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INTRODUCTION
As I write, more than one year has passed since the murder of George Floyd in
Minneapolis, Minnesota on 25 May 2020. Floyd, a Black man, was pinned to the
ground by White police officer Derek Chauvin on suspicion of using a
counterfeit twenty-dollar bill.1 Footage taken by bystanders shows the officer
pressing his knee into the back of Floyd’s neck for almost nine minutes as Floyd
pleaded “I can’t breathe.” The footage ignited worldwide protests under the
banner of Black Lives Matter (BLM). The protests were not only about Floyd,
who is one of many African Americans killed by police violence, rather the
footage of his cruel death was a lightning rod for an overwhelming anger and
resentment that has been growing throughout the five-hundred-year history of
structural racism and White supremacism that showed no sign of abating.
The BLM protests in 2020 confirmed Walter Benjamin’s insight that as
much as the victors want the truth of their past to disappear with the dawn of
every new day, these past truths will repeatedly flash up unexpectedly to
illuminate any new emergency. “To articulate what is past,” wrote Benjamin as
he fled the Nazi advance in 1940, “means to take control of a memory, as it
flashes in a moment of danger.”
The subject of this essay is such returns of past historical injustices in
present-day Australia. The BLM protests triggered by Floyd’s murder, which
swept the globe like a raging flood, quickly spilt over into the bitterness felt
towards monuments celebrating European colonialism. It had been building
since the 2015 Rhodes Must Fall campaign, but in truth it was only a recent
manifestation of a longer history of iconoclasm.
FIG. 1

Bristol Protests © Ben Birchall
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On 7 June 2020, a statue of the seventeenth-century British slave trader and
Tory politician Edward Colston was toppled during a BLM protest in Bristol
(fig. 1).2 The world watched the demonstrators remove the statue, roll it through
the city and into the harbor. Also in June, a monument of King Leopold II in
Ostend was vandalised during a BLM protest, and two others were removed in
Antwerp and Ghent after protesters called for an answer to the celebration of
the former sovereign, while demonstrating against police brutality in Belgium.3
The statues were indefinitely placed in Belgium’s Middelheim Museum and
Ghent City Museum respectively. Across the US, hundreds of monuments to
colonialists and confederates were toppled and removed. In contrast, in France,
as protestors gathered en masse, President Emmanuel Macron opposed the
removal of colonial monuments, stating: “the Republic will not erase any trace,
or any name, from its history.”4 Despite this, across continental France and the
l’Outre-mer department5 of Martinique, many monuments and memorials were
damaged and toppled.
FIG. 2

Thomas Woolner, Captain Cook, 1879 © Richard Glover

In Australia, Thomas Woolner’s (1825–1892) sculpture of Captain Cook in Hyde
Park, Sydney, was placed under police protection (fig. 2) in anticipation of its
potential vandalization and toppling by protesters who had organised a rally on
12 June.6 This was just one day after Prime Minister Scott Morrison, displaying
his ignorance of Australian history, responded to local BLM protests by stating
that “there was no slavery in Australia.”7

https://index-journal.org/issues/monument/in-the-soil-that-nurtures-us?token=641ef3420d3ae4ﬀ172d5995845196444c3a2f45

3/31

11/8/2021

Index Journal

FIG. 3

Cairns Captain Cook © Stefan Aigner / Flickr

The police protection of Woolner’s statue guards more than an icon of colonial
heritage; it also reasserts the sovereignty Cook claimed for the British Crown
over the east coast of Australia in accordance with the doctrine of discovery
and the theory of terra nullius, including all that it excluded from the colonial
gaze. Woolner’s statue is tethered to the dreams of a White nation, which
established the Australian settler-nation-state today.8 This symbolic value is the
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principal reason why Woolner’s statue has long been the target of protests by
Indigenous activists.
If art can memorialise it also can counter-memorialise. In their recent
article demonstrating how art has challenged the spectres of fascist histories,
Cristina Buta and Charles Esche argue that there is a contradiction in the West
denouncing genocide at the hands of fascist European governments without
recognising the impact of their genocidal colonial regimes.9 They position Hans
Haacke’s And You Were Victorious After All (1988) (fig. 5)—which recreated a
Nazi victory column fifty years after the annexation of Austria by Germany10—as
a response to the rise of Neo-Nazism in the late 1970s.11 Yet they are critical of
the failure of European responses to fascism. Instead of linking fascism to
colonialism, and thus to the Western project, fascism has been used as a
scapegoat for the wrongs of European regimes. Buta and Esche argue that the
“never again” imperative has been exclusively applied to Nazi Germany (and
things that it aesthetically resembles). As such, the colonial matrix of power
that produced White supremacy has generally been taken out of the equation.12
In this sense, monuments are there as a marker of public remembrance so they
can change the nature of what is remembered. Buta and Esche argue there is
“scarcity and incompleteness of artistic responses realised as public art to
address European racism and white supremacy.”13
Buta and Esche’s essay is not only a plea to resist the normalisation of
far-right discourse and White supremacism but also a call to arms for
contemporary artists and cultural produces to actively oppose it through art. In
the context of colonial Australia, this raises the main question of the present
article: What should we do with Woolner’s Cook? To answer this question, I
contend that we must first understand why Woolner’s monument has value and
for whom it is considered valuable. Without understanding the source of its
value, we cannot fully understand its material significance.
MONUMENTS, NATION-STATES AND SETTLER SOVEREIGNTY
The Venice Charter (1964) sets forth the principles for the conservation and
restoration of monuments. It states that monuments are “imbued with a
message from the past” and that they serve as “witnesses” to a “common
heritage.”14 Given the ongoing debate concerning the value of colonial heritage
in Australia, a 2018 report published by the Australian Heritage Council
outlined the perceived threats to colonial monuments, including “lack of
awareness, appreciation and respect … resulting in purposeful damage or
disintegration through neglect,” and recognised that monuments “are a
reflection of a point in time that was almost exclusively focused on values of
settlers.”15 What is the symbolic heritage value of Woolner’s statue of Captain
Cook for the modern nation-state of Australia?
The commissioning of Woolner’s statue was an early manifestation of
settler nationalism that began to form from the mid-nineteenth century,
maturing over the next fifty years in a period of widespread massacres of
Indigenous populations as the invasion spread across most of the Australian
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continent.16 The leading political figure in Colony of New South Wales and
champion of this emerging nationalism during the second half of the
nineteenth century, Sir Henry Parkes, played a central role in commissioning
Woolner to make the statue (and many other colonial statues that adorn
Sydney’s parks and buildings). A proposed Cook monument was first funded by
public subscription in 1869 in the lead up to the centenary of his Cook’s claim
of sovereignty in 1770. Following the lack of public support, Parkes took the
“matter into his own hands” by commissioning Woolner and supplementing the
dwindling funds with government grants.17 Ten years after Woolner’s sculpture
was unveiled in Hyde Park in 1879—by then celebrating the centenary of Cook’s
death in 1779—Parkes made his famous Tenterfield speech at the School of Arts
in which he called for the federation of the colonies. Parkes, who became
known as the “Father of Federation,” long campaigned for the unification the
settler population by advocating an homogenously Anglo-Saxon unit that he
affectionally called “Australian Britons.”18
Thomas Woolner was a British sculptor and co-founder of the PreRaphaelite Brotherhood. He had visited Australia in 1852 and stayed until 1854,
during which time he forged a strong friendship with Parkes.19 At the time,
Parkes ran the newspaper Empire (1850–1875) and became a member of the
Legislative Council for Sydney in 1854.20 Their comradery continued throughout
their life. Parkes understood the power of art and monuments in developing the
nascent nationalism of the colonies. The sculptor’s daughter, Amy Woolner,
wrote that:
The idea appealed very strongly to the Sculptor, who had a great
admiration for the discoverer [Cook]; and having himself spent
many months in Sydney when a young man, knew the position the
proposed statue was to occupy, and felt the keenest inclination to
undertake the commission.21
The monument is regarded as one of Woolner’s major artworks. First exhibited
in Waterloo Place, London, it was later transported to Sydney and unveiled at
Hyde Park on 25 February 1879 before a crowd of approximately 60,000.22
During its unveiling, Governor Sir Hercules Robinson gave a speech in which he
said: “it would be well for the youth of Australia to imitate his [Cook’s] nobility
of character.”23 At the time, there was nothing controversial about such a
claim. For Parkes, the monument was a way to bring the past into the present
by celebrating Cook for having “Discovered this territory”—as it is inscribed on
the monument—which in turn cultivated settler belonging by not only creating a
national heritage but also a national origin story.24
Motivated by a desire to promote independence and distinguish
Australia as a proud dominion of the Empire,25 in his Tenterfield speech Parkes,
himself a poet, recited a poem by Queensland poet Brunton Stephens who
expressed hurried anticipation of becoming a Dominion of the Empire, writing:
https://index-journal.org/issues/monument/in-the-soil-that-nurtures-us?token=641ef3420d3ae4ﬀ172d5995845196444c3a2f45

6/31

11/8/2021

Index Journal

Not yet her day! How long? Not yet!
There comes her flush of violet!
And heavenward faces all aflame
with sanguine imminence of morn
wait but the sun’s kiss to proclaim
The day of the Dominion born.
Anglo-Saxon settlers naturally defined themselves in relation to Britain.26 This
did not change during the intensifying nationalisation throughout Europe
following the so-called Spring of Nations of 1848. Independence from Britain
was on the table in Australia, but Parkes, who was inspired by the spirit of
nationalism, was instrumental in setting an agenda that imagined Australia as
an Anglo-Saxon hegemony in which: “We are all one family, one blood, one
race,”27 unified through Empire in 1905 by what the English journalist Richard
Jebb described it as “colonial nationalism.”28 The Anglo-centric vision Parkes
imagined in the notion of Australian-Britons rested on the genocide of the
continents First Nations peoples whose sovereignty Cook, the British Crown, and
the settler colonists denied. First Nations resistance to the invasion continued
against the structures of settler-colonialism which asserted terra nullius. The
state protection of the Cook statue in Hyde Park demonstrates its continuing
function as a mythmaking instrument that perpetuates the ideology of terra
nullius. If a function of remembering is also to forget, Woolner’s sculpture
forgets by way of shielding itself from the memory of what Cook and the settlernation forgot.29
COUNTER-COLONIALISM AND COUNTER-MEMORIALISATION
That the sins of colonialism have not been appeased or redeemed is evident in
their continuing return through the contestation of colonial monuments. In the
past century, the commemoration and valorisation of colonisers such as
Captain James Cook and Lachlan Macquarie, or Captain Arthur Phillip who led
the First Fleet which established the first colony in 1788, has been contested by
First Nations peoples.
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FIG. 4

E. Phillip Fox, Landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay, 1902, oil on canvas, 192.2 × 265.4 cm, oil on
canvas, Melbourne Gilbee Bequest, © National Gallery of Victoria

As a direct response to the official decision to hold an extravagant
sesquicentennial celebration of the founding of the first colony in 1938,
“Australia Day” was declared a “Day of Mourning” by Yorta Yorta activist
William Cooper.30 During the 1960s, the Redfern Black Caucus would regularly
deface Woolner’s statue of Captain Cook in Hyde Park.31 In April 1970, Black
Power figure and then director of the Aboriginal Advancement League, Bruce
McGuinness called for a boycott to visiting Captain Cook’s cottage during the
bicentenary celebrations of the HMS Endeavour’s arrival to Botany Bay and
organised picketing to surround the cottage in Fitzroy Gardens to prevent
entry.32 In 1972, the cottage was “daubed” in response to the eviction of the
Aboriginal Embassy in Canberra.33 In 1988, the largest known Pan-Aboriginal
gathering in the history of First-Nations Australia occurred with over 50,000
protesters gathering in Sydney to oppose the official bicentenary celebration of
Phillip’s invasion.34 In 1991, in a comic demonstration of the power of symbolism
and statues, Robbie Thorpe and Gary Foley put a monument of John Batman on
trial for his involvement in genocide in Melbourne.35 More recently, on the Day of
Mourning in 2018, both Cook and Macquarie in Hyde Park were spray-painted
with two well-known and widely rotated anti-colonial axioms: “change the date”
and “no pride in genocide”. Then Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull called the
acts “Stalinist,” and the current Prime Minister Scott Morrison labelled them a
“national disgrace,” adding, rather oddly, that it “does not keep one indigenous
child safe, in school or end up in a job. Grow up idiots” (sic).36
Recently, Gary Younge has argued that the notion of memorialising an
individual is inherently anachronistic given that “there is no guarantee that any
consensus will persist.”37 Though this also points to their purpose: the
persistence of a consensus. To question the moral character or intellectual
rigor of colonial heroes is to obscure a more consequential epistemological
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question that concerns the ongoing “colonial matrix of power”.38 This dichotomy
was conjured in discussions for the fate of the giant Cook, a ten-metre high,
gaudy eye-sore of a statue of Cook in Cairns (fig. 3) which, in its Nazi-like
salute, mirrors the depiction of Cook in E. Phillip Fox’s Landing of Captain
Cook at Botany Bay, 1770 (1902) (fig. 4).39 The controversial creation of the
Captain Cook statue was part of the development of a strip of units
commissioned by a private developer in 1972 on Djabugay Country. It is regularly
ridiculed for both its evocation of a Nazi Salute and its ugliness, but not how its
symbolic value in the settler myth.40 Defending the statue, local Liberal Party
Member of Parliament Warren Entsche pointed to the scientific significance of
Cook’s voyage,41 perpetuating the narrative that Cook brought knowledge based
in Enlightenment thinking, and with it, civilisation.
COLONIALISM IS FASCISM: AN AESTHETIC ANALYSIS
CONTESTATION
The aesthetic and historical arguments concerning the value of colonial
monuments was raised in an open letter written by curator and writer Nicholas
Tammens and writer Tristen Harwood, co-signed by Australian art historians
and arts workers, and published in the Saturday Paper on 4 July 2020 at the
height of the BLM protests. The letter argued for the relocation of Woolner’s
Cook to a museum, contending that Cook is a “consequential figure in the story42
of British imperialism, Indigenous dispossession and the nation’s foundations.”
In the context of a museum, they argued, the monument would enable broader
Australian society to question “how public works of art can be revalued” and
challenge “our attachments” to colonial figures.43
FIG. 5

Hans Haacke, Und Ihr habt doch gesiegt And You Were Victorious After All, installed in Graz, Austria,
1988. Generali Foundation Collection. Photo: Werner Kaligofsky
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Colonial heritage protection complicates the proposed relocation of the
monument due to the value of site specificity. Woolner’s Cook was intended for
Hyde Park and the principles and practices for the protection, preservation,
and management of Australian places of cultural significance that are codified
in the Burra Charter links the value of an object to its connection to its original
site. The Charter, which was published by the International Council on
Monuments and Sites, states that the preservation of monuments is “based on
respect for original material and authentic documents” (Article 9) and that
“Contents, fixtures and objects which contribute to the cultural significance of
a place should be retained at that place” (Article 10).44 Though the Charter
recommends the repatriation of Indigenous cultural material, given that it “may
be essential to the retention of its cultural significance,” it does not recognise,
as if it was imperceptible, colonial cultural heritage.45
Tammens and Harwood’s letter recognises that Woolner’s Cook is a
colonial cultural object, and for this reason they argue it should be removed
from the context for which it was intended (Hyde Park) so as to disrupt the
mystique that it garners in its preservation. Relocation to a museum context,
however, begs the question at the heart of the Cook issue because public
museums, like public parks, remain functions of the state.46 Museums are,
moreover, institutions for the fortification of cultural objects. This is the
juncture at which the keep and remove argument intersect. On the one hand,
to relocate the monument to a museum would begin a new chapter in
conversation with the state. On the other hand, the Charter’s notion of
conservation guided the New South Wales government to deploy the police to
protect it from altercation.
COUNTER-COLONIAL MEMORIALISATION
In memorialising Aboriginal lives lost since colonisation, the Aboriginal
Memorial (1987–1988) (fig. 6) resists colonial ideology by rendering visible what
it, as expressed in the triumphalist narratives of the nation-state, occludes, or
makes invisible.
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FIG. 6

Ramingining artists and Djon Mundine (Bandjalung people), Aboriginal Memorial, 1987–88, natural
earth pigments and binder on eucalyptus wood. Acquired by the National Gallery of Australia 1987 ©
National Gallery Australia.

Conceived by Bundjalung artist and curator Djon Mundine, the Aboriginal
Memorial was a collaborative project involving forty-three mainly Yolngu 47artists
associated with the art centre at Ramingining in the Northern Territory. The
Biennale coincided with the bicentenary celebration of the First Fleet which,
like other aspects of the celebration, were boycotted by First Nation artists.48 In
choosing to exhibit the Memorial, like the large protests Mundine made visible
what the celebrations brushed over.49 In the context of the nationalist 1988
bicentenary celebrations, Mundine stated “the bind was to present Aboriginal
culture without celebrating—to make a true statement.”50 The Memorial
consists of two hundred hollow cylindrical log coffins.51 Visitors are invited to
walk through the Memorial on a path that contours the Glyde River, which is a
major Dreaming and also massacre site of the Ramingining area. The
Memorial was acquired by the National Gallery of Australia (NGA) in 1988,
where it is now on permanent display at the entrance of the gallery.
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FIG. 7

Baldwin Spencer model © Emma Kowal

Demonstrated earlier in Haacke’s work, appropriation is also a way to countermemorialise. A well-known example is Daniel Boyd’s parody of Fox’s romantic
depiction of Cook arriving at Botany Bay in Landing of Captain Cook at Botany
Bay, 1770 (1902). In We Call Them Pirates Out Here (2006) (fig.7), Boyd depicts
Cook as a pirate with an eye-patch, a parrot on his shoulder, and skull-andbone Union Jack flag as he arrives before an ominous and thunderous sky.

https://index-journal.org/issues/monument/in-the-soil-that-nurtures-us?token=641ef3420d3ae4ﬀ172d5995845196444c3a2f45

12/31

11/8/2021

Index Journal

FIG. 8

Brook Andrew and Trent Walter, Standing by Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner, bluestone,
aluminium, steel, archival paper, Agfa P55 photo plates on aluminium, Indigenous plants, 2016. (H x W x
D) 350 x 300cm (swing); 49.5 x 24.5 x 4cm (bluestone pavers); 275 x 70 x 80cm (bluestone plinth).
Commissioned by the City of Melbourne, 2016. City of Melbourne Art and Heritage Collection.

A lesser-known example of counter-memorialisation within the museum context
is the prop of anthropologist Baldwin Spencer which was exhibited at Bunjilaka
in the Melbourne Museum from 2000 to 2011 (fig. 8).52 The to-scale prop of
Spencer was installed on a wicker chair behind a vitrine and surrounded by
“everyday objects that [he] and his contemporaries collected, including spears
and spear throwers, baskets, smoking pipes, digging sticks, knives, throwing
sticks, clubs, neck ornaments and a canoe.”53 The sculpture, which was
commissioned by Tony Birch, Lindy Allen, and John Morton, sought to reverse
the colonial gaze and make the collector the collected.54
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FIG. 9

Fallen Monument Park, Moscow © Suzannah Henty

Public art, as Buta and Esche argue, takes on a different function by acting as
and for a public memory. Standing by Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner
(2016) (fig. 9) by artists Brook Andrew and Trent Walter was commissioned by
the City of Melbourne and installed at the intersection of Franklin and Bowen
Streets in downtown Melbourne at the approximate site where
Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner, two Palawa men from Lutruwita
(Tasmania, then Van Diemen’s Land), were hanged in Melbourne on 20 January
1842, the first in the history of the Colony since the first permanent settlement
of Europeans on Gunditjmara Country.55 Tunnerminnerwait and
Maulboyheenner were convicted of the murder of two whale-hunters in 1841.56
The men were in Victoria with the Protector of Aborigines for the Port Phillip
district George Augustus Robinson who had travelled with Tunnerminnerwait
and Maulboyheenner and three women Truganini, Planobeena
(Tunnerminnerwait’s wife) and Pyterruner.57 The Memorial consists of two
bluestone markers that are inscribed with Tunnerminnerwait and
Maulboyheenner’s names and are connected, almost suspended, by steel chains
to gallows that resemble both a gibbet and a swing set. Five brightly-coloured
vending boxes sit behind the bluestone markers in which visitors can read text
about the Frontier Wars. Surrounding both the gibbet and the vending boxes is
a garden of native plants. Andrew referred to the installation as “a war
memorial … not rendered in Western fashion.”58
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FIG. 10

Coronation Park, Delhi © Harshanh, Creative Commons / Wikipedia

Outside Australia, examples of counter-memorialisation that expose the
anachronistic ideologies embedded within a monument’s conservation has been
achieved through relocating them and leaving them to ruin. In Moscow, from
1991 onwards, the Fallen Monument Park (fig. 9) included statues of key Soviet
political leaders. Here, sculptures and busts of Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin,
and Mikhail Kalinin resemble a graveyard of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics. The Coronation Park in New Delhi is another example (fig. 10). This
site is where three British monarchs were exalted as sovereigns of India (Queen
Victoria, 1877; King Edward VII, 1903; King George V, 1911) and is now known as
the Forgotten Statues of the British Raj. These sites challenge ways of seeing
the past by breaking away from a history that was sustained through their
contextualisation and preservation. These examples did not emerge as a postmodern anti-foundationalist fantasy but as an axiological imperative of moral
consequence for the sovereignty of the nation-state.
Neither of these trajectories have been the fate of Woolner’s Cook.
Rather, the statue remains under protection, as if an endangered species. What
does this tell us about coloniality today?59
LIVE CARTOGRAPHY OF COLONIAL NARRATIVES
The history of settler-Australia and its art is a consequence Cook invoking the
principles of terra nullius,60 a concept at the origin of the European colonial
era that dates back to the mid-1400s and the Inter caetera divinaia,61 which
provided the basis for the Doctrine of Discovery and initiated the five-hundredyear history of colonisation. In the natural law tradition that was employed to
debate the justice of colonisation, the act of seizing a vacant thing in order to
make it one’s own, to the exclusion of everyone else, was called “occupancy.”62
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The innate right to occupy vacant land was extended to the sovereign as the
universal occupant and moral personality by whom the nation acts.63 The law of
nations and the British common law distinguished between settled, ceded, and
conquered lands, of which only the first (“settled”) involved the seizing or
occupation of otherwise unoccupied land or what nineteenth-century jurists
came to increasingly call terra nullius.
Cook invoked these terms when writing in his journal that peoples he
observed (Cook does not specify who or where they were) “seem to have no fix’d
habitation but move about from place to place like wild Beasts in search of
food, and I believe depend wholly upon the success of the present day for their
subsistence” and, in addition, that he “never saw one Inch of Cultivated land in
the whole Country.”64 To make good the claim according to the law of nations
that the occupation of lands is justified if another sovereign does not “cultivate
the land” and “avoids labour”—asserting that “the sovereign ought to neglect no
means of rendering the land under his jurisdiction as well cultivated as
possible”—all the British now needed to do was establish a settlement.65
FIG. 11

Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, 1818, 94.8 cm × 74.8 cm. Hamburger
Kunsthalle.

https://index-journal.org/issues/monument/in-the-soil-that-nurtures-us?token=641ef3420d3ae4ﬀ172d5995845196444c3a2f45

16/31

11/8/2021

Index Journal

But it would be a mistake to consider Cook’s claims as a mere legal event.
What ensued was genocide as the settler colonial blueprint of frontier
expansion used by colonists in the Americas was widely applied. To
commemorate this in the period of Australian nation-building, Parkes
commissioned a monument to represent Cook as an ancestral figure of the new
nation. Holding a telescope in his left hand, and with his right hand extended
towards the sky, Cook mirrors the romantic imagery that represents the
symbiotic relationship between man and nature that was popular in nineteenthcentury Romanticism, echoed for example in Caspar David Friedrich’s
representation of the sublime in Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1817) (fig. 11).
Imagery like this served two purposes: to evoke the smallness of man in the face
of the wildness of nature (the opposite of “man”) and to personify “man”—that
is, the Western European man—as an innately curious explorer. Woolner depicts
Cook’s so-called discovery as a sublime and God-sanctioned event, rather than
an invasion of a sovereign territory.
Cook’s claims on the basis of first discovery and possession were quickly
disproven as the early colonists were very conscious of Indigenous existence and
resistance. From around the mid-1860s onwards, around the time when
Woolner’s Cook was erected, jurists commonly enlarged the idea of terra nullius
to include not only “unoccupied land” but also “barbarous country” or
“practically unoccupied land” (Advocate-General of Bengal v. Ranee
Surnomoye Dossee, 1863) and territory that was occupied66by “backward” or
“uncivilized” people (Cooper v Stuart Lord Watson, 1889). This colonial
distinction between “unoccupied” and “occupied” in the definition of terra
nullius was referred to in the landmark case Mabo v Queensland
(which also
67
overturned it) as the “barbarous” or “absence of law” theory.
Woolner’s rendering of Cook is important. Its colossuses size mirrors the
magnitude of his professed discovery. There is a synergy between the
representation of the British being the bringers of law and the protection of
Woolner’s sculpture by the police in 2020. Madina Tlostanova and Walter
Mignolo have argued that modernity triumphed through Western universal
projects including Western Christendom, the Enlightenment, secularisation,
and capitalism.68 The commissioning of the monument served to unify the
settler population as an independent nation around the symbol of Cook. Cook’s
pre-emptive protection by the police connects the security of an order in which
the nation-state is directly upheld with the lie of terra nullius which is its
origin.
SETTLER-COLONIALISM IN ACTION
Settler-colonialism’s myths, be it in Australia or other settler-colonies, demand
the elimination of Indigenous sovereignty, which has translated into genocide
and dispossession. Australian historian Patrick Wolfe, whose foundational
contribution to the field of settler-colonial theory was cautious of simplistic
comparisons that reduce and homogenise the experience of occupation,69 said
it better than anyone that “invasion is a structure and not an event.”70 For
Wolfe, the salient element that links all settler societies is their development of
https://index-journal.org/issues/monument/in-the-soil-that-nurtures-us?token=641ef3420d3ae4ﬀ172d5995845196444c3a2f45

17/31

11/8/2021

Index Journal

a system of law that is structurally designed to dispossess Indigenous peoples of
their pre-existing sovereignty, to legitimise the rights of the settler to exist on
stolen land and to disappear Indigenous presence.71 This effort to self-legitimise
through law and neutralise Indigenous “externality” (to absorb and assimilate)
serves the ultimate goal of the settler-colony, which is to become an
imperceptible system of dispossession as well as a legitimate and
internationally recognised player in the global community of nation-states.72
In the settler-colony, legal rights trickle down into settler society’s sense
of belonging, which in turn propagates the discourses that have been deployed
since settlement to further instrumentalise dispossession by creating a cyclical
process designed to erase Indigenous sovereignty.
Communities and the sense of belonging to a community are very real,
visceral embodied experiences, but they are also underpinned, indeed created,
by stories of place and memory, and administered by systems of governance.
The systems of legal, social, political, and cultural administration used by
nation-states are the legacy of settler colonies. On the settler side, settlercolonialism produces a longing for what the coloniser lacks: a legitimate sense
of belonging to the land they have stolen. This lack produces a compelling
desire to appropriate the landscape and the Indigenous population into the
settler psyche and the national narrative. This desire is expressed is diverse
ways: through settler-architecture; in the creation of the new nation’s built
heritage which celebrates the colonial legacies of the genocide and the
appropriation of tangible and intangible Indigenous heritage (i.e., oral
traditions and cultural practice); in the division of land and the replacement of
systems of ownership; and in the forgetting of frontier violence and Indigenous
histories. As we have seen, Parkes’ commissioning of public monuments came at
a time when creating a sense of ownership and a genealogy of place was
imperative for the success of the national project. If his commission of the Cook
statue was designed to provide a settler genealogy through making Cook an
ancestral figure, other arms of settler-colonial administration were also
designed to erase Indigenous presence through the nascent science of
anthropology, which primitivised Indigenous peoples, and through a perpetual
colonial war that subjected them to every definition of genocide from organised
massacres and incarceration, to the stealing of children by the state and
cultural destruction.73
POST-FEDERATION NATION-BUILDING
After Federation in 1901, the new nation-state needed to deliver the promise of
national independence within the Empire. In Victoria, many monuments
celebrating colonial figures were erected. In 1914, Governor Arthur Stanley
unveiled a monument of Captain Cook designed by Scottish sculptor John
Tweed in the Catani Gardens, St Kilda. In 1922, a monument to Edward,
Stephen George, Francis and John Henty, William Dutton, Lieutenant James
Grant, Major Thomas Mitchell was unveiled in Portland, the frontier of the
Western District massacres.74 The monument’s inscription states that it was
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erected to commemorate “the first settlement of Victoria” and the “First land
ploughed in Victoria.”75
The monuments in Portland were addressed in a formal capacity at a
Council Shire during the Stop Black Deaths in Custody and BLM protests in
Australia.76 At the 28 July 2020 meeting, Shea Rotumah, a Gunditjmara man
based in the nearby town of Haywood, asked the council: “What is the Shire’s
stance on monuments that celebrate or memorialise colonial figures/history,
especially in regard to the affect these figures have had on our people? Are
there any plans to be proactive in this space?”77 The Mayor of Glenelg Shire
Council, Anita Rank, responded by stating that the Council “will endeavour to
undertake a comprehensive audit to understand the nature and magnitude of
monuments and place names across the shire.”78 One month later, in an article
in The Guardian, Anita Rank stated that she does not know what the outcome
of the audit will be when complete, while Rotumah stated: “We just want them
gone … We entered at the discussions now because we don’t want our kids to
have to be talking about this in 20 years’ time.”79
Like Cook, this debate is rooted in origin story of Victoria. The first
recorded massacre in Victoria by George Augustus Robinson was on
Gunditjmara country in south-western Victoria.80 What happened during the
Convincing Ground Massacre (1833/1834) was an attempt to ethnically cleanse
the Kilcarer gundidj clan.81 There were two survivors—Pollikeunnuc and
Yarereryarerer—who sought refuge with the Cart Gunditj clan.82 A Gunditjmara
headman later told Chief George Augustus Robinson that the massacre
occurred as a result of whalers abducting Kilcarer Gundidj women.83 In
contrast, Edward Henty reported to Robinson that the massacre occurred
following a conflict over a beached whale, after which the whalers “let fly”
their firearms.84
Robinson learned of the massacre in 1841 when travelling to the Western
District with Tunnerminnerwait, who was there to assist him investigate the
reports of frontier violence.85 Historian Clare Land argues that the
documentation of the Convincing Ground Massacre “may have suggested to
Robinson and Tunnerminnerwait that Victorian Aboriginal people were
undergoing an attempted extermination similar to th[e] Tasmanian Aboriginal
people.”86 Land’s history is the first to link the experiences of
Tunnerminnerwait in the Western District with his execution. What is telling of
this connection is the ways in which sites of trauma and the legacies of colonial
occupation on Gunditjmara Country—including the monuments
commemorating permanent settlement—are connected to Andrew and Walter’s
war memorial. There is a dissonance in the monument to Tunnerminnerwait
and Maulboyheenner and the memorial of the Henty’s in their recognition and
celebration of two opposing sovereignties during the violent years of frontier
expansion in Victoria, when Empire-building quickly turned into a project of
nation-building. These legacies of settlement are enduring; they continue just
as they are resisted at the site of erasure.
A CONCLUSION: RETURN TO THE SOIL
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According to both the international and Australian charters of heritage
protection, objects of cultural value are believed to be sites of and for
knowledge production. Heritage, historian Lisa Murray argues, is “not based on
or defined by ownership”; rather, it embodies “shared values of cultural
significance … [that] impart a sense of identity and ownership.”87 In this respect,
Woolner’s Cook is property of the commons, defined as the nation, and thus
protected by the state from altercation. The sense of identity and ownership
imparted by Woolner’s Cook is one that upholds national authority; it protects
itself from itself, that is to say, its memorialisation of colonial-Australia justifies
invasion and the settler-nation. This makes it more than a monument to White
supremacy and genocide. As a symbol of the nation, the removal of the statue
must be actioned by the settler government as an official denouncement. Yet
conciliatory power cannot be given to the colonisers. It is for this reason that
the damaging and toppling of monuments by activist intervention,
demonstrated in the removal of Edward Colston, is a gesture not only against a
memorialised colonial figure but also against that which the monument
sustains—that is, national authority.
White supremacists also deface national monuments, as occurred with
the beheading of a sculpture of Noongar leader and freedom fighter Yagan
(Robert Hitchcock, 1989) in 1997 and the defacement of the memorial to
Truganini at Bruny Island with an image of Captain Cook in 2021.88 Like the
defacement of Cook’s monument, these acts are manifestations of a division
within Australia, revealing the spectres of settlement that haunt Australia
today. Given the state’s primary interest in its own preservation, we can expect
its reconciliatory gestures to escalate even in the face of such push back. The
Aboriginal Memorial is now a celebrated, even a brand artwork, in the National
Gallery of Australia. Monuments by Indigenous artists to Indigenous soldiers
who fought in the Australian army have begun to appear in the nation’s war
memorials, including one not far from Woolner’s Cook, and there is
governmental interest in memorialising resistance fighters as a way of
balancing out the overwhelming presence of colonial monuments. This is
similar to artists in Western Europe, especially Germany, haunted by the evils
of the Shoah, counter-memorialising the Holocaust as a means to ward off its
return. Mundine’s Aboriginal Memorial and Haacke’s Und ihr habt doch
gesiegt, each made in the same year, attempt to achieve the same goal—that is,
to remember not to forget a national crime.
Yet in Australia the colonial system that was nationalised in 1901
continues to inflict physical and moral injury on Indigenous peoples, and
because of this, to the nation. Woolner’s monument was erected to cultivate the
colonial dream of a racial nationalism that was intimately tethered to the
Empire. But what does it mean today, and how can be made to mean
differently?
Rather than debating whether or not such monuments should remain
intact or be torn down, we should first examine the dialectical value of their
memorialisation—that is, what they were meant to be and what they have
become, if at all something different. Cook should perhaps not go quite yet, or
at least not until the ideology embedded within its ontological value as a
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theory of nation is addressed. What happens next is therefore not only a
material question, but also an ideological one that in imagining the future, like
Benjamin’s angel of history, keeps its eyes firmly fixed on the catastrophe that
begins with Cook.
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