and 
heritage places. 

 
5.6 Authenticating marks 
The name of the group responsible for 
installing the plaque should be 
included, both as a record for the future 
and to promote the group, and to trace 
its provenance.  Generally, this can be 
aligned with the rim or circumference 

of the plaque, or as a subordinate block 
at the end of the inscription.   

 
Including the year the plaque was 
installed will help future viewers 
understand its context, and locate 
original records associated with the 
scheme.   

 

 
Berry & District Historical Society 

authenticate their plaques with the 
Society’s cypher and year of 

installation. 

 
In addition, it is advisable to include a 
‘makers mark’ of some sort, either the 
name or symbol of the artisan or 
manufacturer.  Like a hallmark, this 
will allow future viewers and 
researchers to identify the maker, and 
assist in commissioning future plaques 
(especially if paper or electronic 
records are lost or destroyed). 

 

 
An un-coloured, un-authenticated, 

un-marked roundel. Who installed it?  
Why?  When?  Is the inscription just 

made-up?  Who knows? 
Somewhere in Chippendale. 

 
The general principal to follow is that 
such written authenticating marks 
“should not be conspicuous, but should 
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be evidence”.  They may be either 
visible on the surface of the plaque, or 
on the circumference and only 
observable on close inspection.  Either 
way, they should not be absent. 
 
On the other hand, graphic 
authentication marks, especially those 
with high aesthetic values, can be 
visually conspicuous as well as being 
evidence of authenticity and 
provenance. 
 
Displaying symbols such as a coat of 
arms, seal or other device cultivate and 
intensify a sense of place, and 
encourage respect for maintaining and 
conserving a plaque.  A plaque program 
managed by or in partnership with a 
local council might feature the council’s 
coat of arms or seal.  This is the official 
emblem of the local government, and 
will clearly indicate to the viewer that 
the plaque has official status and 
perhaps ownership of the place (see 
section 5.8).  The seal or symbol of the 
organising group might be used.  This 
will provide a symbol of the historical 
authenticity to the plaque inscription. 
 

 
UK City of Nottingham’s coat of arms, 
granted in 1614 and 1898, verify the 

authenticity of this plaque.   
Image Open Plaques 

 
Canadian Province of Ontario’s coat 

of arms, granted 1868, indicating the 
ownership by a provincial 

government of a commemorative 
plaque.  Image TRCA 

 
A plaque commemorating a person or 
organisation might display their 
personal coat of arms or monogram, if 
they used one.  However, logos and 
other commercial graphic designs 
should be avoided, especially if they 
have a history of being constantly 
changed.  Your plaques will last for 
decades or centuries, and symbols, like 
the inscription, need to be enduring.  
Officially granted or adopted coats of 
arms and seals, stable over long 
periods of time and usually protected 
in some way, are preferable to 
ephemeral logos and commercial 
graphic designs. 
 

 
The crest from the City of Sydney’s 

coat of arms, as used on street name 
plates.  The arms were granted in 
1908, and remain in use, allowing 
any resident or visitor to quickly 

identify the responsible authority.  
Buckland Street, Chippendale 

 
 
 

http://openplaques.org/plaques/1195
https://trca.ca/conservation/flood-risk-management/history/
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5.7 Positioning a plaque on a 
building 

The correct placement of a plaque 
matters.  No plaque should be installed 
without considering a plaque 
program’s aims and criteria.  A badly-
located plaque can degrade the 
appearance of a building or streetscape 
out of all proportion to its size, whereas 
a well-placed plaque will highlight a 
building’s aesthetic qualities and be an 
ornament in the locality. 
 
Avoid choosing the easiest spot, or a 
spot just because it is next to the front 
door.  A suitable position should, 
ideally, be selected with input from the 
local planning or heritage officer.  
Buildings that are heritage listed, 
especially if listed for their aesthetic 
values, require greater sensitivity, and 
involving the council officer and, if 
possible, the site owner, will help 
ensure the project runs smoothly. 
 
A proposed site should be visited, and 
these are some of the factors to 
consider: 

1. Is there space for a plaque? 
2. Will the plaque be legible and 

visible to the public? 
3. How is the building 

constructed, and how does it 
address the public domain? 

4. Is the building or place heritage 
listed? 

5. How will a plaque affect the 
building’s symmetry or 
asymmetry? 

6. Does the building have notable 
architectural features, and/or 
landscaping or planting that 
needs to be taken into account? 

7. Are there other plaques or 
signs on the building – can ‘sign 
clutter’ be avoided? 

8. Are there elements to consider 
such as fences, gates, security 
alarms, drainage or surface-
mounted cables? 

9. Which part of the building is 
best associated with the 

subject, and can the plaque be 
positioned there? 

On the last point, it is important to try 
and locate the plaque on part of the 
building that existed during the 
subject’s association with the building. 
 
If one or more plaques are already 
installed at the building, their 
relationship to each other needs 
thought.  If there is repetition in the 
plaque content, then a question should 
arise as to whether another plaque is 
warranted. 
 
Whether a plaque can be fixed 
horizontally to a floor or pavement 
needs consideration.  In some cases 
this may be the only option, but on the 
other hand, does allowing people to 
walk all over a plaque show disrespect 
for the subject being commemorated?   
 

 
One in a series of plaques inset into 

brick paving that is constantly 
walked on, driven over and marked 

by dropped litter.   
Circular Quay, Sydney 

 
Other issues to consider are the 
potential for incremental loss of a 
plaque due to ground level changes, 
increasing maintenance needs, wear 
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and tear obliterating plaque 
inscriptions, and physical reactions 
between a plaque material and its 
surrounds, especially if subject to 
flooding or similar phenomena. 
 
For buildings with high architectural or 
aesthetic values, plaques should 
interfere as little as possible, and 
ideally complement, those values.  If 
that is not possible, consideration 
should be given to an alternative 
address for the plaque or even not 
installing a plaque at all. 
 

 
The potential for a plaque, which 
may be un-related to the adjacent 

sculpture or the garden plantings, to 
be obscured, buried or lost needs to 

be considered.   
Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney 

 
Fixing to more recent, more durable or 
less significant fabric is preferred to 
fixing to fabric that is older, less 
durable or of higher significance.  
Fixing to fabric that is considered less 
likely to be removed or otherwise 
refurbished in the foreseeable future is 
preferred to fabric that may be of lesser 
permanence (e.g. cladding that is likely 
to change in the foreseeable future due 
to exterior re-fashioning or corporate 
re-branding exercises). 

 

Legibility is very important.  If the 
plaque cannot be seen and read from a 
public place it will attract criticism.  A 
location of higher public visibility is 
preferred over a site of lesser public 
visibility.  Most plaques are placed at 
ground level, although a first-floor level 
might be considered if the ground level 
is a shopfront or the significant place is 
a flat.  In such a case, larger lettering 
may be needed for the plaque.  Along 
similar lines, if a building has an 
expansive verandah, will the plaque’s 
legibility be obscured by shade or 
verandah fittings and furnishings? 
 
The potential of a location for the 
plaque to be stolen or damaged, or 
subject to pollution or weather 
extremes, should also be considered. 

 
5.8 Ownership  
The ownership of plaques, once 
installed, is typically vague and not 
often considered as part of the project 
planning.  This can lead to problems in 
the future with plaque maintenance 
and responsibilities for replacing 
damaged, stolen or lost plaques. 
 
Ideally, ownership can be vested in a 
perpetual body which will generally 
mean the Crown through a local 
government council or State or 
Commonwealth agency. 
 

5.8.1 Copyright 
Copyright to the final design of new 
plaques (font, colour, shape, etc.), and 
the inscription text, should be vested in 
a council or agency or the organising 
group.  This should be decided at the 
beginning of the project. 
 
An advantage of vesting copyright in a 
local council may be that any copying of 
the plaque design or elements, 
especially by commercial interests, 
could return a public benefit to the 
public through the council, perhaps 
through reinvestment in the plaque 
program.  
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A record of the design process should 
be maintained in the archive associated 
with the plaque program for clarity of 
copyright and moral rights in the 
design.   
 
These same points apply if ownership 
is retaining by the plaque program 
organizing group. A group can provide, 
in the event of its winding-up, for 
ownership to transfer to the Crown or 
a specific local council or agency. 
 
Alternately, you may prefer to make 
your plaque designs and inscriptions 
widely available for copying as models, 
to inspire other plaque programs, and 
as administratively simpler.  A creative 
commons license, as applies to this 
Companion, may be better suited to 
such an objective.  Either way, it is 
better to agree upon this early in the 
planning for your scheme. 
 
5.8.2 Moral rights 
Moral rights are personal rights that 
connect the creator(s) of a literary or 
artistic work to their creation.   The 
moral rights of the creators of the 
plaque design and the inscription 
remain with those creators.  They will 
retain a right to be consulted about any 
changes to a plaque design or 
inscription in the future.   
 
Moral rights are the right for a work to 
be attributed to you, the right to stop 
someone else claiming to be the creator 
of the work, and the right to ensure 
your work is not treated in a 
derogatory manner. 
 
Moral rights can only be held by the 
individual creator of a work, although a 
group of creators can claim moral 
rights as co-creators.  Moral rights are 
not heritable and cannot be sold or 
given away, although they remain part 
of a deceased person’s estate.  Moral 
rights are managed under the 
Commonwealth’s Copyright Act 1968. 

 
5.8.3 The plaques 
The ownership of the physical plaques 
as objects, unless otherwise agreed, 
will usually vest in the owner of the 
property to which they are attached.  It 
may, however, be vested in another 
body for legal, maintenance and other 
purposes, such as a local council.  The 
plaques will be attached to publicly or 
privately-owned property, and private 
ownership may encourage routine 
cleaning as well as pride in the plaque.  
Interest in the property will be 
increased, which may increase its value 
in certain markets.  On the other hand, 
council ownership of the plaques will 
ensure that site owners cannot remove 
or damage or dispose of the plaques 
without approval, and provide a basis 
for a council to take action against 
anyone despoiling or removing a 
plaque without consent. 
 
If a private property owner is to retain 
ownership of the plaque, the owner 
and/or the body installing the plaques 
may wish to enter into some sort of 
formal written agreement with the 
owner, either for the duration of that 
ownership or in perpetuity with 
successive owners.  This might be 
achieved through a simple letter or 
email maintained in the plaque archive, 
or more formally through a covenant, 
deed or dealing registered under the 
Real Property Act 1900.  However, legal 
advice should be sought before coming 
to any such arrangement. 
 
If a council or agency is the dedicated 
owner, a record of each plaque should 
be made within the council’s or 
agency’s asset management system.  
The identity of the manufacturer 
(name or maker’s mark) and the year of 
manufacture should be recorded in the 
asset management records as well as 
on the plaque. 
 
The location of all plaques, regardless 
of ownership, needs to be incorporated 

https://creativecommons.org.au/
https://creativecommons.org.au/
https://www.artslaw.com.au/info-sheets/info-sheet/moral-rights/
https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/act/1900/25/full
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into local planning systems.  The 
assessment of applications for works 
on private properties and Crown-
owned sites, and planning for works 
within the public domain, needs to 
include controls over the removal or 
relocation of any plaques within the 
affected area.  An objective should be to 
ensure that plaques are reinstated on 
redeveloped or rebuilt sites, unless it is 
demonstrably inappropriate to do so.  
These matters should be raised with 
the local council early in the project 
planning.  If, on the other hand, plaques 
are intended to become the property of 
the owner of the place to which they 
are attached, this should be made clear 
from the beginning of the program and 
potential owners advised accordingly 
of their likely responsibilities and 
benefits. 

 
5.8.4 The place 
Even if a site owner is not to eventually 
own the plaque, it would be useful to 
identify means of encouraging and 
maintaining support for the plaques 
from property owners.  This could take 
the form of a newsletter or social media 
page, or a more formal association of 

some sort (such as a ‘Green Plaque Site 
Owner’s Association’, or a more 
general ‘Friends of Green Plaques’), 
perhaps linked in some way to the local 
council and/or original organising 
group.   
 
The objective would be to encourage 
the owners to take an active interest in 
‘their’ plaque so as to provide some 
security for it (such as theft-
prevention) and some support for 
ongoing maintenance (such as regular 
cleaning).  Property owners should be 
encouraged to value the plaque as an 
adornment to their building, and an 
honour conferred on their property by 
their community. 
 

 
A medallion-style plaque adorning 

the former CBC Bank chamber on the 
corner of Barrack and George streets 

Sydney. 

 


