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About this guide  
You are about to embark on the tour of a 

remarkable church which, in purely art -

historical terms, can lay claim to being the 

most significant building in Tasmania.  

A background to the design of the church 

and its significance is followed by a tour of 

its exterior, including the churchyard, and 

then its interior. Numbered plans and 

images are provided, keyed to the text. 

Because many of the terms used are 

technical or specialised in nature, and 

perhaps unfamiliar to you, a glossary has 

been placed at the end of the guide. Terms 

to be found in the glossary are printed in 

italics. 

Throughout the guide extra material has 

been placed in highlight boxes for those of 

you wanting more detailed background 

information.  

 

Design background  
St Patrickôs Church was designed in 1843 

by Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin 

(1812ï52), Englandôs greatest early-

Victori an architect, designer and theorist, 

for his close friend Robert William Willson 

(1794ï1866), first Bishop of Hobart Town.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Normally, Pugin provided architectural 

plans for his buildings. These were often 

not developed in great detail because, for a 

majority of his English buildings at least, 

he could rely on the skills and experience 

of his favoured builder George Myers to 

fulfil both the letter and t he spirit of his 

design intentions. Detail from a  typical 

Pugin design drawing is given below. 

 

Bishop Willson had been given to 

understand that sophisticated skills to 

interpret architectural drawings might not 

be available in Van Diemenôs Land (later 

re-named Tasmania). Pugin therefore 

adopted an approach to the realisation of 

his three small church designs for Willson 

which would be unique in his entire 

oeuvre. Instead of handing over the 

drawings to Willson he gave them to 

George Myers. From these, Myersô men 

In a tragically short working life Pugin 

conjured up over a hundred buildings 

and untold thousands of designs for 

metalwork, fu rniture, ceramics, textiles, 

wallpaper, stained glass, jewellery, book 

illustrations and flat decoration. He is 

best known for a series of books which 

irrevocably altered the course of 

nineteenth -century architecture and 

design. Puginôs inexhaustible creativity 

was fuelled by a passionately-held belief 

that the moral, social and spiritual 

condition of his time could only be 

improved through a complete revival of 

the physical and religious fabric of 

medieval England. 
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constructed accurate detailed scale models 

which could be taken to pieces to reveal 

the detail inside, as well as full-size 

exemplars in English limestone of the 

more complex stonework like gable 

crosses. Armed with the models and 

exemplars for copying, local craftsmen 

could, it was confidently anticipated, 

accurately construct Puginôs churches 

without his supervision or the skills of an 

English builder.  

Illustrated below is Puginôs design for an 

exemplar alphabet to be carved in stone 

and copied onto Tasmanian buildings.  

 

The building you are about to experience 

shares with its two Tasmanian sister 

churches the extraordinary approach 

outlined above, one which is not to be 

found in any other Australian building s 

regardless of their  design origin. 

Pugin stressed in an 1844 letter to his 

munificent patron Lord Shrewsbury that 

his Tasmanian designs were for ósimple 

buildings that can be easily erectedô. And 

indeed they were. St Patrickôs is, in fact, 

the most stripped down and pared back 

church design of Puginôs entire oeuvre. As 

such it represents the most extreme 

application of the  key rules of design 

which appeared in his revolutionary 1841 

book, The True Principles of Pointed or 

Christian Architecture , a work of 

fundamental influence upon the course of 

nineteenth -century design. 

Pugin would design ground-breaking 

furniture too, in which the construction 

was revealed rather than hidden, and his 

óstructural tablesô are seen as a turning 

point in design reform.  

 

St Patrickôs is the óstructural tableô of his 

church designs, demonstrating his 

revolutionary design principles like no 

other of his buildings. That is why it is of 

international significance in the context of 

the evolution of nineteenth -century 

design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One other point should be borne in mind 

as you explore St Patrickôs. Although it was 

designed in 1843 it was not constructed 

until 1855ï57 because of the poverty of 

Tasmaniaôs Catholic population. By then 

Puginôs design revolution had borne fruit 

across the English-speaking world and 

beyond, but that fact doesnôt diminish this 

buildingôs great importance. 

 

Puginôs ógreatô design rules as set out in 

his 1841 work, The True Principles of 

Pointed or Christian Architecture : 

ó1st, that there should be no features 

about a building which are not 

necessary for convenience, construction, 

or propriety; 2 nd, that all ornament 

should consist of enrichment of the 

essential construction of the building .ô 

óIn pure architecture the smallest detail 

should have a meaning or serve a 

purpose.ô 
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Environs  
The approach to St Patrickôs Church from 

the centre of Colebrook village looks very 

different now from what it did at the end 

of the nineteenth century. At that time the 

church and its cemetery stood in a setting 

of mature deciduous trees enclosed by a 

picket fence with wrought iron gates. All 

this has disappeared, leaving the building 

standing starkly on the hillside above the 

railway line.  

 

The site is a difficult one, but was not of 

Bishop Willsonôs choosing. In the early 

1850s he moved to make permanent 

provision for the local Catholics. He was 

granted two parcels of crown land by the 

Colonial government for a church reserve 

on the south side of Maconochie Street 

(now Yarlington R oad) and situated on 

either side of Arthur Street. On the larger, 

more westerly, of the two parcels he 

determined to erect a church and 

cemetery. Willson himself purchased the 

adjacent parcel on Arthur Street. 

 

The sloping site has had an impact on the 

construction of the church and its 

orientation.  On the positive side the site 

has given St Patrickôs a commanding 

position above the town, making it visible 

on the main approaches to the village from 

the north and the south. 
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The church exterior  
St Patrickôs is constructed of local 

sandstone quarried across the other side 

of the Coal River valley. If you stand on 

the landing in front of the porch and look 

straight out it is still possible to see 

evidence of the long-disused quarry site to 

the right of a group of farm buildings.  

Pugin had no idea where his design would 

be used, so in order to adapt it to the 

sloping site the supervising architect 

Frederick Thomas was obliged to 

construct a substantial sub-floor structure  

(1) of random rubble  to level the church. 

Indeed, there is a fall of some two metres 

diagonally across the church footprint. 

Sandstone for this structure  was salvaged 

from the demolished perimeter wall of the 

former Jerusalem convict probation 

station bui ldings. (Jerusalem, the original 

name for Colebrook, was changed in 

March 1894.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The difference between the substructure 

and the actual wall of the church is easy to 

see, the building itself being constructed 

from blocks (2) which rise in regular 

courses with a height of 30.5cm (actually 

built in 12 inch courses under the old 

Imperial measurement system). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Originally, t he church was roofed with 

locally split shingles but this was changed 

to corrugated iron around the turn of the 

twentieth century.  

 

Frederick Thomas (1817ï1885) was 

sentenced to transportation to New 

South Wales in 1834 for swindling. He 

was further sentenced in 1842 to fifteen 

years in a penal settlement for stealing 

and arrived in Hobart Town in February 

1843. While still on probation he was 

assigned as an unqualified draftsman 

and clerk to the Public Works 

Department on 1 July 1847, being later 

promoted to Senior Draf tsman and 

eventually Clerk of Works. Bishop 

Willson entrust ed Puginôs church models 

to him, from which he drew up the plans 

used for the actual construction work.  

The Probation System was an 

experiment in penal discipline unique to 

Van Diemen's Land. Introduced in 1839, 

it was modified several times from 1846 

until it was abandoned altogether 

following the abolition of transportation 

to the colony in 1853. More than eighty 

probation stations operated in various 

locations, for varying periods, 

throughout the settled districts. Often 

hastily and poorly built, few remain, and 

most of those in ruins. (Source: 

www.utas.edu.au/library/companion_to

_tasmanian_history/P/Probation%20sy

stem.htm) The Jerusalem probation 

station complex was disposed of in 1855 

and the walls taken down. Several of the 

buildings associated with the station 

survive, including the barracks, the 

commandantôs cottage and the remains 

of the penitentiary chapel, now serving 

as a barn. 
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Let us now look at the form and 

composition of the building. Like Puginôs 

other two Tasmanian designs this church 

is a scholarly yet completely original 

evocation of an English medieval village 

church, in this case from c.1320. For his 

time Pugin had an unrivalled knowledge 

and understanding of the grammar and 

vocabulary of medieval Gothic, and this is 

reflected in St Patrickôs. 

 

It has a three-bay nave (3), side aisles (4), 

a separately articulated chancel (5), a 

clerestory  (6) , a sacristy , a porch (7) and a 

tall three -opening bellcote (8) which 

stands on the nave east gable and 

completes an elegant composition 

characteristic of Pugin. Such a group of 

elements is rare to find in a small 

Australian country church, particularly the 

aisles and clerestory which impart to the 

interior space something of the character 

of a pocket cathedral. But, as Pugin well 

knew, it is not uncommon in small English 

medieval village churches, even if the 

bellcote here is replaced by a steeple over 

there. 

Despite its prodigious steeple, Asgarby 

Church, Lincolnshire, depicted here, has 

seating for a mere forty people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because of the sloping site 

Frederick Thomas had to create 

a flight of steps and a 

balustrade outside the porch 

door. The balustrade is coarse in design, 

but nonetheless a part of the original 

construction and therefore worthy of 

respect. 

The building is almost entirely devoid of 

decorative elaboration, relying for its 

beauty on Puginôs excellent composition 

and massing. 

Pugin normally followed the ancient 

custom of orienting his churches, that is, 

they were so placed that the altar was 

against the east wall of the chancel. In this 

guide, directions will be given as if the 

church were oriented. In fact, because of 

the exigencies of the sloping site, the main 

axis of the church is aligned more south-

east to north-west. 

In England medieval churches had their 

entrance porch on the south, or sunny, 

side of the building, sheltered from the 

cold north winds. In his Australian designs 
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Pugin, for the same reason, reversed his 

porch position to the north side as can be 

seen here. 

Note that the porch entrance archway has 

a dripstone moulding . This is for the very 

practical reason of preventing rain falling 

on the porch front face from dripping onto 

those entering the church, hence its name. 

The church only has one other dripstone 

moulding, over the chancel east window, 

but that is so placed for what Pugin 

termed propriety.  In this latter case it was 

an expression of Puginôs view that the 

chancel should be the most highly 

elaborated part of the church because it 

was, in his view, the most solemn and 

sacred part of the edifice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

St Patrickôs also has a west door, reserved 

in Puginôs designs for ceremonial usage 

such as processions or the visit of a 

bishop. 

 

Notice above the front door a blind cusped 

triangle sunk into the facade, containing a 

foliat ed cross and an inscription. The 

inscription was copied from one of Puginôs 

stone exemplar alphabets and reads 

óAMDCCCLVô [in the year 1855], the date 

when construction of the church was 

started. Along with the dripstone 

moulding over the chancel east window 

this is the only decorative detail on the 

whole building , making a dramatic 

contrast with Puginôs most structurally 

and decoratively elaborated church, St 

Gilesô, Cheadle, Staffordshire,  a detail of 

which is shown below. 

Puginôs definition of propriety as given in 

his True Principles of Pointed or 

Christian Architecture:  

óWhat I mean by propriety is this, that 

the external and internal appearance of 

an edifice should be illustrative of, and 

in accordance with, the purpose for 

which it is destined.ô 
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Other elements on the exterior which were 

copied from exemplar stonework brought 

out from England in 1844 by Bishop 

Willson are the gable crosses. 

 

We should mention in passing that the 

buttresses on St Patrickôs are there solely 

for structural reasons and not as 

decoration. 

The most elaborate element of the 

buildingôs exterior, again for reasons of 

propriety, is the three -light Flowing 

Decorated chancel east window. Its 

reticulatedðor net-likeðtracery  is a type 

much admired and very widely used in 

churches built around 1320. Despite the 

elegance of such windows there was 

always an awkward junction between the 

net cells and the edge of the window, 

resulting in a number of part cells, as 

shown in the following illustration of a 

north aisle window in Great Milton 

Church, Oxfordshire. 

 

Pugin most elegantly solved the problem 

in his design by distorting the net cells and 

setting them under an ogee sub-arch, then 

filling the space above with pairs of dagger 

tracery elements. 

 

Abutting the  chancel south wall is the 

sacristy. In common with Puginôs other 

two Tasmanian church designs, yet unlike 

any of his others, it has no external door. 

This was most probably a security 

measure, the result of Bishop Willsonôs 

understanding from his colleague Fr (later 

Archbishop) William Bernard Ullat horne 

OSB concerning the convict element of the 

Van Diemenôs Land population. 

Ullathorne had experience dating from the 

1830s. 
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We now turn to the dominant element of 

St Patrickôs Church, its tall elegant triple 

bellcote. 

This was only reinstated in 2007, having 

been destroyed by a tornado in 1895 and 

not replaced, presumably out of fear for its 

stability. For over 110 years the church 

looked like the image below, deprived of 

the essential element which completed 

Puginôs splendid composition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mon itor , 20 September 1895  

JERUSALEM.  Your readers will feel 

interested in news about our church 

here, as, no doubt, they were grieved to 

read a brief account of it being wrecked 

by the terrific storm of Sunday last. I am 

glad to be able to say that the damage 

due is not near so bad as we feared, the 

sanctuary being the only part that has 

suffered much damage, at least as far as 

we can judge at the present. The storm 

rushed in all its fury at a few minutes 

after 11 a.m., its force being in a line a 

few chains wide. Unfortunately, St. 

Patrickôs beautiful church was in the 

course. It brought down the bell turret, 

which was about 18 feet high, and placed 

over the sanctuary arch. This crashed on 

the sanctuary, bringing down the whole 

roof and a large portion of the walls with 

it; the concussion cracked part of the 

main building, but, I think, not much 

injuring the stone work. Two very large 

statues (of the Blessed Virgin and St. 

Patrick) at either side of the altar were 
completely smashed. The altar, a very 

fine one by Mr. P. Sheehy, Hobart, 

escaped; and the rood screen, with its 

fine crucifix above, is also uninjured. It 

was a providential thing that it was not 

our Mass Sunday, else the priest and the 

altar boys would have been killed. 
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The reinstated bellcote has stainless steel 

reinforcement which is carried down deep 

into the nave east wall, and the entire 

church has been substantially stiffened so 

as to prevent a recurrence of the 1895 

disaster. 

Three new bronze bells, Patrick, William 

and Ave Maria, which were cast in France 

make up a chime that automatically 

sounds the Angelus each day at noon and 

plays one of ten old French belfry 

melodies at 2pm on a rotational basis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cemetery  
The earliest burial dates from 1856, before 

the church was opened, and the cemetery 

is still in use.  

 

Most Tasmanian Catholic cemeteries from 

Campbell Town southwards have one or 

more headstones copied from one of the 

several simple exemplar headstones 

brought out from England in 1844. 

Colebrook is no exception. One of our 

Pugin headstones is to be found just down 

the slope from the large monument with 

the Celtic cross. 

 

Dominati ng the cemetery is the grave of Fr 

William Dunne, the Richmond pastor who 

built St Patrickôs. Having spent most of his 

priestly life in Tasmania he ended his 

working days in charge of Coburg Parish 

in Melbourne, Vi ctoria.  

He had expressed a wish to be buried in 

Colebrook alongside the church he greatly 

loved, so after his death in 1883 his mortal 

remains were brought back to Tasmania. 

He lies in the plot dominated by the large, 

elegantly carved Celtic cross and 

surrounded by a wrought iron railing.  

 

 

The largest bell, PATRICK, sounds note 

C and tolls for funerals. It is named for 

Saint Patrick. The middle bell, 

WILLIAM, sounds note D and tolls 

before the commencement of Mass. It is 

named for Bishop William Willson who 

obtained the church design from Pugin 

and for Fr William Dunne, the priest in 

charge of Richmond Parish, who built 

the church. The smallest bell, AVE 

MARIA, sounds note E and plays the 

Angelus. 
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The entire Dunne monument was 

manufactured in Victoria.  Indeed, the 

Hobart architect Henry Hunter applied to 

have the memorial cross admitted to the 

Colony of Tasmania free of customs duty. 

The wrought iron railing was 

manufactured by the Brunswick Foundr y 

in Melbourne, and both the cross plinth  

and the base supporting the railing are of 

basalt quarried in Victoria.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In his May 1841 article for the Dublin 

Review, óOn the Present State of 

Ecclesiastical Architecture in Englandô, 

with regard to churchyards Pugin 

observed: óIt is customary to erect a stone 

cross, raised on steps, on the south-

western side of the church, to mark the 

hallowed ground.ô This was his own 

practice, followed by Bishop Willson  at 

Colebrook where a Pugin-designed 

churchyard cross was erected. 

 

Most regrettably, this cross was destroyed 

by vandalism in December 1997, but the 

base can still be seen. The fragments have 

been stored and it is hoped one day to 

restore this characteristic part of a typical 

Pugin churchyard setting.  

Fr Dunne was greatly loved in Tasmania. 

After his funeral in St Josephôs, Hobart, 

on 15 March 1883 a procession of some 

2,000 people follow ed the hearse to the 

railway station. A special train with 

around 250 mourners conveyed his 

remains to Jerusalem (Colebrook), 

hundreds lining the high ground of the 

Hobart Domain to wave their farewell. 

Upon its arrival the hearse was drawn up 

the hill to St Patrickôs by twenty strong 

young men of the district. Around 400 

people gathered around the graveside for 

his interment.  


