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Introduction


On a hot and humid morning on 26 January 2018, a large crowd assembled at the steps of Victoria’s Parliament House in central Melbourne. Officially, 26 January is known as ‘Australia Day’, a national day of celebration that marks the arrival of the First Fleet of British ships at Sydney Cove in 1788. It is a day of nation-making: of flag raisings, parades, citizenship ceremonies, community barbecues, sporting events, fireworks and the announcement of national honours. For Indigenous people, however, 26 January has long been a time of activism and protest. Sometimes renamed a Day of Mourning, Invasion Day or Survival Day, 26 January is also a day that marks the impact and legacies of British colonialism on Aboriginal peoples in the place now known as Australia.1


Those gathered at Parliament House in Melbourne on that day in 2018 were there to protest. As many as 60 000 people marched from Parliament House through Melbourne’s central business district (CBD) to Flinders Street Station, occupying the city’s streets for several hours.2 They were led by local Indigenous activists from the Warriors of the Aboriginal Resistance (WAR).3 The city’s official Australia Day events were held a few blocks away, outside Melbourne’s Town Hall, where the flag-raising ceremony and parade that followed were a celebration of Melbourne’s multiculturalism. Many in that crowd carried the native plants that new citizens often receive when they take the pledge at a citizenship ceremony. Among the much larger crowd of protestors, however, there was a very different atmosphere, alternating between sadness, mourning, anger and defiance.4 Like similar events held around the country each year, Melbourne’s protest was part of a growing campaign against 26 January as Australia’s day of national celebration—or the very idea of a national day of celebration at all—in recognition of its impact on Indigenous peoples. 


The protest began at one of the city’s key sites of colonial power: Parliament House. Parliament House was constructed in stages from 1856 for Victoria’s legislature following the colony’s separation from New South Wales in 1851. As the Indigenous activist, historian and writer Tony Birch reminded the crowd, Victoria’s government was established ‘as a colonial government of the empire’, whose founding members ‘in this House’ would not have ‘expected that the [local] Wurundjeri people would be here today’.5 Perhaps unbeknown to most protestors, however, the protest also began at the site of a counter-memorial to the city’s colonisation. Built into the pavement at the bottom of the steps of Parliament House is a small public artwork made of granite, brass and bluestone (see figure 1). Its design features an interpretation of paintings by the nineteenth-century Wurundjeri leader, activist and artist William Barak (c. 1824-1903).6 Barak’s art often depicted Wurundjeri ceremonies, and the figures in this artwork are also a reference to the site as a meeting-place of the five Language Groups of the Eastern Kulin Nation, whose land reaches across much of present-day central Victoria.7 The artwork was also intended to mark the site as a place of Wurundjeri performance in the early years of Melbourne’s colonisation, when it was a forest of gum and wattle trees at the top of a hill.8
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Figure 1. Ray Thomas (Gunnai) and Megan Evans, Another View Walking Trail (Site 1: Parliament House), 1994. Invasion Day Protest, Melbourne, 26 January 2018. Photo by the author.


The artwork is part of a counter-memorial project created in and around central Melbourne in 1995 known as Another View Walking Trail: Pathway of the Rainbow Serpent. Another View was commissioned by the City of Melbourne—central Melbourne’s local government—and developed collaboratively by the Gunnai artist Ray Thomas, the non-Indigenous artist Megan Evans, and Woorabinda and Berigaba writer and researcher Robert Mate Mate. It offered ‘another view’ of the city’s past, centred on contact and conflict between local Indigenous peoples and British colonisers. The walking trail created what the collaborators called ‘counterpoints’ to the city’s historical markers at seventeen sites, using artworks, installations, plaques and stories.9 Another View was decommissioned in the early 2000s, and most of the artworks have been removed: the Parliament House artwork is one of only three remaining sites along the Trail.10
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Figure 2. Travelling towards Wurundjeri Way from the Charles Grimes Bridge, with the high-rise towers of the Batman’s Hill precinct of Docklands in the background, Melbourne. Photo by Natasha Saltmarsh. 


Since the early 2000s, however, a range of official commemorative markers of Indigenous peoples and histories have been placed into central Melbourne’s commemorative landscapes. In June 2000 the Victorian state government announced that a major new road along the edge of the CBD would be called Wurundjeri Way (see figure 2). Contemporary Melbourne is built on the lands of the Wurundjeri and Boonwurrung peoples, and the naming of Wurundjeri Way was intended to be an act of recognition of the Wurundjeri. 


In 2001 the artwork Scar—A Stolen Vision (see figure 3) was installed first in the City Square at the corner of Swanston and Collins streets and then in Enterprize Park on the northern banks of the city’s Yarra River. Scar was commissioned by the City of Melbourne to mark the centenary of Australia’s Federation in 2001. The installation is a collaborative work led by Wiradjuri artist and filmmaker Kimba Thompson, who worked with seven other Indigenous artists to represent the scars of Indigenous peoples.11


In 2001 the state government also announced that a new park on the northern banks of the Yarra River would be named Birrarung Marr (see figure 4), said to mean riverside in the Woiwurrung language of the Wurundjeri people. Birrarung Marr was the first significant park created in Melbourne in more than a century, and it added almost 8 hectares of land along the Yarra to public parkland.
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Figure 3. Kimba Thompson (Wiradjuri), Ray Thomas (Gunnai), Glenn Romanis, Treahna Hamm (Yorta Yorta), Ricardo Idagi (Meriam Mir), Maree Clarke (Mutti Mutti/Yorta Yorta and Boon Wurrung/Wemba Wemba), Karen Casey, Craig Charles (Yorta Yorta and Mhutti Mhutti), and Lou Bennett (Yorta Yorta/Dja Dja Wurrung), Scar—A Stolen Vision, 2001. Enterprize Park, Melbourne. Photo by Natasha Saltmarsh. 
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Figure 4. The entrance to Birrarung Marr at Princes Walk, Melbourne. Photo by the author.
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Figure 5. Fiona Clarke (Kirrae Whurrong) and Ken McKean, Eel Trap, 2003, Birrarung Marr, Melbourne. The Tanderrum Bridge can be seen in the background. Photo by Natasha Saltmarsh.


In 2003 the first of several markers of Indigenous peoples and histories was introduced into the Birrarung Marr parklands: Kirrae Whurrong artist Fiona Clarke and non-Indigenous artist Ken McKean’s Eel Trap (see figure 5).12 This sculpture represents the nearby river and the design of an Indigenous eel trap, referencing the importance of eels as a rich and plentiful food-source in the area.


In 2005 a new pedestrian bridge linking the Birrarung Marr parklands to the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) became the William Barak Bridge (see figure 6), to honour the nineteenth-century Wurundjeri leader. The bridge was created for the city’s hosting of the Commonwealth Games in 2006, and includes a sound installation called Proximities. Proximities turns a section of the bridge into what the designers called a ‘corridor of human voices’, which includes recordings of Wurundjeri songs, as well as those of other nations of the Commonwealth.13


In 2006 the artwork Birrarung Wilam (see figure 7) was installed in the Birrarung Marr parklands. Birrarung Wilam was created by the Keerray Wooroong and Gunditjmara artist Vicki Couzens, the Yorta Yorta, Mutti Mutti and Boon Wurrung artist Lee Darroch, and the Yorta Yorta artist Treahna Hamm. The artwork evokes an Indigenous campsite, and uses a range of installations to depict Aboriginal place, life and culture, with a particular focus on the Wurundjeri and Boonwurrung peoples, as well as those of the Eastern Kulin Nations.14
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Figure 6. Walking towards Birrarung Marr from the top of the William Barak Bridge, with the high-rise towers of Melbourne’s CBD in the background, Melbourne. Photo by Natasha Saltmarsh.
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Figure 7. Vicki Couzens (Keerray Wooroong/Gunditjmara), Lee Darroch (Yorta Yorta, Mutti Mutti and Boon Wurrung), and Treahna Hamm (Yorta Yorta), Birrarung Wilam (Common Ground), 2006, Birrarung Marr, Melbourne. This image shows sections of the installation along Birrarung Marr’s main pedestrian pathway, including some of the eel pathway (foreground), and the shields and spears that represent the five Language Groups of the Eastern Kulin Nation. The Birrarung (Yarra River) is in the background. Photo by Natasha Saltmarsh.


In 2007 the Pastor Sir Douglas and Lady Gladys Nicholls Memorial by the non-Indigenous sculptor Louis Laumen (see figure 8) was dedicated in the Parliament Gardens. The Nicholls Memorial was the first statue of twentieth-century Indigenous leaders to be made in Australia, and it marks the importance of Sir Douglas (1906–1988) and Lady Gladys (1906–1981) Nicholls as Indigenous leaders and community workers in twentieth-century Melbourne.15 It is accompanied by Wamba Wamba, Yorta Yorta, Dhudhuroa and Dja Dja Wurrung artist Ngarra Murray’s Dungula Wamayirr (River People), which depicts Murray’s great-grandparents’ connection to Country.16


The name of a second pedestrian bridge which would link the Birrarung Marr parklands to Melbourne’s sporting and event precinct was announced by the state government as Tanderrum Bridge (see Figure 9) in 2016. Tanderrum Bridge is named after a ceremony that brings together the five Language Groups of the Eastern Kulin Nation and has returned to Melbourne in recent years to open the Melbourne Festival, the city’s annual international arts festival.


[image: image]


Figure 8. Louis Laumen, Pastor Sir Douglas and Lady Gladys Nicholls Memorial, 2007; Ngarra Murray, Dungula Wamayirr (River People), 2007, Parliament Gardens, Melbourne. Photo by Natasha Saltmarsh.


Later that same year the commemorative marker Standing by Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner (see figure 10), by the Wiradjuri artist Brook Andrew and the non-Indigenous artist Trent Walter, was installed near the corner of Franklin and Victoria streets at the northern edge of the city. Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner were Palawa men who had arrived in the Port Phillip District from what was then known as Van Diemen’s Land in 1839 with George Augustus Robinson (1791–1866) when he was appointed the District’s Protector of Aborigines.17 They were convicted of the murder of two whalers in the area around Western Port in 1841, and Standing commemorates their lives near the site of their execution in 1842.


All of these namings, artworks, memorials and markers are official commemorations of the city’s Indigenous histories; they have all been driven, facilitated or funded by local or state governments.18 They are also deliberately local commemorations, mostly focused on marking the histories, lives and experiences of Indigenous peoples in and around Melbourne. Each commemoration came about in a different way, often in quite different circumstances. But most were driven by a handful of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who were personally motivated to push for commemorative representation. Some of these people did so from positions of authority, including as senior politicians or government bureaucrats. Others did so from the margins, waging long and local campaigns. A desire on the part of Melbourne’s local and state governments to better represent Indigenous peoples—or at least be seen to better represent Indigenous peoples—is also an important part of this story, particularly through commitments to programs of reconciliation. Together, all this work has led to the creation of a small group of official commemorations that attempt to tell Indigenous histories for the people of Melbourne.
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Figure 9. The entrance to Tanderrum Bridge at Melbourne Park, with Melbourne’s CBD in the background, Melbourne. Photo by the author.
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Figure 10. Brook Andrew (Wiradjuri) and Trent Walter, Standing by Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner, 2016. Commemoration of the Anniversary of the Execution of the Freedom Fighters Tunnerminnerwait and Maulboyheenner, Melbourne, 20 January 2018. Photo by the author.


This book tells the story of the introduction of these official commemorative markers of Indigenous peoples and histories into central Melbourne since 2000.19 It explains how they came to be part of the city’s commemorative landscapes, and the ways in which they have challenged the erasure of Indigenous histories and heritage at the heart of the city. In telling this story, this book also examines the kind of places that have been made and unmade by these commemorations, and reflects on how we might understand them as public history projects in central Melbourne in the early decades of the twenty-first century.


Melbourne Then and Now


Metropolitan Melbourne is a sprawling city of just over five million people. It is located on the northern side of a large bay along the southeast coast of Australia that is now known as Port Phillip Bay.20 The city occupies the land of the peoples of the Eastern Kulin Nation, where Aboriginal people have lived for at least 40 000 years. At the time of colonisation the centre of the city was an important meeting place for the five Language Groups of the Eastern Kulin: the Woiwurrung/Wurundjeri, the Boonwurrung, the Wathaurong/WaddaWurrung, the Dja Dja Wurrung, and the Taungurung.21 Central Melbourne, or Narrm in the Woiwurrung language of the Wurundjeri peoples, sits along a river that empties into the north of the bay and is now known as the Yarra River, though its Woiwurrung and Boonwurrung name is the Birrarung.22 The city-centre is located at the boundary between the lands of the Wurundjeri peoples to the north of the Birrarung and those of the Boonwurrung peoples to the south, between the river and the coast of the bay.


The colonisation of the Country of the Eastern Kulin began well before the arrival of the so-called first European settlers in Narrm in 1835. Smallpox likely arrived from the north in 1790, and sealers, whalers, surveyors and explorers began visiting by land and sea at the turn of the nineteenth century.23 A short-lived convict colony was established on Boonwurrung Country at the southern end of the bay in 1803, near the present-day town of Sorrento. But in 1835 two separate groups of colonisers arrived at the banks of the Birrarung to stay, one led by John Batman (1801–1839) and the other by John Pascoe Fawkner (1792–1869)—though neither of these so-called founders arrived with their parties. Batman, Fawkner, and their fellow early settlers travelled from Van Diemen’s Land in search of pastoral land. Batman had negotiated a treaty with the local Kulin peoples earlier in the year, which he claimed granted him ownership of around 600 000 acres (240 000 hectares) of Kulin land that included much of contemporary Melbourne.24 New South Wales Governor Richard Bourke proclaimed Batman’s Treaty to be void, and the settlers to be trespassers on Crown Land.25 By March 1837, however, Bourke travelled to the settlement to proclaim the town Melbourne, which he named after Lord Melbourne, William Lamb, who at the time was the British Prime Minister. Governor Bourke did so in front of the town’s settler residents, as well as around two hundred Aboriginal people who were gathered nearby.26 The settler city’s central grid of streets was laid out in preparation for land sales by the surveyor Robert Hoddle soon after.27 Hoddle’s Grid aligned the settlement to the river, and particularly to a deep pool beneath a basalt rock ledge that became known as the Yarra Falls. The Falls separated the river’s freshwater from the tidal saltwater downstream, and were an important river crossing for local Aboriginal peoples and early settlers.28


As this account suggests, there was a significant Aboriginal presence in early Melbourne, and relationships of exchange and curiosity developed between Aboriginal people and the colonisers.29 But the town was also a frontier of danger and violence for Aboriginal people, and the colonisation of Kulin Country was a swift and ruthless land grab that dispossessed Kulin peoples.30 Melbourne was built on the profits of this dispossession, first through grazing and later through the Gold Rush. Land sales within and beyond the Hoddle Grid were hugely successful, and the settler population increased rapidly: from around 1 000 people in 1837, to 4 500 in 1841, and almost 8 000 in 1842.31 Huge areas of Aboriginal land to the north and west of Melbourne were taken for grazing during this time, and the early town serviced the pastoralists who dominated the settlement.32


Melbourne’s settler population had grown to more than 20 000 people by 1850, with another 50 000 people across the Port Phillip District.33 Aboriginal people who had survived dispossession were increasingly unwelcome in the city, though they continued to be a presence on Melbourne’s streets and to gather at a range of locations around the settlement’s edges.34 The settler population increased even more dramatically with the ‘discovery’ of gold in WaddaWurrung Country in what is now central Victoria in 1851. A year later the settler population of the newly-separated colony of Victoria had increased by almost one hundred thousand people, and Melbourne had become the largest city in colonial Australia.35 The wealth generated by the rush for gold helped transform the city into ‘Marvellous Melbourne’, a bustling metropolis of the British Empire.36 Melbourne was made ‘marvellous’ in part by the grand stone buildings that were constructed in the city centre from the 1850s, many of which still stand today.37 By 1888 the settler population of Melbourne had grown to over four hundred thousand people, and the city’s suburbs had spread out in all directions from the centre of Hoddle’s Grid.


The rapid growth of the city devastated the local Kulin population, which had likely already suffered significant shocks from smallpox in 1790 and again in 1830. Violence, dispossession, disease and a loss of hope led to a rapid decline in the population of the Eastern Kulin. Settler records suggest that the Woiwurrung and Boonwurrung populations of Narrm fell from 350 people in 1836 to just 59 survivors in 1852.38 Survivors were the target of ever-increasing attempts by the settler state to control their everyday lives, particularly through the establishment of reserves and missions away from central Melbourne.39 At the same time, Indigenous peoples across colonial Victoria—and colonial Australia—resisted colonisation at every turn, and fought long and hard for their Country. In the second half of the nineteenth century Kulin leaders often took their fight to central Melbourne. The Wurundjeri leader William Barak, for example, led a delegation of twenty Kulin peoples from the Coranderrk reserve near Healesville, north-east of the city, to meet with the Victorian Premier Graham Berry in Melbourne to protest the governance of Coranderrk and argue for their land in 1881.40


A severe economic depression in the 1890s halted Melbourne’s growth, and by the turn of the twentieth century Sydney was once again the largest city in Australia. Even so, the reach of Melbourne’s suburbs continued to expand—albeit more slowly—in the early decades of the twentieth century, particularly after the First World War.41 Aboriginal people returned to the city during this period, and especially to the inner northern suburb of Fitzroy, which became the epicentre of Aboriginal life in Melbourne.42 Although Sydney remained Australia’s most populous city, Melbourne was held up alongside it as evidence of Australia’s status as a modern, progressive and advanced nation, particularly as the settler populations of each city passed the landmark figure of 1 million people in the 1920s.43


Mass migration in the aftermath of the Second World War led to further expansion of Melbourne’s suburban sprawl—this time shaped by the rise of the motor car—and the city’s population passed 2 million people in the early 1960s.44 The centre of the city itself also underwent significant change in the long economic boom of the postwar period. High rise office towers were built beyond what had been the city’s 40-metre height limit from the 1950s. The growing importance of the motor car was reflected in the introduction of multi-level car parks, traffic lights and parking meters. And some of Melbourne’s most well-known nineteenth century buildings were demolished to make way for this modern construction, despite community opposition.45 By the 1980s, local and state governments began work on what would become a decades-long project of urban renewal in central Melbourne that was particularly focused on the river and, later, the redevelopment of the former docks to the west of the city centre.46 By the late 1990s, the city’s Lord Mayor, Ivan Deveson, was describing Melbourne’s urban renewal plans as akin to a ‘renaissance’ that would lead to the ‘rebirth’ of the city ‘at the brink of the new millenium’.47 In the early decades of the twenty-first century Melbourne became known as a city renewed, frequently appearing at or near the top of international live-ability rankings, including seven years as the world’s ‘most liveable city’ in the 2010s.48


Melbourne’s Commemorative Landscapes


Markers of Melbourne’s Indigenous peoples and histories can be found across the city, if you choose to look for them. The names of many of the city’s roads, suburbs and local councils, for example, are based on names or terms from Indigenous languages. My own local council, the City of Boroondara, was named by Robert Hoddle in 1837. Boroondara is usually understood to be a Woiwurrung term meaning thickly shaded ground.49 Scarred trees—like those in the Fitzroy Gardens or Yarra Park, just to the east of central Melbourne—can provide evidence of the cultural practices and everyday lives of Wurundjeri and Boonwurrung peoples before and since colonisation. Plaques, monuments, memorials, walking tours and other commemorative markers also narrate the city’s Indigenous histories. The Kings Domain Resting Place, for example, is a memorial in parklands to the south of Melbourne’s CBD, across the Birrarung. A plaque and granite boulder mark the site where the remains of thirty-eight Aboriginal people from Language Groups across what is now known as Victoria were buried following their repatriation from Museum Victoria in 1985.50 And public art, performances, celebrations, memorial days and protests—including the annual Invasion Day protest—demonstrate a continuing Indigenous presence in the city.


However, most of the built commemorations at the very heart of Melbourne refer to a colonial and national past almost entirely without reference to Indigenous peoples, histories or cultures, and this is true of all of Australia’s cities.51 Central Melbourne’s commemorative landscapes are dominated by markers of empire, settlement and nation-building. Streets are named after explorers, colonial governors and administrators, British political figures, and members of the British monarchy. There are prominent monuments to the explorers Robert O’Hara Burke and William John Wills (Burke and Wills Monument, 1865); the colony’s pioneers (Pioneer Monument, 1871); one of the city’s so-called founders, John Batman (John Batman Memorial, 1881); Victoria’s separation from New South Wales (Separation Memorial, 1950); and the colonial administrator Charles La Trobe (La Trobe statue, 2006). With the exception of the Birrarung Marr parklands, parks and public spaces reference the workings of the early town (Flagstaff Gardens, 1862); the settler city’s beginnings (Batman Park, 1982; and Enterprize Park, 1997); and Federation in 1901 (Federation Square, 2002). At the centre of Melbourne is a commemorative landscape that both reveals and conceals, revealing the city’s imperial origins while concealing its colonising effects. Historians Tracey Banivanua Mar and Penelope Edmonds have described settler colonialism as ‘starkly visible’ in the kind of landscapes it produces in places like Australia.52 The historical markers of central Melbourne make it clear that this applies to commemorative landscapes just as much as it does to any others. Banivanua Mar explains these kind of commemorative landscapes as places that ‘naturalize and legitimize’ the settler state, working to ‘ratify dispossession in spatial ways’.53 As the Worimi curator, artist and researcher Genevieve Grieves has put it, commemorative landscapes do not simply ‘reflect what happened in the past’—they reflect ‘what people want us to know about the past’.54


Since the 1990s, Indigenous stories, histories and peoples have begun to be incorporated into central urban space across the country. Installation art, public statuary, monuments, memorials, markers, walking trails and commemorative namings have all been used to weave Indigenous culture and heritage into the fabric of Australia’s cities. Memory studies scholars James Young and Ekaterina Haskins have both noted changes in the form and purpose of monuments and commemorative markers across Europe and the United States in the twenty-first century. Where, in the past, national commemorations have typically been directed towards national unity, some are instead now commemorating for difference, diversity and inclusion.55 In Australia, historians Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton have described this as a shift towards retrospective commemoration, where a ‘more inclusive narrative of the nation’ is attempted through official forms of recognition.56


The introduction of commemorative markers of Indigenous peoples and histories into the centre of Australian cities are part of this shift. These commemorations first emerged during the 1990s, a time of significant and sometimes acrimonious public conversations about the histories, experiences and futures of Indigenous peoples in Australia. They were conversations that often excluded or marginalised the voices of Aboriginal people. As Tony Birch has explained, those involved rarely engaged with Indigenous ‘intellectuals, historians, academics’ or ‘community leaders. We are spoken about, not to.’57 This was the case even when national inquiries into Aboriginal deaths in custody (1991) and the forced removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families (1997) focused public attention on the testimony of Indigenous peoples, and particularly on their experiences of the ongoing legacies of British colonialism.


In 1991, for example, the federal Labor government led by Prime Minister Bob Hawke began a formal reconciliation process, which was to be concluded in time for the centenary of Australia’s Federation on 1 January 2001. This ten-year process aimed to change the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Australia, in part through the education of the non-Indigenous Australian community about Indigenous peoples and their histories. While the formal reconciliation process has been widely viewed as a failure, some research has suggested that it did increase awareness of Indigenous peoples and issues among non-Indigenous people in Australia, and it was the subject of significant public debate.58


Hawke’s successor as Prime Minister, Paul Keating, continued and extended the federal Labor government’s focus on the lives and place of Indigenous people in contemporary Australia, particularly through an increased recognition of histories of discrimination, violence and injustice—in short, that ‘it was we who did the dispossessing…committed the murders…[and] took the children from their mothers’, as Keating put it in his well-known speech at Redfern in inner Sydney in 1992.59 Significant judgements by the High Court in Native Title cases brought to the court by Indigenous peoples—first by the people of Mer led by Eddie Koiki Mabo, and then by the Wik peoples—encouraged a further reckoning with the histories and legacies of colonialism.


By the late 1990s, the harm and trauma of Australia’s colonialisation for Indigenous peoples was under significant public discussion. The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Bringing Them Home report (1997) on the forcible removal of Indigenous children from their families—known as the Stolen Generations—concluded that the removal of children amounted to an act of genocide, prompting significant public discussion not only of what happened in Australia’s past, but also of how to understand what happened. Its recommendations included the establishment of a national Sorry Day, which has been held annually since 1998, along with public apologies from Australia’s parliaments, police forces and churches for their involvement in the practices of removal.60 As a result, a range of institutions and organisations made formal apologies, including all state governments, the Catholic Church, police forces, and the Australian Council of Trade Unions.


The Report also prompted a grassroots movement of individual apologies written in what became known as the Sorry Books, which were opened first by non-Indigenous activist groups, who were followed by a range of other organisations and institutions including churches, trade unions, museums, libraries, parliaments, businesses and shopping centres. Up to one million people are thought to have written apologies in the first half of 1998 alone.61 Individual apologies were also fuelled by the actions of the conservative Liberal/National federal government, which had been elected in 1996, and particularly Prime Minister John Howard’s refusal to apologise for the events of the past in a rejection of what he called ‘an exercise of shame and guilt’.62 This was the height of Australia’s ‘history wars’, during which the history of colonialism in Australia, and especially of the experiences of Indigenous peoples in this country, was the subject of vociferous public argument—although, again, a public argument that continued to marginalise Indigenous voices, and where ‘legitimate discussion on the production of history or of colonialism’s past’ was rare.63


The incorporation of Indigenous histories and peoples into central Melbourne’s commemorative landscapes since the naming of Wurundjeri Way in 2000 took place in this context. Unlike some of the other Indigenous commemorations created around Australia at the turn of the twenty-first century, Melbourne’s official commemorative markers have attracted little vitriol, controversy, or even attention.64 For anyone walking the city’s streets, these commemorations are very easy to miss. They are not destination commemorations that might feature on maps, tours or walking trails. Nor do they have the monumental scale of some of the most well-known commemorations of the turn of the twenty-first century, like the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (2005) in central Berlin or the National September 11 Memorial (2011) in downtown New York City. There are no postcards to buy, memorial museums to visit or souvenirs to take home after viewing the Indigenous commemorations of central Melbourne.


Instead, Melbourne’s commemorations of Indigenous peoples and histories are small, local and firmly embedded in the everyday life of the city. They are the kind of commemorations that are more likely to be stumbled upon than sought out, and so they produce encounters with the past that are ‘within the disjointed rhythms and cluttered nature of everyday reality’, as geographers Hamzah Muzaini and Brenda Yeoh have put it.65 They are not only easy to miss, but also easy to dismiss: they are busy arterial roads or pedestrian thoroughfares with names that might barely register; or they’re unexplained pieces of public art that seem to draw little attention; or memorials and commemorative markers that have been placed in unremarkable locations. In fact, it is easy to think of these kinds of everyday commemorations as simply part of the background—motionless and untouched as the real life of the city swirls around them. Monuments, memorials, public art, historical markers and commemorative namings are ubiquitous at the centre of a city like Melbourne. They can seem as though they are unchanging and unremarkable features of the urban landscape, rarely noticed by passers-by.


Like all places, however, places of commemoration are never fixed or static: they are always moving, always in the process of becoming something else.66 As geographer Doreen Massey reminds us, places are dynamic, multiple and ‘always under construction’.67 The physical structures of commemorations are constantly changing. Roads and pavements crumble and need to be replaced. Signs come and go. Monuments are moved and rearranged, and plaques become weather beaten and faded, unreadable in the summer sun or the winter shadow. The pathways of pedestrians can be altered by public works, turning what was once a prominent position into an out-of-the-way corner, or a well-used thoroughfare into a bridge to nowhere. Building works and urban renewal never stop, slowly but surely altering a commemoration’s surroundings.


Places of everyday commemoration are also places of movement rather than stasis. They are places of cars and people, of those quickly passing through and those slowly lingering. They attract everyone from the attentive sightseer to the disinterested commuter, from the regular visitor to the accidental tourist. Everyday commemorations can also be places of rest or leisure, offering a spot to have lunch or for children to play. Often they are places to gather, sometimes in anticipation or celebration, but at other times for reflection, protest or mourning. In short, everyday commemorations are places of multiple and diverging practices and meanings that are made and re-made by the people who build and encounter them.


Studying Places of Everyday Commemoration in the City


The everyday places of commemoration examined in this book are all very different. Each commemoration was created in an individual circumstance and driven by a range of people and agendas. The forms of the commemorations also differ, along with their intentions and effects. They are also located in different places in central Melbourne, each of which has its own histories and meanings. What brings them together, however, is that they are all places where Indigenous peoples and histories are the subject of official commemoration in central Melbourne.68 They form what urban historian Dolores Hayden has described as a network of places that, together, have the potential to reach a wider audience and narrate more complex histories than they would be able to do on their own.69


These places are also united by the everyday nature of their commemoration. Scholars of memory and commemoration have often been interested in historical markers within the ordinary, mundane places of everyday life: in parks and public spaces, along streets and highways, and on pavements and buildings.70 The interests of these scholars, like those of so many other researchers who study place and space, lie in particular in the power of commemorative practices to shape memories, histories and identities.71 In order to understand the historical and political work of everyday commemorations, researchers have drawn on the writings of influential scholars of memory and commemoration, including Pierre Nora, James Young, Jay Winter and Marita Sturken. Like these and other researchers, their approach has been to combine close examination of the form and background of the commemorations themselves with observations of the ways in which commemorations are used and engaged with, as well as accounts of their own personal experiences of the sites.72 Different forms of commemoration are often examined differently, particularly when it comes to the interrogation of their use or reception.73 This kind of examination of commemorations in place, combined with research into their backgrounds, as well as observations of their particular forms and use, is precisely my approach in this book.


I have undertaken this research from my position as a settler historian in contemporary Australia, and the influence of this runs across every page of this book in ways that I haven’t always—or even often—been able to see, and that I don’t always—or often—like. It was there in the pull of the written archival record, which I followed relentlessly from the moment I started thinking about this project. It was there in the way that I felt that I needed to find and follow all those official archival trails before I could do anything else, including engaging with the Traditional Owners and Indigenous communities of Melbourne. And it was there in the way I walked through, observed and thought about the city, its people, and its commemorative landscapes. When I walk the streets and suburbs of Melbourne today, I see a city that is built on Kulin lands, and I often find myself trying to think back to this place at the time of colonisation. This is the view of the settler. As the Wurundjeri artist, linguist and dancer Mandy Nicholson explains, the view of the Traditional Custodians of Narrm is very different: ‘As a Traditional Custodian of the Greater Melbourne area, I do not see the buildings or the concrete: I see what is beneath, in and above’.74
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