
Back in 1930, the monkey pit provided its patrons with 360 
degree views of its inhabitants.  Photo courtesy: The NSW 
State Library archives. 

Although much has changed in the past 100 years, visitors to Taronga Zoo can 
still see glimpses of its rich historical lineage.   
Since its opening back in 1916, Taronga Zoo’s high popularity has remained relatively unchanged. It’s 
what has changed that is really interesting. 

In the early years, the zoo’s focus was predominantly on ensuring its visitors had unobstructed views of 
every animal, at all times. It was about providing entertainment for the patrons. Subsequently, poking 
sticks at the animals through their wire cages was 
common. Guests could ride in large groups on the 
backs of elephants or even sit and watch in 
amusement as primates took part in tea parties. 

 “I was a big fan of the elephant rides,” says Joe about 
one of her fondest memories of the zoo.  

In some cases the repetitive taunting and tormenting 
from patrons eager to interact with the animals 
resulted in highly stressed primates throwing their 
poo.  

Taronga’s changes 
through the ages 

The floral clock is one of the many heritage listed sites within Taronga Zoo. Photo courtesy of The NSW State Library archives. 
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Remnants of out-dated enclosures designed for easy cleaning and viewing can still be seen due to their 
heritage listing and historical significance. Their preservation will allow future generations to see just how 
far Taronga Zoo and animal conservation has come.  

“The exhibits are so much better for the animals these days; they are more to do with where the animals 
come from,” said Joe.  

There are many examples of these sights dotted around Taronga Zoo, including the floral clock which 
continues to work to this day with its original mechanical components, the old monkey pits and elephant 
temple.  

Taronga’s Indigenous heritage continues to influence the modifications of the zoo. In particular, there are 
two artworks that are inspired by the area’s indigenous tribe, the Cammeraigal people. Out the front of 
Taronga is an Aboriginal inspired artwork whilst a nine metre mural decorated with Aboriginal patterns 
and artworks can be seen along the koala viewing platform.  

Taronga zoo has many enclosures that have heritage listing. The monkey pits, lion pits, the elephant temple 
(made to look like a traditional Asian building) and the bottom and top gates of the zoo. The elephant 
temple was one of the first sites to be built since the opening of the zoo in 1916. The temple still shows 
fragments of the way the elephants were treated in the first 100 years, rusted steel shackles and iron bars 
to keep the animals inside. The male elephant enclosure was constructed on the former site of the elephant 
temple, combining the modern design with the charm of the original temple.  

This photo was taken from the archives of the NSW State Library and shows the old, barren concrete enclosures from Taronga’s past.  



Wildlife conservation in Taronga Zoo has come a long way since its opening. From elephant rides to 
monkey tea parties, all this has changed. The enclosures are now made to suite the animals’ natural 
habitat. In particular, Taronga has dedicated $16 million to build an enclosure for the critically 
endangered Sumatran Tiger, ensuring their tiger residents will have the nostalgic feel of their native home, 
Indonesia.  

“In Sumatra there is only 400 tigers left in the wild, it’s really shocking,” say Helen Wright, a fundraiser for 
Taronga Zoo’s conservation projects.  

The first 100 years for Taronga Zoo have been a long and hard ride. They’ve changed their look from pure 
amusement to animal conservation and along the way have created amazing heritage-listed sites. 

“It’s better for the animals now because the staff can spend more time looking after them,” says former 
resident of Taronga Zoo Joe about the increase of staffing there.  

Taronga has come a long way to become a leader in animal conservation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


