
1 

 

Rudolph Richard Spanney by Dr John J. Taylor July 2019 

 
Richard Spanney listed his recreations in 1937 as ‘art, swimming, motoring, and reading’ – 

captured in a Percy Cannot sketch including Spanney’s St John's Lutheran Church of 1934-36.  

(Men of Western Australia, 1937, pl. 95). 

Rudolph Richard Spanney (Spangenberg) (1884-1948) was born 27 July 

1884 at Hansborough, near Kapunda in South Australia.  Richard was the first 

child of German-born teacher Hermann Wilhelm Spangenberg, and Olga 

Martha Spangenberg.  He had six siblings - Clara Ottilie (1886-1965), Alma 

Alvira Caecilia (1888-1944), Hermann Arthur (1891-1896), Oskar [Oswald] 

Wilhelm (1893-1966), Alfred Otto (1896-1958), and Hertha Isolde (1899-1989).  

Richard initially served an apprenticeship as a carpenter, joiner and cabinet-

maker at Tanunda.  The Spangenberg family departed South Australia for 

Western Australia in 1906, crossing the Great Australian Bight by steamer, and 

in 1907 Hermann Spangenberg is listed as a dairy farmer at Gosnells. 

Biographical notes that Richard provided in 1937 suggest that he won a 

scholarship to the Perth Technical School.  Newspaper records do confirm that 

he won a carpentry scholarship in 1908, allowing a year of free fees at the next 

tuition level.  In 1910, he was articled to Oldham & Cox, Architects.  Richard 

stated that from 1913 to 1922, “he continued his architectural studies in the 

United States of America, at the San Francisco Architectural Club, the California 

School of Arts and Crafts, the Boston Architectural Club, Massachusetts 
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Institute of Technology, and the University of Pennsylvania, where he was Gold 

Medallist, 1920-1921 Senior Class.  He was also awarded second place in the 

New York State Public Library Competition.  Having gained experience in the 

USA, and having travelled widely in England and Europe, in 1923 he returned 

to Western Australia, where he set up his own professional practice as an 

architect.”  Richard’s return to WA may have been prompted by concerns for the 

health of his parents – as his father died in January 1923, and his mother 

passed away in June 1923, both at 50 Queens Crescent Mount Lawley.  

Another event that may have prompted a return was the fact that his younger 

brother Alfred was married at St George’s Cathedral in January 1923. 

Richard appears to have changed his name from Spangenberg to Spanney 

soon after arrival back in WA, as letters from him in late March 1923 were 

signed Spangenberg, and those written in late April 1923 were signed Spanney.  

The change was almost certainly prompted by continuing antagonism shown to 

people with German names by some sections of the Western Australian 

community in the post First World War period.  Cemetery records suggest that 

of Richard’s sisters, Clara (Clare) changed her surname to Spanney, Alma 

(Cecilia) used Spanney as an alias, whilst Hertha (Hatty) resolutely retained 

Spangenberg, despite a Second World War prisoner of war camp in Germany 

having the same name. 

It newspaper advertisements of 1923 calling tenders for his designs, Richard 

was careful to call himself a designer, not an architect, as he had not yet 

obtained registration as an architect in WA – required by the relatively new 

Architects Act of 1921.  Spanney presented his qualifications to the Architects 

Board of Western Australia for consideration, and he was duly registered 

(no.83) as an architect in Western Australia on 25 February 1924, the same day 

as his brother Oswald Spanney of Mt Lawley [reg at Wyndham in 1926] was 

registered (no.82).  It had been noted at a March 1917 meeting of the West 

Australian Institute of Architects that O. Spangenberg, a student member of the 

WAIA, was serving in the First World War.  From this note we can deduce that 

Oswald had followed in his somewhat older brother’s footsteps, training under 

an articled arrangement in Perth to become an architect. 
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From 1925 to 1927, Spanney’s office was in the Lafayette Buildings, at 79 

Barrack Street in Perth.  From 1928 to 1932 he was working at the Moana 

Chambers, 614 Hay Street Perth.  Wises Directories also list O. Spanney as an 

architect at Perth 1928-1930, and it is possible that ‘Ossie’ was working with 

Richard in this busier period prior to the onset of the Great Depression. 

 

Shaftesbury Theatre Beaufort Street (Sunday Times, 9 March 1924, p.8). 

 

41 Thomas Street Nedlands for Edward Joseph Hocking of 1924-25 (Google 2019) 

In the later 1920s, Richard Spanney was responsible for the design of many 

suburban residences, particularly in Mount Lawley and Nedlands.  Projects of 

note included the Westminster private hospital at Adelaide Terrace in Perth, 

well-known businessman Cecil Breckler’s residence at 63 Clotilde Street Mount 

Lawley of 1927-28, the East Perth Picture Theatre for the East Perth Progress 

Association in 1928, and a shop (Hoile’s Pharmacy) / residence at the corner of 
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Meriwa Street and Stirling Highway in Nedlands in 1929.  The insightful 

Spanney provided a number of insightful commentaries in the press, including a 

suggestion for an underground tramway in the City of Perth, and for residential 

street treatments based on his experiences in the USA. 

 

Schematic for underground tramway Hay Street Perth (The West Australian, 18 May 1925, p.8). 

 

Spanney’s observations in California are evident in his design for the Westminster private 

hospital at 246 Adelaide Terrace Perth (The West Australian, 7 November 1925, p.8). 

 

Art Photo Engravers James Street Perth (Sunday Times, 11 April 1926, p.10). 
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26 Kingsway Nedlands for Albert Ernest Weston of 1926 (Google 2019) 

 

Spanney designed this impressive residence at the corner of Quarry Road and Wingfield 

Avenue in Crawley, built by Nedlands builder J.O. Clough in early 1927 for L. Butler, 

headmaster of the North Perth State School (The West Australian, 2 April 1927, p.8). 

 

Theatre and shops for East Perth Progress Association at the south-west corner of Wittenoom 

and Hill Streets (The West Australian, 18 February 1928, p.4). 
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Shop (initially Hoile’s Pharmacy) and residence at 33 Stirling Highway cnr Meriwa Street 

Nedlands of 1929 (Google 2018) 

 

Example of house remodelling in Mount Lawley by Spanney, from Federation to Inter-War style 

(The West Australian, 24 May 1930, p.6). 

 

Spanney designed 89 Harborne Street cnr Grantham Street Wembley for the Lee family in 1931 

(Google 2019) 
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It is likely that Spanney was a member of the Lutheran Church congregation of 

Perth.  In the late 1920s Spanney drew plans for the Rev. R. M. Graebner for a 

proposed Lutheran Church at Perth in the Inter-War Free Classical style.  

However, these were not implemented.  In 1928-29, Spanney designed 

additions and a garage for Rev. Graebner’s residence at Clotilde Street in 

Mount Lawley.  In 1934, Spanney again drew plans for a new Lutheran Church 

and an adjoining assembly hall, to be located on a site in Aberdeen Street, near 

the junction with Museum Street.  The church design was for an Inter-War 

Gothic style church.  The nave was designed without side aisles, and intended 

to accommodate 200 worshippers.  Features of the church were a chancel, 

sanctuary, organ chamber, font alcove, sacristy and ‘an attractively detailed bell 

tower, with the main entrance at its base’. 

Opened in 1936, St John's Lutheran Church at Perth features the innovative 

use of Darlington stone for the walls, and this appearance was so well regarded 

that Spanney soon secured another commission utilising the same material, for 

The New Church of 1939 at 176 Adelaide Terrace in Perth.  Both of these 

churches are now on the State Register of Heritage Places in WA. 

  

St John's Lutheran Church of 1936 at 16 Aberdeen Street Perth (The West Australian, 6 June 

1936, p.8; 13 March 1937, p.9 model). 
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Darlington stone walls feature at St John's Lutheran Church, 16 Aberdeen Street Perth (HCWA) 

 

Darlington stone walls were also used at The New Church of 1939, 176 Adelaide Terrace Perth 

(Google 2019) 

 

House at Strickland Street South Perth for Des Dease (The West Australian, 21 May 1938, p.4) 
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From 1936 to 1941 Spanney’s office was in the recently built Airways House, at 

88 St George’s Terrace in Perth, and in 1940 he was listed as a member of the 

Royal Institute of Architects of Western Australia.  Although his father was 

naturalised in 1900, and Richard was Australian-born - apparently maintaining 

an American accent following his time in the USA, with the onset of the Second 

World War (1939-1945) he may have again faced scrutiny due to mistrust of 

those with German origins.  Spanney’s experience of discrimination parallels 

that of Gus Creightmore [Kreitmayer] (1910-1949), another Australian-born 

architect of German descent who practiced in WA during the Inter War period. 

  

Richard Spanney’s home at 703 Beaufort Street Mount Lawley was demolished c.1980 for the 

expansion of Perth College (Molyneux p.52).  The nearby 34 Lawley Crescent (cnr Beaufort 

Street) Mount Lawley is attributed to Spanney by Ian Molyneux (Google 2019). 

Spanney lived at 703 Beaufort Street in Mount Lawley from at least 1925, which 

was likely to be of his own design.  Brothers Ossie and Alf both married and had 

two children each, whereas Richard and his three sisters did not marry.  Cecelia 

died in January 1944, and it appears she had been living at the same house as 

Richard.  Clare had been the principal of Spanneys Pianos, but the 1920s-

1930s business was eventually wound up and both she and Hatty may also 

have resided at the large Beaufort Street residence over time. 

Spanney is not listed as an architect in Wises Directories after 1941.  A death 

notice reveals that ‘Dick’ Spanney was working at the Department of Works and 

Housing in 1948.  It is likely that with Second World War austerity, he had taken 

on a government position in order to maintain an income, prior to retirement.  

Family memories recall that Dick suffered from diabetes, and as a pedestrian 

had been hit by a motor vehicle in his later years.  Spanney died 15 April 1948 

aged 63 years, and after a private service by Rev. Graebner, was buried in the 

Lutheran section at Karrakatta Cemetery. 
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