
The House of Representatives is sometimes 
called the ‘people’s house’ and each 
parliamentary member in the House 
represents an electoral division of Australia. 
The House of Representatives is the place 
where Australia’s governments are formed 
by the majority party or coalition of parties. 
Parliament’s sitting time is mostly devoted  
to Government business, particularly 
legislation and associated debate and 
voting. The Speaker, who sat in the carved 
chair at the head of the centre table, was in 
charge of the debate. Major decisions that 
were made in this Chamber continue to 
affect our lives today. 

How was this Chamber organised?

Government members sat on the Speaker’s right and 
Opposition members to the left. The Prime Minister 
and Leader of the Opposition sat at the central table 
facing each other. Attendants worked in the booth 
behind the Opposition. Members could summon the 
attendants to bring items such as paper and water,  
by using the buttons below their desks. Opposite the 
booth is a radio booth from which Parliament was 
broadcast by the Australian Broadcasting Commission 
(ABC). Hansard reporters were seated at the central 
table on the Opposition side, and recorded by hand, 
and later by machine, all parliamentary sessions.

Style and Symbols

Many aspects of the interior furnishings in the House 
of Representatives were derived from Westminster 
traditions and symbols. The green and red colours of 
the two Chambers (House of Representatives and 
Senate respectively) reflect the colour scheme of the 
lower and upper houses in the British House of 
Commons. The Prime Minister and Leader of the 
Opposition addressed the House from ornate 
despatch boxes on either side of the central table, a 
gift from King George V in 1927. Other objects on the 
table included the Mace (a symbol of the Speaker’s 
authority), a two-minute sand glass, copies of the 
Constitution, recent Hansard volumes and stationery 
racks. The large Gothic-style Speaker’s Chair at the 
head of the Chamber is a replica of the one in the 
British House of Commons and was presented to the 
Australian Parliament in 1926 by the United Kingdom 
Branch of the Empire Parliamentary Association

What decisions were made here?

Some major turning points in Australian history have 
been announced and debated in this room. In the early 
1950s, the Chamber saw passionate debates when 
Robert Menzies argued for the banning of the 
Communist Party of Australia. The constitutional 
amendment to give the Commonwealth power to 
legislate for Aboriginal people was debated in 1967 
and overwhelmingly supported when it was put to the 
people in a referendum. In 1975, Malcolm Fraser told 
the House of Representatives that the 
Governor-General had dismissed the Whitlam 
Government and appointed him Caretaker Prime 
Minister.
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PRIME MINISTER’S OFFICE

Between 1972 and 1988 this office was 
where matters of national importance were 
considered by Prime Ministers. Three Prime 
Ministers worked in this office: Gough 
Whitlam from 1972–1975, Malcolm Fraser 
from 1975–1983, and Bob Hawke from 
1983–1988. 

The office was constructed as part of the 
extensions to the building during 1972–
1973, which included a new President of 
the Senate’s suite in the corresponding 
position in the west of the building.  

An open office

The Prime Minister’s Office is not much larger than 
many living rooms. Passing traffic and noise from 
demonstrations could be heard and viewed through  
its windows - representative of an open approach to 
leadership of the era. Towards the end of this building 
being used as Parliament, this proximity to the public 
was viewed as a security issue, impossible to secure 
against threats, and one of the reasons why the new, 
Australian Parliament House was built. 

A spy hole was built into the door between the  
Prime Minister’s office and the Principal Private 
Secretary’s office, apparently at the request of  
Gough Whitlam. Its purpose was to allow staff to 
check who was in the office with the Prime Minister, 
and to ensure he was safe.  

Who was here last?

Each Prime Minister who worked from this office 
chose artworks from the National Collection for 
display, located his desk in a different position,  
and chose different curtains.  

In its current configuration, this office is presented  
as it was during Prime Minister Bob Hawke’s term  
of office, the last Prime Minister to work in the 
provisional Parliament House. The urn (Mallia 1 by 
Marea Gazzard) and painting (Interior with an Open 
Door, Shoalhaven by Arthur Boyd) were chosen by  
Bob Hawke. The telephone still has the labels showing 
the names of the Ministers who served in Hawke’s 
Government.

During a working week, in winter or in summer,  
a typical day for Bob Hawke would start with a tee  
off at dawn in order to play nine or 18 holes of golf 
before going to the office.  Over a bowl of soup at  
his desk for lunch, he would attack The Times cryptic 
crossword and usually complete it. 
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SENATE CHAMBER

The Senate was established to give an equal 
say to each original Australian State, with 
the smaller States having the same number 
of Senators as the larger ones. This was a 
crucial part of the Federation agreement. 
In time, Senators’ loyalty to their party 
became more important than State 
loyalties. Since 1949, proportional 
representation has made it easier for minor 
parties to win seats in the Senate than in 
the House of Representatives. Debate in 
the Senate is controlled by the President  
of the Senate who, like the Speaker of  
the House, sits in a prominent position  
in the Chamber. 

Parliament is open!

The Senate Chamber was the place where parliaments 
were opened—usually after a federal election.  
On these occasions, Members of the House of 
Representatives would be summoned to walk across 
King’s Hall to join the Senators to hear the Governor-
General or the Monarch declare the new Parliament  
in session. Queen Elizabeth II performed this function 
here in 1954, 1974 and 1977.

Who has the majority in the Senate?

While the Government is formed by the party which 
holds a majority in the House of Representatives,  
it may not necessarily have a majority in the Senate.  
The Senate has almost equal power to the House of 
Representatives, with the important exception that  
it cannot introduce or amend money bills. These bills 
are the means by which the Government obtains funds 
(often referred to as supply) for its administration. 
However the Senate can reject or refuse to pass such 
bills. In 1975, the Senate demonstrated this power 
when it refused to pass the supply bills, triggering the 
constitutional crisis that led to the dismissal of the 
Whitlam Government.

Is the Prime Minister a senator?

Although some senators may be Ministers, the  
Prime Minister must be a member of the House  
of Representatives. Only once in the history of the 
Federal Parliament has the Prime Minister come  
from the Senate. This happened in 1968 when Senator 
John Gorton was elected leader of the Liberal Party 
following the death by drowning of Prime Minister 
Harold Holt. Gorton then resigned his Senate seat  
and won Holt’s vacant House of Representatives’  
seat of Higgins.



The Heart  
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KING’S HALL

King’s Hall was the hub of the building. 
Open to the public from the earliest days, 
this space was far more than just a formal 
function room or foyer. It came to 
symbolise the openness of parliamentary 
democracy and representative government 
in Australia. Even in the 1970s, when  
new concerns about security led to the 
introduction of a separate entrance for  
the public under the front stairs, King’s Hall 
remained open to the public. The openness 
of this old building now seems remarkable, 
particularly in comparison with the 
Australian Parliament House.

What major events happened here?

King’s Hall was the place where great public 
ceremonies were held, politicians and journalists 
mingled and prime ministers brushed shoulders  
with ordinary citizens. Prime Minister John Curtin  
lay in state here after his death in office in 1945.  
His memorial service was attended by hundreds of 
people crowded both into the hall, as well as watching 
through the skylights from the rooftop outside, while 
hundreds more gathered outside. State receptions 
held in honour of Queen Elizabeth II occurred in  
1954 and 1963. King’s Hall, given its openness to  
the public, was sometimes the location of protests  
or demonstrations. In 1992 members of the Aboriginal 
Tent Embassy staged a ‘sit in’ to mark its 20 year 
anniversary.  

Heads and hands

The statue of King George V, sculpted by Sir Bertram 
MacKennal, has been in place since the building 
opened. It is situated in the position chosen by the 
building’s architect J S Murdoch “to obtain the 
longest possible view of the statue after arriving at 
the top of the staircase”.  The pedestal is inscribed 
“George V Rex Imperator 1927” and the King is 
portrayed wearing his Order of the Garter regalia.  
Rex Imperator means King and Emperor. 

Traditionally portraits were hung for display in King’s 
Hall. This collection evolved over time to encompass 
official portraits of Governors-General, Prime 
Ministers, Presidents of the Senate, Speakers of the 
House of Representatives, Chief Justices of the High 
Court and other distinguished Australians. In the main 
the portraits came from the Historic Memorials 
Collection, however, the current hang includes works 
on loan from other sources. Much of the collection 
was relocated to Parliament House in 1988, however 
some of the older paintings remain. 

Ants, rabbits and journos!

King’s Hall was well placed for journalists. They could 
observe most of the human traffic in the building from 
this central position, as members crossed between the 
two sides of the building, went into the library or down 
to the Members’ Dining Room. ‘If you waited in King’s 
Hall, you would meet anybody you wanted to see,’ said 
one veteran journalist. ‘It was an ant’s nest within a 
rabbit warren.’ King’s Hall was buzzing in November 
1975 when the Senate’s refusal to pass money bills led 
to the dismissal of the Whitlam Government.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Old Parliament House

Black Rod: The long black object that symbolises the auth- 
ority of the Usher of the Black Rod in the Senate Chamber.
Chamber: A big room in Parliament where the 
politicians meet to discuss laws.
Coat of Arms: A shield with symbols, often including 
animals, representing a particular country.
Democracy: Australia’s political system, where 
everyone 18 years and older has the right to vote for 
their federal and state governments. There are lots of 
other rights and freedoms in our democracy.
Despatch Box: Decorated boxes in the House of 
Representatives Chamber. The Prime Minster, Leader 
of the Opposition, ministers and shadow ministers can 
make their speeches standing next to them.
Electorate: A group of people living in a particular area who 
vote for one Member to represent them in Parliament.
Mace: The long gold object that symbolises the 
authority of the Speaker and the Serjeant-at-Arms  
in the House of Representatives Chamber.
Member: A politician who is elected by the people in their 
local electorate to work in the House of Representatives.
Parliament: A meeting place where elected politicians 
work and make new laws.
Politician: Another name for Member of Parliament  
or Senator.
Prime Minister (PM): The person selected to lead  
the government.
Provisional Parliament:  A parliament building which  
is only meant to be used for a short time.
Reigning monarch: The King or Queen who is the head 
of state, or the highest in power.
Representatives: People elected to speak up and work 
in Parliament on behalf of a larger group of people 
from an electorate.
Senator: People who are elected by their state  
of territory to speak up and work in the Senate  
on their behalf.

Retrospective Detective Program

Case File: A collection of documents used by  
a detective to solve a mystery.
Detective: A person who investigates and solves 
mysteries.
Dingus: Detective slang for ‘an unknown thing’. 
Forensic: Scientific method of gathering information 
about something that happened in the past.
Grilled: A person being asked a lot of tough questions 
by someone, such as a detective.
Informer: A person who gives secret information  
to detectives to help them.
Intelligence: Secret information and details.
Interview: Questioning someone to find out specific 
information.
Investigate: A special inquiry to discover the facts.
Lingo: Language or speech, especially if strange or 
foreign.
Mystery: Something unknown.
Piece of Cake: Slang for ‘easy’.
Replica: A copy or model of an object that is often  
the same size as the original.
Retrospective: Concerned with things that happened 
in the past.
Sleuth: Another word for detective.
Snoop: Slang for walking around quietly, investigating 
things closely without being seen.
Spot: Another word for ‘look for’ or ‘see’.
Surveillance: Monitoring behaviour of a person,  
a place or information about something.
Suspect: Another word for ‘think’ or ‘estimate’.
Verdict: Results of an investigation that establish 
where, when, what, and who.
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ANSWERS

The Green Room —  
House of Representatives Chamber

Four Key Facts
Who sat in the biggest chair in the Chamber?  
The Speaker
Which animals are on the Coats of Arms and which 
countries do you suspect they belong to?  
The kangaroo and emu belong to Australia. The lion, 
unicorn and dragons belong to the United Kingdom.
What do you suspect has caused the colour of the 
flags to fade?  
Ultra-violet light.
Do you suspect the gold Mace and despatch boxes  
on the central table are real or replicas?  
They are 1:1 scale replicas. The real objects are at  
New Parliament House.

What’s that dingus?
The attendants’ buttons are located next to the 
drawers in the desks. Politicians may have needed 
water (no food was allowed), a pen, paper and 
important documents.

The glass inkwells are only on the desks inside the 
glass box. The politicians may have written notes, 
speeches, details about new laws, political facts  
and so on.

Grilled
Open ended answer

The Red Room—  
Senate Chamber

Four Key Facts
What symbol of royalty is on the top of the Black Rod? 
A crown.

An important person from Great Britain or their 
Australian representative sat in the Chair that has a 
crown on it. Who do you suspect those people were? 
The Queen, and in her absence, the Governor-
General.
Which big chair do you suspect was used by the 
President of the Senate?  
The chair with the head cushion just behind the desk.
Look up! People who needed the best view for 
reporting and photographing the Senators sat 
upstairs. What is the job title of the people who report 
the news?  
‘The press’, for example newspaper journalists.

Material Witnesses
The samples (numbered) are kapok fibre (sourced 
from kapok trees), coconut husk and horse hair. 

The leather is worn and scratched from people sitting 
on it. The carpet is dirty from people walking on it and 
has (fake) chewing gum stuck to it.
The leather is from the Senators seats and the carpet 
is the Senate carpet.
The glass box protects the furniture from damage 
such as human use, the effects of temperature and 
humidity, and insects.

Further investigation
Open ended answer
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ANSWERS

The Corner Office— 
Prime Minister’s Office

Four Key Facts
What important sights of Canberra can be seen 
outside the windows of this office?  
The AboriginalTent Embassy, the Australian War 
Memorial, Lake Burley Griffin, Mount Ainslie.
The Prime Minister worked in this office a lot. Who do 
you suspect chose the artworks for the room?  
Each Prime Minister chose artworks for display  
in their office from the Parliament collection.
The Office remains exactly how it was when the last 
Prime Minister left in 1988. Do you know his name? 
Robert ‘Bob’ Hawke was the Prime Minister 1983-1991 
as leader of the Labor Party.
Find the television. What is different about this 
technology to televisions today? What sort of 
programs do you suspect the Prime Minister watched 
on the TV?  
The television is on the cabinet opposite the desk. It is 
much larger than televisions today, and it is not a flat 
screen. The Prime Minister might have watched the 
news and PM Bob Hawke also liked to watch the 
cricket.

What’s that dingus?
The mystery object is a spy hole located in the 
bookshelf.  The whole of the Prime Minister’s office 
can be seen through the hole. The purpose was partly 
security, but mostly so that people did not interrupt 
the Prime Minister while he was in a meeting!

The red and green lights are on the wooden base of 
the clocks suspended from the ceiling. The red light 
tells Senators to go to the Senate to vote on a law. 
The green light tells Members of Parliament to go to 
the House of Representatives to vote on a law. If the 
green light was flashing, the Prime Minister would go 
to the House of Representatives as that was the 
chamber in which he worked.

Grilled
Open ended answer

The Heart of the House— 
King’s Hall

Crack the code
The statue of King George V gives the Hall its name. 
The code on the case file makes up the words ‘Rex 
Imperator’ which are written on a plaque below  the 
statue. This translates to ‘King Emperor’ in English,  
as George V was the King of England and Australia’s 
head of state in 1927 when this building was opened.

Heads and Hands
I was the first Prime Minister to work in the Provisional 
Parliament House when it opened in 1927:  
Stanley Melbourne Bruce
I am Australia’s longest serving Prime Minister.  
I did the job for 18 years, 5 months and 10 days:  
Robert Menzies
I was Prime Minister in the final year of this building as 
parliament, and the first Prime Minister to work in the 
new Parliament House in 1988:  
Robert ‘Bob’ Hawke 
I was Prime Minister during the Second World War. 
After I died, a memorial service was held for me here 
in King’s Hall:  
John Curtin

Special Business
In 1992, Old Parliament House was occupied to make 
the 20th anniversary of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy: 
Protest
In 1945, Prime Minister John Curtin was remembered 
and missed by Australians:  
Funeral
In 1954, Queen Elizabeth II was the first reigning 
monarch to walk through the Hall and open 
parliament in the Senate:  
Royal visit
6000 people voted at MoAD for the 2013 Federal 
Election:  
Election day

Meaning in the map
Open ended answer



INSTRUCTIONS 

INSTRUCTIONS 

To record:
Slide the on-off switch to on until the  
light is orange (flashing or steady) 
 
Press and let go of the red record button,  
the light will turn red and you can start 
speaking 

Speak into the top of the microphone  
for at least 2 seconds 
 
Hold the microphone about 15 to 30cms  
away from your face.

To record:
Slide the on-off switch to on until the  
light is orange (flashing or steady) 
 
Press and let go of the red record button,  
the light will turn red and you can start 
speaking 

Speak into the top of the microphone  
for at least 2 seconds 
 
Hold the microphone about 15 to 30cms  
away from your face.

To stop recording:
Press the red record button and the light  
will turn back to orange (flashing or steady)

To listen to your recording:
Press the green play button

To move between recordings:
Press the fast forward or rewind buttons

To delete your recording:
Press the green play button, then press it again to 
pause the recording.  Now press and hold the record 
button.  The light will flicker and go back to orange.

To stop recording:
Press the red record button and the light  
will turn back to orange (flashing or steady)

To listen to your recording:
Press the green play button

To move between recordings:
Press the fast forward or rewind buttons

To delete your recording:
Press the green play button, then press it again to 
pause the recording.  Now press and hold the record 
button.  The light will flicker and go back to orange.

Easi-Speak Microphone

Easi-Speak Microphone




