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Abstract

Graffiti observed on signs and monuments associated with Captain James Cook are used here as a 
departure point for considering the ways in which different narratives about Cook (e.g. authorised, 
monumental, vernacular, imaginary) are assigned value. Our particular focus here concerns the role 
that graffiti has played in producing counter-narratives to the hegemony of a particular national 
discourse that celebrates Cook—with a focus on a theme in Australian popular culture that strips 
Cook of his pants and his dignity. This leads to a consideration of how graffiti might be approached 
in some instances as a legitimate mode of reparative writing against colonialism and its effects. In 
the Australian context the intensification of activist graffiti on monuments may signal a growing 
community awareness of historic injustices, the surfacing of rituals of recognition and reparation, 
and a growing desire of the broader community to play a role in the (re)construction of public 
memory. Interventions of this kind could be construed as an unconventional channel through which 
the dialogue of democracy can take place.
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Every six months or so, someone with a can of paint alters the signage adjacent to one of 
Canberra’s signature roundabouts. This sign proclaims ‘COOK’, in large letters, and follows a 
Canberra planning tradition of demarcating the suburb’s name along its perimeters. This area, 
in the lands of the Ngunnawal people, was gazetted in 1968 to honour Australia’s sixth Prime 
Minister Sir Joseph Cook, as well as Lieutenant, later Captain, James Cook of the HMB Endeavour. 
The graffiti applied to this sign is always direct in its target, addressing the second O in COOK. 
The choice of paint matches the colour of the sign’s background, so that Cook easily becomes 
Cock. The sign’s position, facing onto a major arterial road, ensures the graffiti is highly visible to 
commuters on their morning drive into the city.

We are not alone in having a chuckle when we see this graffiti pop up as it does from time to 
time. It is a bit juvenile, no doubt. But we are struck by how such a small stroke of paint can 
transform the meaning of a word, and the everyday context of reading. It sets us wondering 
about the writer’s intentions: Do they have some issue with this suburb in particular? Could 
they be commenting on the patriarchal aspects of colonialism? Maybe they think Captain Cook 
was a cock for setting in motion the claiming of terra nullius? Perhaps we are overthinking it and 
it is just some kid expressing a new found discovery of his ‘private parts’. After all, male genitalia 
is quite prolific in graffiti around the world (1). Or is it simply a playful disregard for authority, in a 
district of Canberra that prides itself on its infamous public art sculpture Owl (Bruce Armstrong 
2011), known affectionately amongst locals as the ‘Belco Penis Owl’. 

The Cook Cock graffiti doesn’t usually stay up for long—it takes no more than a week for the 
alteration to be reported and ‘remedied’ with the name of the suburb reinstated to its original 
nomenclature. This dialogue of inscription, erasure, inscription, erasure has been occurring for 
years (johnboy 2011). Hence, despite the ephemerality of individual graffiti gestures, there is a 
durability found in the reiterative nature of the actions performed over time. While we might 
question ‘what underpins the persistence in renaming Cook to Cock’, that is not the aim of this 
paper. Instead, we use this observation as a departure point for considering the ways in which 
different narratives around Captain James Cook (e.g. authorised, monumental, vernacular, 
imaginary) and the modes of writing them are assigned value. Our particular focus here 
concerns the role that graffiti has played in producing counter-narratives (however fleeting) to 
the hegemony of a particular national discourse symbolised in the celebration of Cook. It leads 
to a consideration of how graffiti might be approached in some instances as a legitimate mode 
of reparative writing against colonialism and its effects. 

Captain James Cook and contested foundation narratives 

There have been many forms in which James Cook’s arrival in Gweagal country has been 
recognised and reimagined over the past 250 years, but responses tend to reach fever pitch 
around key commemorative dates (Ireland 2018a). Exhibitions, artworks, performances, 
buildings, statuary and other objects have all played a part in the celebrations, the protests, the 
mourning, and the re-enactments. Although Cook has acquired founding father status in the 
‘whitefella creation story’ (Neale 2008:79) of Australia; in the intervening centuries since his 
death, Captain Cook has come to represent so much more than he was in life. 
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Untethered from the biographical conditions of his lifetime, Captain Cook has become the 
centrepiece of narratives told, written, and performed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians alike. Some of these stories reimagine Cook and the outcome of his journeys. 
Some lack a distinctly unilinear timeframe and reflect a dynamism that affords multivalent and 
multivocal interpretation. It is in his abstracted sense that Cook offers potential. As Healy (2000: 
93) suggests, ‘Cook can be considered as a term which creates a possibility of dialogue between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal ways of making histories’. This may be akin to what McKenna 
(2018: 61) describes as leaving ‘the door open on Cook …We can’t escape him, and we can’t deny 
him. For better or worse, we’re entangled with his legacy. He’s one of those figures in our history 
to whom we’ll always return; ceaselessly searching for new ways to see him…’. That inescapable 
identification with Cook that McKenna speaks of is evidenced in the ongoing inspiration that 
his image offers artists like Ben Quilty (Cook Rorschach 2008, 2009) and in portraits made by 
Vincent Namatjira (Close Contact, 2018) and Christian Thompson (Othering the Explorer, James 
Cook, 2015), for example, where the presence and performance of Cook alongside the body of 
the artist, creates a complex bind between representations of self and/as other.  

Deborah Bird Rose describes the stories of Captain Cook as told, sung and performed across 
northern Australia as a demonstration of ‘the search to identify, classify and define the immoral 
European’ (Rose 1994: 178). This characterisation of Cook correlates with various reworkings of 
18th and 19th Century Cook portraits as contemporary Australian art. The transition from noble 
explorer to pirate and thief, as depicted in artworks like Lhooq Ere! (Dianne Jones 2001), Captain 
No Beard and We Call Them Pirates Out Here (Daniel Boyd 2005, 2006) and Captain James Crook 
(Jason Wing 2013), demonstrates the ethical dilemma that Cook now symbolises in the public 
imagination.

Curator Margot Neale has suggested that many of the Indigenous narratives, communicated 
in art and oral history, which feature Captain Cook, reveal him to be a character who is ‘out of 
country’. Neale (2008: 80) describes this as: 

a potentially dangerous condition. That is, if you are in a country that is not your 
own ancestral place to which you have rights and responsibilities and enter it without 
permission, then ‘badness’ can be unleashed by your unlawful behaviour. It is well 

1 A collage of cock graffiti from 
around Australia and the world. 
Photographs: UK Frederick, 2021
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understood by Indigenous people that Cook was out-of-country and therefore out of 
order. He did not observe the laws of the land or the rights of Indigenous peoples. 

The condition Neale describes offers a compelling synergy with certain scholarly conceptualisa-
tions of graffiti. Human geographer Tim Creswell has argued that graffiti has become associated 
with a discourse of disorder because it does not conform to a particular suite of values or 
meanings associated with the place in which it occurs, hence it is ‘out of place’. He refers to this 
context as ‘the crucial “where” of graffiti’ (Creswell 1992: 343). Frederick (2019) has extended 
the spatial emphasis of Creswell’s position by arguing that graffiti is also defined according to 
its temporality. She has suggested that graffiti is not only ‘some act that is incompatible with 
the proper meaning of place’ (Cresswell 1992: 343) but that graffiti’s status as belonging or not 
belonging is dependent on when the act of graffiti is believed to have occurred. Within Frederick’s 
framing, the temporal dimensions of graffiti writing and reading are crucial determinants in how 
it is understood and evaluated. One might call this, to paraphrase Creswell, ‘the crucial “when” 
of graffiti’. This application has relevance when we come to question whether contemporary 
graffiti has a place in history writing and when we consider what kinds of activities might fall 
within its very definition. 

Cook, cocks, graffiti and writing 

Over the last ten years monuments to Captain Cook and other colonial-settler figures throughout 
Australia (e.g. Governor Lachlan Macquarie, Captain James Stirling, Lieutenant-Governor John 
Bowen) have been targets of graffiti.¹ Graffiti of this kind is often precipitated by anniversaries 
and national events, and often particular parts of the statuary are the focus of attention (2). For 
example, in 2019, on the anniversary of his death, a statue of Cook in the Melbourne suburb 
of St Kilda was vandalised in several places. The stone pedestal was sprayed in black paint with 
the words GOOD RIDDANCE; red paint coated the hands and splattered his eyes and heart. The 
other body part targeted was his genital area, where a large streak of yellow paint ran from the 
middle of his crotch down the inside of his trouser leg. This application of yellow suggests that 
Cook is pissing himself and that some graffiti writers think carefully about the message their 
material may carry. 

Katrina Schlunke has shown how popular children’s rhymes about Cook have often included ref-
erence to his cock and balls, as well as a propensity to lose his pants, indicating a well established 

2 One of Canberra’s Cook 
suburb signs with targeted 
defacement—Cook’s eyes and 
vision have been excised from 
the signage, thus blinding his 
white colonial gaze. It might 
also point to Cook’s ‘blindness’ 
in recognising the First Nations 
people who inhabited Kamay/
Botany Bay, despite seeing 
Gweagal people when he 
arrived there.  
Photographs: UK Frederick, 2021

http://axonjournal.com.au


AXON: Creative Explorations 11.2 Ursula K Frederick and Tracy Ireland axonjournal.com.au 56

association in Australian popular culture that may play out in the actions or intentions of 
graffitists (Schlunke 2008). In another vein, in Dancing with Strangers Inga Clendinnen suggested 
that the trousers of the British, and the fact that they were beardless, may have confused early 
interactions with Aboriginal people, who were thus unsure about the gendered social protocols 
that should apply. She recounts a story from Philip Gidley King of the First Fleet’s Sirius, who upon 
perceiving confusion on this issue in a particular encounter with Aboriginal men and women ‘had 
one of his men unbutton and publish his privates, at which sight the locals made a “great shout 
of admiration”—or so King interpreted it’ (Clendennin 2009: 11). This triumphant flourishing of 
the pale penis in colonial encounters reinforces not only the masculinist and patriachal nature of 
colonialism, and its positioning of ‘native’ people as children, but also reminds us of the definition 
of that common phrase ‘a pissing contest’ as an activity that is ultimately futile and harmful. 
Maori artist Lisa Reihana draws on a similar story of gender ambiguity in her video artwork In 
Pursuit of Venus [Infected]. In one of numerous vignettes in the scrolling tableau the viewer may 
observe an Indigenous ‘person pulling down Cook’s breeches. “Because they couldn’t see his 
genitals and he didn’t sleep with the local women,” [Reihana] explains, “they didn’t know if he 
was a male or a female.”’ (Smallman 2018: n.p.). While the scene may evoke the uncertainties of 
cross-cultural entanglement, as any Australian schoolkid would know ‘getting dacked’ is also an 
embarrassing prank, and thus Cook is recast in a humiliating rather than heroic act.

In an academic context, one of the ‘lighthearted’ origin stories of Australian historical archaeology 
refers to a dig carried out by Vincent Megaw in the late 1960s at Cook’s landing site at Kamay/
Botany Bay, seeking material evidence of his first encounter with Gweagal people. In a well 
stratified midden deposit Megaw found an 18th Century trouser button, now in the Australian 
Museum in Sydney. This significant object has since become known amongst archaeologists as 
‘Cook’s fly button’, perhaps insinuating its role as evidence of the first piss into terra nullius—a 
traditional way of marking or claiming territory, or a disrespectful gaffe made by uninvited 
guests? (Jack 1985: 161; Mulvaney 1996: 3). 

This nexus between Captain Cook, cocks, graffiti, inscription practices and colonial narratives 
may be extended further. If we look closer at the historical record, and oral accounts from First 
Nations people, we may in fact find graffiti on the edge of the shore, Kamay, April 29 1770. 
When Cook ordered a flag to be raised, a tree to be cut with a date, and all the rest, he set in 
motion a series of actions he was unauthorised to make. This ensemble of inscriptions has been 
romanticised subsequently as English ceremony (Clark 1962) but it may also be viewed as part 
of a suite of illegal behaviours. As Frederick (2019) explains, Cook’s actions may be deemed to be 
unauthorised in two specific ways. First, Cook defied his own orders, as issued by the Admiralty: 
‘if you find the Country uninhabited take Possession for his Majesty by setting up Proper Marks 
and Inscriptions, as first discoverers and possessors’ (Cook and Great Britain Admiralty 1768: 2, 
our emphasis). Ignoring the Gweagal people he had seen with his own eyes, and without seeking 
their consent, Cook proceeded to mark out territory for the King of Great Britain anyway. More 
importantly, as Neale (2008) indicates, Cook was ‘out of country’ and therefore had no rights, 
no jurisdiction, no grounding in the Law of that land, on which to speak for, name, claim or write 
anything about attachment and ownership. He and his actions were out of place. 

While Cook’s vandalism at Kamay/Botany Bay is largely overlooked today, vandalism against 
monuments and memorials to him is the subject of heightened political debate (Smith, et al. 
2021). In 2017, following a string of highly publicised defacements, then Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull called the actions a ‘cowardly and criminal act’ likening it to the totalitarian campaign 
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of Stalin. The distasteful irony of this comparison seems to have been lost on Turnbull. After all, 
one historically prominent Stalin bronze was graffitied and cut up during the 1956 Hungarian 
Revolution in an iconoclastic response to Stalin’s repressive and murderous regime.²  Despite 
Turnbull’s hyperbole about the graffiti ‘attack’ in Sydney, he also seems to recognise that ‘Old 
statues and monuments which tell one version of events offer the opportunity to tell another… 
contention and controversy enliven history’ (Turnbull 2017: n.p.). What Turnbull, and other 
offended politicians and media personalities, failed to grasp in their references to history is 
that political graffiti also has a deep legacy as a speech act that can reference and ‘reveal the 
functioning of democracy and the city itself’ (Hána and Šel 2021: 2). 

While not all graffiti is motivated by a cause or carries a political message, that which does is 
rarely given special dispensation. Rather it tends to be grouped together with other kinds of 
graffiti activity, and deemed illegal behaviour. Activist graffiti is no exception, even when it is 
carried out by ordinary and exasperated citizens who may use it to draw attention to a perceived 
dereliction of civic duties. This is exemplified by the penis pothole graffiti actions of Wanksy and 
similar protests in Auckland, New Zealand (O’Neil 2015; Sullivan 2021). These cock graffiti have 
been specifically aimed at streets where road repairs are needed and seek to operationalise the 
principle that obscene graffiti is a problem that tends to be quickly ‘fixed’. Despite the merit of 
concerns over road safety and the initial effectiveness of these campaigns in getting the potholes 
mended, these graffiti still exposed the writers to council criticism or legal action (Sullivan 2021). 

Political and activist graffiti is not simply a modern phenomena (e.g. Baird and Taylor 2011), 
but has long been a mode of dialogue and a form of counter-hegemonic expression. Within the 
Australian context what an intensification of activist monuments graffiti might in fact signal is an 
emerging community awareness of historic injustices, the surfacing of rituals of recognition and 
reparation (Merlan 2014), and the growing desires of the broader populace in playing a role in 
the (re)construction of public memory.

By suggesting that it is possible for graffiti to be regarded as a meaningful riposte to the authorised 
discourse of colonial and national histories we are neither advocating for its production, nor 
are we suggesting that all graffiti is harmless. Some acts of graffiti are deeply troubling. We 
only need look to Bruny Island, Tasmania for example, to see how the presence of Cook may 
be weaponised against Aboriginal people in the present. Here, a cairn dedicated to prominent 
Indigenous woman Truganini and her people, was defaced with a stencil of Cook’s disembodied 
head (derived from Nathaniel Dance’s 1776 oil painting) (Costelloe and Dunlevie 2021). The 
fact that news of this incident barely reached ‘the mainland’ indicates some of the discrepancy 
around the publicity of graffiti controversies. 

The disparity in outrage is more astounding when we recall that contemporary physical 
interventions in immobile objects are visual and symbolic cues to real violence enacted on 
Indigenous peoples. Unlike Macquarie, Stirling and other colonial authorities symbolised in 
bronze and stone, Indigenous leaders were actually killed and their heads removed. Archie 
Weller’s short story, and film with Sally Riley, Confessions of a Headhunter (2000) is a stirring 
reflection and response to this history. The film follows the journey of two Noongar men who 
travel across the country beheading statues of colonial heroes. The piece is something of a 
fantasy revenge story, that Weller was inspired to write after the head of a statue of Noongar 
warrior Yagan was removed and thereby ‘made to recapitulate the original death of its once 
living likeness’ (Martin 2007: 316). It is a film that addresses: 
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The symbolic violence that is the artefact of an actual war that took place – and as the 
film suggests – is still taking place, is represented here by the Indigenous characters, 
who retaliate to the disrespect shown to their ancestor warrior Yagan, an important 
part of Noongar heritage and culture. (Moreton 2000: n.p.)

Beyond raising the profile of Yagan and his importance in an ongoing movement of colonial 
resistance, now framed as decolonisation, what Weller and Riley’s film also clearly articulates 
are the creative possibilities that may be found in, through and against acts of defacement.  

Graffiti interventions and creative destruction

The recuperative potential of counter-narratives relating to Cook and other colonial figures has 
been foreshadowed in artworks, oral histories and other media for some time (e.g. McDonald 
and Wainburranga 1988). Developing this further, contemporary artists are actively repurposing 
acts of ‘vandalism’ and the ‘falling statues’ movement as inspiration. Tony Albert’s video work 
You Wreck Me is one example of this political activism meeting parody, and Travis De Vries digital 
print Cook Falling, Tear it Down (2019) shows a group of Aboriginal people pulling at a rope 
attached to a statue of Captain Cook in Hyde Park, Sydney. In one scene of her animation The 
Claiming of Things (2012) multimedia artist Joan Ross uses the image of a refined ‘English’ lady 
spraying graffiti (‘Banksia’) to cleverly comment on the territorialising actions of early settlers. 
Although grounded in some kind of historical reality, these creative expressions of destruction 
may be considered as acceptable interventions because they are commentary, parody, and 
fantasy and fall under the aegis of art. But also, we would suggest, because they are spatially 
distanced from the ‘scene of the crime’ as defined by the spatio-temporal parameters of actual 
graffiti.

3 Text jamming the commemorative plaque. What is an ‘acceptable’ intervention in 
monument/history writing? Photograph from the series Rubbed up the wrong way, UK 
Frederick, 2016
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So what, if any, are the reparative possibilities of subversive inscription activity?

As part of the recent ‘statue wars’, played out in different contexts around the globe, a feature 
has been that many high profile heritage professionals, conservators and archaeologists have 
made public statements supporting the defacement, removal and destruction of monuments, 
challenging the accepted role of these professionals as the stewards, carers and keepers of 
material culture heritage. Often using Twitter, these professionals made suggestions to help 
anti-colonial/anti-slavery/BLM activists in their actions against certain monuments, such as 
identifying corrosive household substances that could be used to cause bronze disease, or 
about methods for toppling based on their knowledge of historical construction techniques 
and technologies (Odent 2020; Parcak 2020). In the view of some, these actions challenged the 
central understanding of the role of these professionals and of their places of employment – 
museums – as the key institution to store and protect material culture from the past. 

A poignant example of this in Mexico was documented by Marco-Antonio Chavez-Aguayo and 
Cristina Garduño Freeman (2020), who described the actions of the Restauradoros con Glitter, 
a group of women – professional conservators – who both withheld their labour as heritage 
professionals, refusing to clean graffiti from monuments, but also weaponised pink glitter as part 
of their activism, drawing attention to feminicide and violence against women in that country. 
What is particularly striking here is that the Western tradition of conservation is founded upon 
principles of disinterested, scientific care and curation; documenting the evidence of the past, 
cleaning away only unwanted corrosion, dirt, or graffiti but remaining technically neutral and 
not becoming involved in advocacy or politics. This recent activism by conservators and heritage 
professionals that fails to condemn graffiti and statue defacement, has led to many calls in 

mainstream and social media 
for these outspoken individuals 
to lose their jobs (Harris 2020). 
This highlights once again the 
clash of values inherent in 
all heritage and conservation 
work as to who chooses what 
is cared for and kept, and what 
is cleaned away, repaired and 
restored, exemplified in a tweet 
by prominent conservator Prof-
essor Jane Henderson (2020)(4).

4 Whose values are conserved? 
Source: Reproduced with the 
permission of the tweet’s author. 
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Conclusion

In summary there is a broad spectrum of interpretation around contemporary interventions in 
the physical fabric of monuments. Whether regarded as radical ‘redecorating’, activism gone 
awry or a ‘bloody disgrace’ (Morrison cited in Thomsen 2017), graffiti draws attention to the 
dissonance in the narratives underpinning this heritage. The practices of monumentalising 
particular authority figures, and the groundswell of counter-writing that these grand gestures 
elicit, are worth considering if we are to mend and make a multivocal account of Australia’s 
past. What has been lost in much of the public debate is that interventions of this kind may 
be construed as an unconventional channel through which the dialogue of democracy can 
take place.

Graffiti on colonial monuments is a practice of writing about the past in the present, and it is a 
trace which through its own inevitable erasure mnemonically recalls other voices that have been 
effaced. We have discussed how scholars and artists draw upon less familiar Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous narratives of Cook to point out the ethical issues that arise in his name, and we 
suggest that graffiti writers do also. Cook reminds us of what is unresolved, and contemporary 
encounters with his representation pose the question of ‘how to both acknowledge and rewrite 
the plot of ongoing colonisation’ (Healy 2000: 95).

Some instances of graffiti might be regarded as unconventional and informal texts that seek to 
rewrite the authorised narratives of colonialism, many of which are embedded in the material 
and spatial structures of Australian towns and cities. Through their provocative intervention in 
and on monumental sites celebrating colonial history, they urge us to remember that there are 
other sides to the story.

Notes

1 The political nature of the graffiti written on these monuments to Cook is evidenced by their 
texts, which have included statements such as ‘NO PRIDE IN GENOCIDE’, ‘CHANGE THE DATE’, 
‘We Remember Genocide’, ‘SHAME DESTROY WHITE SUPREMACY REMOVE THIS’, and in 
nearby New Zealand there are related examples: ‘THIS IS OUR LAND’, ‘THIEF PAKEHA’. 

2 Once it had fallen, the head of this Stalin statue was also graffitied with the letters W.C., a 
common acronym for water closet, or toilet. Presumably this was intended both as a metaphor 
and an invitation for members of the public to ‘relieve’ themselves on Stalin’s likeness. One 
photograph depicting this graffiti on Stalin’s face is by Andor D. Heller and may be viewed online 
at https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/17/world/controversial-statues-monuments-destroyed.
html
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