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The pressures of the 
global economy have led 
to a substantial decline in 
capital funding available  
for the public sector.

A sector which is increasingly under pressure to do 
more with less.

The adaptive reuse and refurbishment of ageing 
building stock can address some of the key 
challenges facing the sector. 

The 1973 Concert Hall at the University of Queensland campus was transformed by Wilson Architects 
into the UQ Mayne Hall Art Museum in 2005. It is essentially a ‘building within a building’. 

But it’s not just about funding. Great beauty and 
inspiration can lie in ageing buildings, whether 
heritage, or those built in more recent times. 

This e-bite provides case studies, which demonstrate 
how the public sector can successfully breathe new 
life into existing building stock.
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The Moreton Bay Regional Council 
wanted to transform the former 
Redcliffe Fire Station (originally 
built in 1948) and the surrounding 
1970s and 1980s buildings, into 
a significant cultural and regional 
landmark. 

Wilson Architects adaptively reused 
the original, historically-significant 
buildings and designed a vibrant 
new home for the Community Arts 
Centre and Volunteer Hub. 

Redcliffe, Queensland

CASE STUDY 

REDCLIFFE  
FIRE STATION /  
ART GALLERY
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Enhancing the 
Heritage Buildings

Wilson Architects wanted to carefully treat the more 
prosaic existing 1980s Training Centre and 1970s 
additions, and visually enhance and bring light to the 
buildings with significant c1948 heritage fabric.   

A low scale screen was used to mask the exterior of the 
1970s building, and visually delineate later additions from 
the significant heritage fabric.  

It is also a unifying element which pulls together 
disparate building elements and defines the secure zone.

The ‘Fire Station Red’ screening pays homage to the 
original building use.

Screening creates clear visual contrast between old and new. Oxley Ave 2013; little visual legibility between the 1970s and 1940s buildings. 

Cr. Allan Sutherland, Mayor of Moreton 

Bay Regional Council

“The brief needed to adapt to complement 
the heritage fabric of the building whilst 
creatively redesigning the facility for reuse as 
a vibrant community hub.” 
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Creating a vibrant community 
The project pulls the multiple buildings on the site 
together to form a strong community heart.  
The former training tower, which had limited visual 
presence on approach, acts as the focal point of the 
courtyard.

The courtyard forms the community heart, where all 
community groups come together and socialise. 

Wilson Architects adopted specific planning strategies 
to ensure the courtyard remained vibrant and full of 
activity. 

These included providing adequate seating and views 
across the courtyard, as well as positioning main 
thoroughfares nearby.

Remembering the past
The original amenities’ internal walls and roof were 
demolished to form the new entry. The layout of the 
original walls is still visually legible through the use of 
contrasting tiling and by retaining small sections of the 
walls. Similarly, the original zinc roof flashing has been 
retained and acts as a visual reference to the original 
building form.

The screening acts as a vibrant signpost from the street to attract visitors.The red infill panels on the old tower are a reference to the legacy of the 
Fire Station, whilst also acting as a visual signpost in the landscape. 5
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The Mercy Centre’s master plan connects history to modernity through its inner city location.

CASE STUDY 

THE MERCY 
HERITAGE 
CENTRE
Brisbane, Queensland

How to engage the public in the  
history of a site.
The Mercy Heritage Centre is located within the 
grounds of All Hallows’ secondary school, with some 
buildings dating back to 1858. The Sisters of Mercy 
organisation wanted to connect the public to the 
complexity and richness of their heritage sites.  
The brief was to take the Centre from being a 
static museum, with very limited visitation, to a 
transformational hub of creativity and community. 

The Sisters of Mercy’s ethos revolves around 
hospitality, openness and welcoming – values that 
weren’t reflected in the precinct’s accessibility.

The master plan actively provides links to neighbouring 
CBD pedestrian thoroughfares, while securing the  
All Hallows’ School grounds for the safety of students. 
Using connecting bridges and a series of pathways, the 
site will increasingly benefit from the traffic of inner-city 
crowds.

Alice-Anne Boylan,  

Mercy Heritage Centre Director

“Through the master plan,  
Wilson Architects have made this site, 
which is critical to Brisbane’s history, 
accessible and supportive of the visitor 
experience – totally transforming how 
the site is read.”

The concept explores the introduction of a new stair and bleacher seating, focusing on the court.  
New plantings and a water feature create a vibrant, cool gathering space for events, presentations 
and refreshment.
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In 1959, Wilson Architects purchased an 
old highset Queenslander in Brisbane’s 
run down, inner city fringe as the 
practice’s office. A significant fire in 
the building in 1981 required an almost 
complete rebuild. After an exhaustive 
search for alternate office space, it was 
decided that the centrality of the office 
was unique and that refurbishment was 
the best option. As the team expanded, 
additional area was required, which was 
found by expanding into the adjacent 
1860s workers’ cottage separated from 
the original office by a 1.8m gap.

Brisbane, Queensland

CASE STUDY 

WILSON 
ARCHITECTS 
OFFICE
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Clever use of space
In Queensland, the detached house creates an 
often almost unusable space on its side boundaries. 
The practice wanted to shift from the existing 
strong association with the residence and play 
with the idea of developing a distinct entrance. 
An organising element was added around this 
often-neglected interstitial space between the two 
existing buildings. 

The newly inserted space attends to the long-
standing problem of having a formal front door on 
a lower level and an isolated upper level rear door, 
which was used by staff, consultants and familiar 
clients. The spatial experience democratises the 
entries whilst giving clear direction to visitors.

Keeping history intact
The charred remains of the burned timber frame were 
revealed and celebrated as a direct connection back to 
the practice’s 1981 fire. The original brick chimney of the 
cottage, which once supported a corrugated kitchen lean-
to, stands now as an isolated sentinel. New openings in 
the friable brick and mortar of the adjacent 1864 workers’ 
cottage were left unpainted and raw to articulate where 
the fabric was modified.

The new inserted space completely envelops the façade of both buildings, while allowing their history to be clearly legible. 
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MICHIE 
BUILDING 
REFURBISHMENT
The University of Queensland

CASE STUDY 

The Michie Building upgrade project 
involved a new extension to, and 
refurbishment of, an existing eight-storey 
building. Though built in the 1970s, the 
Michie Building was clad in sandstone 
and subsequently became part of a 
heritage-listed precinct.  

The new three-storey extension to the 
building needed to house two important 
galleries – the Anthropology Museum 
(one of the largest collections of 
Australian ethnic objects in the world), 
as well as UQ’s smaller Antiquities 
Museum. Both museums were 
previously buried within the contortioned 
corridors of the old building. They are 
now celebrated with high public visibility.
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The Michie Building upgrade project also substantially 
re-organised all internal spaces and services. The amenity 
of the building has significantly improved, transforming 
partitioned office space and lightless corridors to floor 
plates with better access to light and views, reinforcing 
the various faculty communities. 

Ten new teaching and learning spaces, as well as the 
Antiquities Museum at the Great Court level create a 
dynamic, highly-accessible facility.

The new extension is respectful to the proportions and 
language of the stone clad high-rise building, but is 
clearly contemporary in its materiality and scale. 

Hamilton Wilson, Managing Director  

of Wilson Architects

“Our approach to the extension was to avoid 
replicating the stone clad Michie Building but at 
the same time set up a language that would still 
have some relationship to the Michie Building 
through abstracted elements.“
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Why is it important to reinvent existing 

building stock instead of building new?

With rising development pressures in our cities, 
it’s imperative to consider sustainability and 
continue to reuse and refurbish existing building 
stock. The demolition and construction process 
is not only costly, but wasteful. Meanwhile, 
recycling a valued historic place couples energy 
savings with countless social and cultural 
advantages.

What are some of the cultural benefits of 

adaptive reuse and refurbishment of old 

buildings?

Breathing new life into tired building stock plays 
a critical role in the quality and design of the built 
environment and subsequently, our standard 
of living. However, the challenge for architects 
to produce innovative and creative designs that 
retain historical significance is only increasing. 
We need to be sensitive to the past, present 
and future characteristics of our buildings, and 
excited about the prospect of marrying all three 
together.

With education, transport and technology 
constantly changing, so too buildings and 
spaces need to change and adapt to meet the 
needs of how we live.

A redundant building transformed into a 
lively one that connects to its community is a 
wonderful way to reinvigorate the past. 

What’s special about ageing buildings?

There can be great beauty and inspiration in 
ageing buildings. When you’re working with a 
building that was loved when it was built, it’s a 
little presumptuous to say that if it doesn’t fit in 
with today’s styling, it needs to be eradicated.

We need to find the essence of what was great 
about the building, so that the memory of the 
past isn’t completely lost. When you read the 
history of a place, there’s so much more depth 
and interest in what you see.

It’s important to heighten an ageing building’s 
positive attributes, while at the same time 
overlaying a design for contemporary 
occupation. 

Q&A
Phillip Lukin,  
Associate Director,  
Wilson Architects 



Wilson Architects understand context 
and work with it. We believe each 
imprint on a building needs to be 
acknowledged as a part of the layered 
history of a place; and we understand 
when and how to let the past be 
revealed. This sensitivity is a hallmark of 
our design. 

564 Boundary Street 
Spring Hill Qld 4000 
Telephone +61 7 3831 2755 
wa@wilsonarchitects.com.au 
wilsonarchitects.com.au


