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an everyday transience 1 

1 Traction engine transporting a house (1911)

introduction
 Philip Goldswain and William Taylor

John Joseph Dwyer (1869–1928) was one of several children born to a Tipperary miner who 
established his family in Victoria following one of the gold rushes which colour the history of 
late nineteenth century Australia. Having taken up amateur photography at the age of twenty-
one, the younger Dwyer followed his own fortune to the remote Goldfields of Western Australia 
in 1896, where he began to photograph life in the outback and boom towns of the region. 
His inventiveness as a photographer and business acumen led Dwyer to establish a studio in 
Kalgoorlie in 1900 initially in partnership with E. C. Joshua, before setting up his own studio 
in 1903 where his services were soon in high demand. Upon selling his studio in 1917 Dwyer 
had amassed a collection of almost 11,000 glass plate negatives, many of which have not 
been widely seen or studied.

The coming to light of this photographic archive offers a unique opportunity to consider the 
particular kind of intense, but fleeting urbanism that emerged in the Goldfields. This urbanism, 
formed from the hopes of migrants from many lands for wealth and the trappings of propriety, 
entailed an imaginary that borrowed scenes from other, more established places like London 
and Dublin, San Francisco and Melbourne. However, it was an urbanism that acquired a 
contingent and idiosyncratic character given the natural environment, the indigenous 
landscapes and people to which it was inevitably counterpoised. By way of introducing 
the Dwyer archive to a wider audience, this collection of writing sets out to describe the 
historical, social and cultural setting of the Goldfields at the time of Dwyer’s arrival. It provides 
a selective catalogue of his work held by the Western Australian Museum, Kalgoorlie–Boulder, 
augmented by images from the Battye Library and illustrates several themes or perspectives 
on the collection.

In order to appreciate the significance of these photographs one must understand the 
circumstances accompanying the rush to the Western Australian Goldfields in the 1890s. Dwyer’s 
photographs not only documented this activity, they were also an important means whereby migrants 
to the region were themselves made aware of possibilities for imposing urban and architectural 
forms and cosmopolitan values on a seemingly empty and fragile landscape. Many of the images 
Dwyer took, advertised and sold bear resemblance to other established and vibrant communities 
elsewhere and so spoke of such possibilities. His portrait and group photographs show migrants 
posing, presenting themselves in various guises, from the composed and ‘proper’ Victorian lady 
and gentleman to more comic personae and character actors at a masquerade ball. His images 
of mines show hives of activity and the promise of jobs and wealth. At the same time, in viewing 
these images in Dwyer’s studio, on their own walls or in newspapers and journals, migrants were 
made aware, at least partly, of the limits the environment imposed on such an undertaking. That 
environment is nearly always seen as the ‘edge’ of town in street scenes or in photographic evidence 
of harsh sunlight, dust and sparse vegetation. Upon closer inspection many of Dwyer’s images of 
industrial sites where ore was processed show a landscape despoiled by human enterprise. Today, 
the images document an important, though largely overlooked geographical location in which the 
development of both modern photography and contemporary modes of urban life took place. 
Turning to the archive we find mirrored some concerns for our own cities today. 

The Goldfields of Western Australia encompass an immense area of arid landscapes some 
600 kilometres from the ocean and the state’s capital, Perth. They remain home to Aboriginal 
communities, the traditional custodians of the land. For most Australians the area is better known 
as the source of considerable mineral wealth – the extent of which became realised only in the 
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years following the discovery of alluvial gold in 1893 by three prospectors: Patrick Hannan, Tom 
Flanagan and Dan Shea. The ensuing gold rush brought waves of many tens of thousands of 
people to reside there. First the lone prospectors and mine labourers arrived, then the company 
bosses, their accountants and bankers. There were the shopkeepers and hoteliers, the cooks 
and scrubber women who worked for the moneyed and the priests who cared for the poor.  
The professionals came, the architects and mine engineers, tradesmen and artists – most notably 
photographers – all seeking new opportunities to practise their vocations and possibly escape 
economic hardship elsewhere. There were barmen and actors, musicians and prostitutes, and 
the myriad of other workers and fast operators who came to populate and profit from a place 
of burgeoning industry. Dozens of communities appeared with remarkable speed. While some of 
these like Kalgoorlie grew quickly into sizeable municipalities and continue to thrive today, most 
towns disappeared within an equally short period of time. 

Statistics seem to justify the fascination, both historical and present day, for the explosive growth 
of population and towns in the Goldfields. By 1896, only three years after the first discovery of 
gold, 690 mining companies associated with the area had been listed on the London Stock 
Exchange. Just prior to Australian Federation in 1901, it is estimated that over 47,000 Europeans, 
those from Western Australia and other Australian colonies as well as the wider Empire and many 
other nations, officially resided in the Goldfields, though many more had come and gone in the 
years before. Estimates of the Aboriginal population in 1900 vary between 800 to 1,200 people 
with periodic increases as further numbers arrived from the Great Victoria Desert. By 1902 there 
were over fifty towns in the region – most survived no more than a decade – bearing exotic names 
like Ora Banda, Niagara and Siberia.

The rise and fall of Kookynie typifies the pattern of rapid growth, increasing wealth and imported 
urbanity characterising life in Goldfields communities. Gold was discovered in the area in the late 
1890s and by 1900 Kookynie was gazetted. Along with over 200 mining leases, there were, 
three years later, 400 buildings accommodating a population of over 2,320 people. There were 
newly opened swimming baths and a racecourse, seven hotels, two newspapers and a host of 
stores, churches, breweries and pubs. A railway came to connect Kookynie to Perth and then to 
other Goldfields communities following its arrival in Kalgoorlie in 1896, and a water pipeline, 
over 600 kilometres long and an engineering feat unparallel in the world at the time, arrived 
in 1903. A measure of the rapidity of its demise, as local mines began to fail only after a few 
decades, many tens of thousands of bricks a week were sent by rail to build other towns as the 
residents of Kookynie moved on – a pattern of demolition and removal that was repeated in 
places where transport allowed the wholesale removal of valuable building materials. At another 
town, Kanowna, nearer to Kalgoorlie, only the holes of hundreds of abandoned mineshafts were 
left as even doorsteps and street posts were carried away for use elsewhere.

The allure, for lack of a better term, of the experience of transience in these places characterises 
interpretations of the heritage of the Goldfields today, just as in the past, fast moving times and 
rapid development provided innumerable opportunities for migrants there. For the duration of 
the boom architects from across Australia were provided ample opportunity to practise their 
profession, as the larger and longer-lived metropolitan centres were in economic depression. 
Similarly, a photographer like Dwyer was presented with opportunities to experiment, incorporate 
the latest technical and aesthetic innovations from around the world, and use them to improve 
his craft and enhance his business prospects.
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introduction 3

Dwyer was familiar with mining and its increasingly industrialised and urbanised, though 
ultimately short-lived, environments before he arrived in Kalgoorlie. At the age of fifteen he left his 
parents’ home for the tin mines at Mount Bischoff in Tasmania where he took up blacksmithing 
and shortly afterward, began to practise photography. He subsequently became associated 
with the studio of J. Bishop Osborne, of Zeehan and Dundas, Tasmania. In 1892 he returned 
to Victoria and took up various occupations, including work as an itinerant photographer, and 
mine contracting on a quicksilver find near Jamieson. Following his arrival in Western Australia 
in 1896 and in order to generate the capital needed to establish his own studio, he drew upon 
his previous trade of blacksmithing and tried his hand at prospecting. He worked for a year 
as the special photographer for The Western Australian Goldfields Courier newspaper and then 
continued to provide images for the burgeoning Goldfields press from his Kalgoorlie studio, as 
well as industrial images for mining companies, and individual and social portraits. The scale and 
diversity of activity captured in his photographs of streets and surrounding ore processing plants, 
in Dwyer’s studio and Kalgoorlie’s shops and public spaces mirrored the industry occurring in the 
‘Golden Mile’, an assemblage of rich, ore-carrying veins lying adjacent to the city.

From his studio, Dwyer photographed the growth and vibrant cosmopolitanism of this centre. 
The resulting archive consists mainly of images and subjects composed by the photographer, 
but also copies of photographs taken by others which Dwyer collected. To these were added 
additional images taken by his successor in the Hannan Street Studio, T. F. Mackay. While there 
has yet to be a scholarly study focusing exclusively on Dwyer’s photography, his images have 
circulated widely in both academic and popular writing, sometimes appearing without attribution 
or uncertain authorship.

2 Interior of Hippodrome Hall roller skating rink (1908)
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Among the many possible windows into this collection, the contributors to this book have 
identified several themes likely to enrich an understanding of the history of the region and its 
people, and the everyday transience of its communities. In different ways the following chapters 
reveal the outlines of a proud, but fleeting urbanism that owes much to Dwyer’s photography. Key 
themes are distinguished by subject matter and genre (like street and industrial photography, 
crowd scenes and portraiture). They draw on the history and practise of photography in some 
way, perhaps as a unique way of looking at the urban landscape and its inhabitants, or as a 
way in which the photographer works to overcome technical challenges. The essays draw on 
additional histories, from studies of architectural form to the politics of the Goldfields at the 
time of Australia’s federation; from biographical details of Dwyer’s life to the fate of individual 
photographs, where they ended up, and how they were collected. They invite the reader to picture 
the Goldfields and Kalgoorlie as they once were, what it was like to have arrived there in 1896 – to 
imagine the lives Dwyer and his subjects must have had.

In the first essay by Geoffrey London, Dwyer’s photographs provide an opportunity to extend 
the geographical field upon which histories of photography are commonly played out – to 
think about the medium at the periphery of modernity as well as its cosmopolitan centre. The 
essay also invites us to consider how photography and its visual regimes made awareness 
of the perception of change in urban and natural landscapes a part of daily life. The pace of 
this change is evidenced by considering the genre of street photography, and by observing the 
remarkable similarity of photographic views of Paris and New York. As London writes, Dwyer was a 
candid chronicler of the life of the street and thus joins the tradition of photographers who have 

3 Group studio portrait of J.J. Dwyer and staff (1900–1909?)
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introduction 5 

contributed to understanding the evolving character of the modern city all the while contributing 
to a sense (which remains today) of the exceptionality, social and environmental distinctiveness 
of the region.

Philip Goldswain’s essay compares Dwyer’s photographs of urban and industrial Kalgoorlie. The 
city accommodated architecture of impressive scale and detail, housing prominent commercial 
enterprises, hotels and theatres all bounded by a terrain of mines, headframes and surface-
workings, shafts and tunnels. Dwyer’s industrial imagery recorded, serviced and promoted the 
mining industry which had by the final decade of the nineteenth century become a global business, 
operating in remote regions and requiring large-scale organisations of finance, equipment and 
labour. The Dwyer archive provides an opportunity to question how photography’s visual regimes 
grew out of, and subsequently informed, understandings of indigenous landscapes as they were 
transformed by human enterprise.

William Taylor writes about the novelty of Dwyer’s images, describing their inventiveness and 
illustrating the photographer’s efforts to push the limits of his craft. Among the plates left behind 
by Dwyer are scenes of particular interest – his night-time street scenes and subterranean views 
of the workings of mines. The main streets of Kalgoorlie, evident in the former, seem curiously at 
odds with corresponding shots taken during the day. Dwyer’s images of mine shafts are suggestive 
of other industrial settings of the Victorian era, though are equally curious due to the technical 
difficulties of producing photographs underground. Both sets of images are the outcome of 
decades-long efforts to overcome the problem of darkness – developments in photography 
coinciding with the growing utility and desirability of artificial lighting and the evolution of technical 
means for supplying it. 

The opening scene in Barry Strickland’s essay occurs on a bright winter’s day in 1898, but is 
shadowed by the famous hoax of the ‘Sacred Nugget’. Strickland’s writing, on Dwyer’s photographs 
of crowds, starts with this incident: the purported discovery of an implausibly large lump of gold 
(reported by an Irish priest no less) provoked a brief gold rush – much to the satisfaction of merchants 
and hoteliers perhaps the only true beneficiaries of the scheme (and quite possibly the conspirators 
behind it). Scenes of large crowds gathered for news of some kind or another, feature regularly in 
the Dwyer archive and show that life on the Goldfields was often punctuated by momentous events. 
Many of these were political. Given a population composed largely of people from faraway places, 
most saw their own labour, fortune and destiny intertwined with those of a fledgling state and nation. 
Reading the faces, prominent characters and settings for these scenes of crowds and rallies, one 
finds reflected back familiar concerns, fears and aspirations for prosperity and the good life.

Joan London’s story ‘The Photographer’ is reproduced here and begins and ends with a train 
journey and the reminiscences of a passenger once newly arrived in the Goldfields. Marian is 
an American woman whose life was shaped by a year’s residence in Kalgoorlie just prior to 
World War I. The story tells how the woman’s feelings for the place change just as perceptions 
of the landscape and its blow-in inhabitants grow: beginning with feelings of alienation from 
an inhospitable environment and constrained British society, to delight in the subtleties of the 
changing desert seasons and the complex community she comes to embrace. Among the people 
Marian encounters, two stand out: Alice Farrar, an opera singer from Perth, and Eddie Alum, the 
piano-tuner. In London’s fictional account, each character was inspired by a photographic portrait 
in the Dwyer collection. The photographer himself appears in the narrative, further complicating 
the relationship Eddie shares with Alice.
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Inspired by London’s tale, Clarissa Ball turns to examine these same portraits. She 
searches for a subtext to make sense of their subject’s extraordinary lives. While the changing 
landscape is a recurrent trope in ‘The Photographer’, Ball’s review describes the exceptionality 
of the Goldfields and its migrant population – as a world where wealth was inseparable from 
the promise of riches and where social convention was coupled with transgressive behaviour. 
Dwyer’s photographs, she concludes, like the fluid and idiosyncratic social space of Kalgoorlie 
itself before the Great War, provide their characters with a refuge, with ‘fleeting moments of 
poetic redemption’. 

Finally, viewing the Dwyer collection with an archivist’s eye, Joanna Sassoon describes how 
familiarity with the ‘tools’ of her trade can further contextualise the images in ways the study of 
photographic genre or social context alone cannot. She calls for what Robin Kelsey terms ‘pictorial 
intelligence’ to appreciate the complex meanings and life of a photograph and photographic 
collection as these are acquired over time. These arise partly from the photographer’s intentions 
when they first opened the camera’s shutter, but also through practical means of collecting, 
preserving and presenting the images, often many years after they were taken, their purposes 
forgotten and their subject matter long since disappeared.

The extent and diversity of the Dwyer archive allows for exploration of these and other themes. 
It allows for research that can be focused on one or other photographic genre, but which 
nonetheless affords considerable opportunity for more abstract speculation and storytelling. For 
one interested in architecture or urban history, for example, Dwyer’s street photography reveals a 
wealth of different buildings and architectural styles lining the main streets of Kalgoorlie, Boulder 

4 Panorama of the Golden Mile (1905)
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introduction 7

and Coolgardie. They reveal something of the well-established national and international networks 
for the movement of architectural ideas and expertise, building materials and services. This 
occurred during a period commonly thought to precede today’s more ‘global’ context governing 
such movements and underpinning claims today for the post-modern hybridisation of architectural 
forms or the loss of regional building identity. Dwyer’s photography provides an opportunity not 
only to study the architecture of the period and place (being a particularly valuable resource in 
the case of lost Goldfields towns), but also to question these claims and the abstract concepts 
of place and placefulness they presuppose. Likewise, they afford an opportunity to question the 
contribution of photography itself to these same ideas.

Dwyer’s treatment of subject matter considered in this book is the consequence of 
experimentation and emerging photographic technique and the mitigating circumstances of 
the social and natural environment of the Goldfields. Taken as a whole, they extend awareness 
of heritage and the built environment from the centre to the periphery of Empire, from 
communities to the desert, from day to night and even underground. Kalgoorlie’s streets and 
buildings, notable for their resemblance to other places, for being the result of considerable 
industry and the wholesale transformation of landscape provide so many settings for the 
enactment of modern identity.

This last proposition requires further thought and no small effort of unpacking. The concept of 
identity, no less so its representation through photographic means, is highly problematic. Coupled 
with another, the idea of cosmopolitanism, a hazardous conceptual terrain spreads before the 
viewer and scholar. One can rightly ask whose identity is being recorded there, which cosmos is 
being peopled by these scenes of enterprise and intense – albeit momentary – sociability. 

5 Cart decorated for the Shop Assistants Workers’ Union (Undated)
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an everyday transience 9 

6 Studio portrait of J. J. Dwyer (c. 1905)

bearing witness
The Making of a City (A Pictorial Essay)

Geoffrey London

From early European settlement, Western Australia’s history, wealth, and culture have been 
significantly formed by mining. It is a truism to suggest that the difference between the early 
mining town of Kalgoorlie and the mining towns of today is vast. Much of this has to do with the 
obvious differences in social and cultural values and technological progress over a period of 
nearly 120 years. But the differences are also a vivid demonstration of an entirely different set 
of attitudes to mining settlements, permanent then opposed to provisional now, with the earlier 
public realm, in all senses of the term, fore-grounded relative to the private realm. 

In the space of a few brief years and in the face of extraordinary difficulties – lack of water, lack of 
wood and other materials for construction, extreme heat, extreme isolation, poor communications 
– the settlers of Kalgoorlie constructed a complete urban setting. It was fully operational, with 
all the cultural accoutrements of a large city. From five newspapers to a skating rink, to opera 
companies, to a racetrack, a swimming pool and a library – the new town quickly enabled its new 
citizens to enjoy a rich social and cultural life.

To reach Kalgoorlie from the capital city of Perth or the capital’s port, Fremantle, where many 
national and international miners arrived after long sea journeys, was a serious and often 
dangerous undertaking. Through a variety of harsh and difficult environments, it took weeks for 
prospectors to walk, with their loaded wheelbarrows, from Perth to Kalgoorlie. This distance of 
nearly 600 kilometres now takes one hour in a commercial flight. Making the journey even more 
daunting, many prospectors came to the new goldfields and their promise of riches by crossing 
overland from even more distant parts of Australia – Queensland, Victoria, the Kimberley. 

Kalgoorlie attracted all sorts of mining entrepreneurs, from lone prospectors to what might now 
be called multinational corporations, all competing for the promise of wealth from the discovery 

of gold. The lure was made even stronger by the economic reality of the day in which a major 
banking crash had precipitated a debilitating depression. There were gold diggers from the played-
out Victorian goldfields and indeed other goldfields of the world; cameleers, shopkeepers, curious 
aristocrats, hopefuls drawn from every race and class, and even a future President of the United 
States, Herbert Hoover. 

Following the discovery of gold and with thousands pouring into the region in a remarkably short 
period of time, communities, buildings and towns arose, seemingly, overnight. Historical accounts 
of the period comment on the astonishing speed with which the early tent encampments were 
replaced, first with timber, and then with stone. They recount how many settlements disappeared 
equally quickly as gold-carrying seams played out or the value of metal fell relative to costs 
associated with getting it out of the ground. Kalgoorlie, however, has been the most productive 
goldfield in one of the world’s great gold nations and remains a thriving community today, a rarity 
because its mines have been worked continuously since gold was first discovered there. 

The majority of mines in Western Australia today are single company mines with fly-in and fly-out 
workforces comprised predominantly of men. In contrast with Kalgoorlie and those settlements 
near it that disappeared long ago, there is almost no attempt to construct a town with a public 
realm, with a sense of a future that will persist after the mining ceases – of a community being 
established and committed to that place. When settlement does occur, it is too often in the 
form of a replication of suburban conditions, complete with green grass in the desert, swimming 
pools, and air-conditioning, all designed to cushion the blow of displacement and to deny what 
is judged to be the harsh reality of the location. Without a public realm, social engagement 
and culture is delivered to the living room, transported internationally through the medium of 
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television, satellites, and the World Wide Web. In contrast, Kalgoorlie is a vivid example of the 
powerful commitment by a new community to construct a city and to express communal pride 
through its institutions and buildings. It remains and flourishes, with its early buildings largely 
intact, nearly 120 years after gold was first discovered there.

John Joseph Dwyer came to Kalgoorlie, not as one of the miners focused on fast wealth 
from gold, but as one of the other group of entrepreneurs, attracted to the city because of 
the opportunities it offered to establish a good business. He established a professional 
photographic business, complete with a well-advertised main street studio sporting all the 
equipment and props that might be expected of a contemporary photographer in any part of 
the Western world. Dwyer’s legacy of thousands of photographs included images of Kalgoorlie’s 
people, mines, social manners, and modes of commerce. In addition to his commissioned work, 
Dwyer also recorded its streets and its buildings. He chose to document – of his own volition, 
with little flourish or artfulness, but with all the necessary technical acumen of the professional 
photographer of his day – the phenomenon of the metropolis rising around him. He combined 
the role of a successful commercial and studio photographer with that of a self-motivated and 
self-funded street photographer. 

The term ‘street photographer’ is one that encompasses an evolving and, at times, divergent 
range of photographic approaches, including, for example, the disparate work of André Kertész, 
Henri Cartier-Bresson, Eugène Atget, Alfred Stieglitz, Brassaï, and Charles Marville. But there are 
recurring photographic aspects that may be used to describe the term. While not simply reportage, 
the street photographer does work with real streets, real public places, and real situations. They 
are directed by an interest in the everyday and the capacity to work in a candid manner, to see 

and to react photographically. ‘Capturing the moment’ is a phrase used in the discussion of much 
street photography and this ambition couples with the challenge of deciding the exact moment to 
press the shutter. At the same time, there is clearly the broader photographic interest in how an 
image is framed and composed and how the light is working. For some street photographers, the 
genre is the very reason for being a photographer while, for others, it’s only one aspect of a wider 
commitment to the medium. 

Contrary to the magnetic pull of the major cities, the working arena of choice for so many street 
photographers, Dwyer worked in one of the most isolated cities imaginable. While the evidence 
of Dwyer’s street photography may be viewed from the perspective of an historian or theorist of 
photography, I am viewing it as an architect with an interest in how photography might assist 
our understanding of this quite extraordinary urban moment in history. My attention is directed 
towards what we might learn from these photographs, about the buildings, the city, and the 
ambitions of its citizens.

Dwyer witnessed the almost instant creation of a small city set in the desert, complete with the 
urban instruments and social manners that might be expected in an established cosmopolitan 
environment of the day. This was the peculiar condition of a town arising from nothing – at least 
to European eyes – generated by the alluring presence of gold. Without the gold, its inland desert 
location – with hot dry summers in which the temperatures regularly exceed 40°C – would not 
normally be considered as a place for new human settlement. 

Unlike most cities, which accrue buildings over extended time, the buildings of Kalgoorlie were 
constructed within an extraordinarily short time. This gave the streets a very particular quality. 
After gold was discovered the streets were built expediently to service the needs of the mining 
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bearing witness 11

entrepreneurs but they evolved quickly into a distinctive urban setting that represented the civic 
ambitions and social habits of an urbanised, culturally diverse population. Obviously, Kalgoorlie 
did not have a pre-existing urban population, its new inhabitants were migrants lured there in 
response to the promise of fast wealth. Dwyer’s street photographs document this emerging and 
heightened microcosm of society at the turn of twentieth century.

The first two images indicate how the main street of Kalgoorlie, Hannan Street – named after 
Paddy Hannan the discoverer of alluvial gold in the area – changed over a remarkably brief period 
(7, 8). Together, they present a panorama of progress. Kalgoorlie evolved with breathtaking speed 
from a town of provisional sheds, many with hessian walls and few trees offering only scant evidence 
of a pre-existing indigenous landscape, into a town of substantial commercial and institutional 
buildings with a bustling population and modern amenities, including a local tram service. The 
earlier buildings suggest a main street built in haste without the commitment to a long-term and 
more ambitious future. But in a mere eight years the circumstances changed to the extent that, 
supremely confident about the town’s economic future, major public and private buildings were 
completed. They were constructed from enduring materials, showing concern for contemporary 
stylistic issues and responding to the local circumstance of climate and use.

The second of the two images shows a much enlarged city and is a view taken by Dwyer from 
the roof of the Orient Hotel, one of many grand new hotels erected along Hannan Street. By 
1903, ten years after the discovery of gold, there were ninety-three hotels in Kalgoorlie and eight 
breweries, servicing the town population of 28,000. The buildings, commercial and public, show 
the use of the wide verandah, a characteristic of Kalgoorlie buildings, allowing shade during the 
heat of the day and shelter from the occasional rainstorms – but also spaces for gathering, for 

7 top Hannan Street, Kalgoorlie (c. 1895) 

8 bottom Hannan Street from the top of the Oriental Hotel (Undated).
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enacting experiences of community. The public space of the street, built wide to allow long bullock 
drays to turn in a single sweep, provides a mid-afternoon setting for the citizenry dressed in its 
finery, turned out for some undefined event. There is evidence of the newly constructed institutions 
of church and state, with St Mary’s Roman Catholic Church looming in the background and, in the 
right middleground to Hannan Street, the imposing Government Buildings, comprising the Post and 
Telegraph Office and Public Buildings. The latter contained what were considered to be essential 
public services for the new flourishing gold-boom town: the Lands and Mines Department, the 
Warden’s Office, the Goldfield Water Supply, the Savings Bank, and the Courtroom. The substantial 
Government Buildings were designed by the Public Works Department under the direction of their 
principal architect, John Harry Grainger, father of the composer and pianist Percy Grainger, and 
demonstrate the new confidence in Kalgoorlie’s emerging wealth and a real commitment to the 
permanence of the mining town. 

Although Dwyer’s photograph of the Government Buildings is black and white, local pink stone 
was used for this important edifice as a further affirmation of the growing confidence in the 
region and what if offered (9). This was matched by a considered response to the location and 
its climate of extremes – a deep arched colonnade shades the ground floor, while the thick stone 
walls, small windows and high ceilings provided cool interiors. 

Dwyer’s photograph shows the tower, a proud and finely honed new stone landmark for the 
town, providing evidence of the growing trade skills in Kalgoorlie. It contained water tanks for fire 
fighting, complete with its clocks. It was a cause célèbre in Kalgoorlie that it took some time after 
the tower’s completion before the clocks arrived. Until they did, the four large empty circles, which 
later housed the clocks, served as privileged vantage points from which to view the growing city. 

11 People reading on the verandah of the Mechanics Institute (1917)

9 top Post & Telegraph Office and Public Buildings, Hannan Street, Kalgoorlie (1900–1901?)

10 bottom Kalgoorlie looking east from Post Office (1902–1909?)

12 bearing witness
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The view from the tower of the Government Buildings would have been similar to that recorded 
by Dwyer in another rooftop photograph showing a stark, shadowless, almost surreal view of 
the emergent town set against the backdrop of the working mines in the denuded landscape 
(10). The mines are close, visible, and vital to the existence of the community. The vast width 
of the main street is, here, sparsely populated – and down the middle of Hannan Street, the 
tramlines run and simply stop at the end of the street, as does the town itself. It looks like the 
end of the urbanised world, a mat of building laid down in the desert. But in the foreground, the 
Mechanics’ Institute reminds us that there was an urbane connection to the rest of the world, 
a civilised retreat from the dust, noise, and frenzied pursuit of Mammon. The presence of the 
Mechanics’ Institute signalled again, a high level of civic pride and community confidence in the 
town. The Institutes were progressive social organisations that performed an important function in 
the cultural advancement of new communities. 

The Kalgoorlie Mechanics’ Institute became the intellectual and cultural centre of the town, 
more than likely assisting Dwyer to keep in touch with developments in photography in other 
parts of the world. The reading room boasted the latest novels, the five newspapers for which 
Kalgoorlie became justly famous, journals, and overseas newspapers. Another photograph, taken 
on the Institute’s upper verandah, shows well-dressed gentlemen and a lady, sitting or reclining in 
canvas deck chairs and reading news, confirmation of the reading culture of Kalgoorlie (11). The 
elevated verandah provided a vantage point for observing the street below and was a place of 
social engagement. It was a building element used so often along Hannan Street that its form and 
deep shaded walkways worked to unify buildings of different architectural character and became 
a characteristic of the town.

12 top Hannan Street (Undated)

13 bottom H. R. Redmond’s arrival at the Australia Hotel, corner Hannan and Maritana Street (1905)
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14 Interior of Dwyer’s Hannan Street studio (1907)
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15 Portrait of Mr and Mrs Robertson (1907)

16 Miss Joy Rolls in fancy dress (1909)

17 Group portrait of hunters (1907)
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The Mechanics’ Institute can be seen on the right in another photograph carrying the sign of 
the building’s earlier affiliation – the Miners’ Institute (12). The tram trundles down the centre 
of Hannan Street, with the clock tower rising behind. The photograph has about it the sense of 
recording things ‘as they were at that moment in time’ rather than being carefully composed. Why 
otherwise would Dwyer have allowed the clocktower to be obscured, overlapped by the timber 
post carrying the overhead tram wires? Only men can be seen on the streets, well-dressed men 
in suits, with no evidence of the attire of the mine worker.

In another view of Hannan Street a crowd gathers in front of the Australia Hotel (13). The harsh 
light casts crisp, strongly edged shadows and flares the top of the photograph. The tram lines 
and telegraph poles delineate the street which is busy with people on foot horseback, buggy and 
cycle converging on the hotel. This photograph was taken from the upper balcony of the Palace 
Hotel, diagonally opposite the Australia Hotel, or from Dwyer’s own studio, upstairs and next door 
to the Palace. 

Dwyer’s photographic studio was purpose-designed, comprehensively set up with the latest 
equipment, including a southlight and a skylight set in the roof that allowed him to control daylight 
conditions (14). There were dressing rooms for patrons, and the most up-to-date props and scenery 
essential for creating illusion. This studio allowed him to ply his normal trade, the bulk of his work, of 
individual and group portrait photography. This offers its own fascinating story of the evolving society 
of cosmopolitan Kalgoorlie. Three selected photographs taken by Dwyer in the studio serve to convey 
a sense of the cultural breadth in Kalgoorlie early in the twentieth century (15–17). 

Back outside, on the streets of Kalgoorlie, Dwyer continued his work of observing and 
chronicling the instant city. Again, this was not commissioned work, but a project that came out of 

18 top Kalgoorlie Town Hall, corner Hannan and Wilson Street (1908?)

19 bottom Kalgoorlie Town Hall (Undated)
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20 Original McKenzie’s Building, corner Maritana and Hannan Street (1900) 21 McKenzie’s Building, corner Maritana and Hannan Street (c. 1906)
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a fascination with what he saw around him. Photographs taken from the same spot but separated 
by time, demonstrate Dwyer’s interest in recording change, in registering the passing of time.

The Kalgoorlie Town Hall and Council Chambers completed in 1908, presents a Federation 
Free Classical façade to Hannan Street, asserting once more the pride and confidence of the 
community (18,19). The later photograph shows little change other than the addition of the statue 
of Paddy Hannan on the street named after him. The buildings fill the frame, the street masked 
out, and loom as objects in their own right, made by Dwyer into great solid monoliths, civic entities 
deserving unfettered deliberation. The McKenzie ironmonger store grew from its modest utilitarian 
beginnings into an unlikely wedding cake of a building, a great pile of commercial success which 
was proclaimed proudly by the flourish of illuminated advertising on the corner tower (20, 21). Its 
initial stock of necessity swelled into a cornucopia of goods for the well-to-do miner and family.

The two photographs of the Palace Chambers from Maritana Street mark the passing of 
time through the evidence of the increasing size of the trees and the introduction of tram 
tracks (22, 23).

Dwyer showed a fascination with other pieces of urban architecture. A photograph of the Trades 
Hall in 1900, the first of its kind built in Western Australia, is testimony to the strength of the local 
organised labour movement and the resultant mining unions. The Trades Hall, a small and simple 
building was nevertheless designed to be noticed by using neo-Gothic, as in the pointed arch 
windows, distinct from the numerous versions of neo-Classicism used in the other institutional 
and major commercial buildings of Kalgoorlie. The use of strongly textured stonework also marked 
it as different. The building was constructed with the beginnings of another pointed arch on the 
left, ready to spring into an extension when the needs of the workers demanded it (24). 

22 top Palace Chambers (1900–1909?)

23 bottom Palace Chambers, Maritana Street Kalgoorlie (Undated)
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