
M I C H A E L  CO O K

MA J O R I T Y  RU L E



Th is  se r ies  i s  abou t  a  conversa t ion…
These images  specu la te  abou t  Abor ig ina l  peop le  be ing  in  the  ma jo r i t y—
what  i f  Abor ig ina l  peop le  were  96  per  cen t  o f  the  Aus t ra l ian  popu la t ion

and  wh i te  peop le  de f ined  as  the  four  percen t? 1

MA J O R I T Y  R U L E

Majority Rule is marked by its aesthetic departure from Michael Cook’s previous work. While thematic and 
conceptual connections with some of his earlier series are evident, the setting of this suite is in contrast to the 
Australian land- and beach-scapes of earlier images. 

This is a depiction of the urbane within the urban. Colonial buildings, the style of solid sandstone architecture which 
may be seen in almost any city in the Western world, paved streets and a city skyline are the backdrop for a black 
man, dressed in a suit, carrying a briefcase like the archetypal businessman. His figure, in different attitudes, 
populates the footpath. He is multiplied (in some scenes up to twenty times), a pointer to the unreality of the scene. 

Currently, Australia’s Indigenes are a small minority, comprising only three to four percent of the total Australian 
population. Consequently, black faces have little visibility in Australian capital cities and this series of images defies 
that reality—yet acknowledges it simultaneously with the use of only one model multiple times to build the crowd 
because, Cook noted, “The reality is it is hard to find models who look characteristically Indigenous. ‘Indigenous’ is 
many things and physical characteristics have little to do with this identification. So while looking Indigenous has 
nothing to do with Indigeneity, in my aesthetic I seek out a strong character in a model’s physicality.”2

The multiple versions of the subject populate generic city locations: a subway tunnel, an old-style bus, and city 
streets. Old Parliament House and Canberra’s High Court are more iconic buildings, and take Cook’s protagonist to 
the seat of Australian political power. As such, Cook’s imagery challenges our ingrained belief systems, yet these 
images do not offer judgement—they are observational, asking questions, setting up lively interactions within their 
scenes, without proffering neat nor prescriptive conclusions. 

Cook noted, “I was never taught Aboriginal history at school, only about the European settlement of Australia. What 
I learnt in school was similar to the first European settlers’ beliefs, with words like ‘natives’ and ‘discovery of 
Australia’. Looking back now, I realise that it was a false way of teaching, and that it hid the truth about the treatment 
of Aborigines over the past four hundred years.”3 

The colour of the man’s skin is the disjunction that prompts the viewer to wonder, and then wonder at their own 
wonder. It becomes a gauge for internalised racism. Australian audiences may ponder why this collection of well-
dressed black men in a city street strikes a discordant note, an atmospheric that feels wrong, unusual, discomfiting. 

1.  Michael Cook, Interview with the author, Brisbane, Friday 11 October 2013.
2.  Michael Cook, Interview with the author, Brisbane, Friday 11 October 2013. 
3.  Michael Cook, Artist’s Statement in Michael Cook: Civilised, Andrew Baker Art Dealer, Bowen Hills, Brisbane, 2012.



The era of the photograph is undefined but feels vintage, retro, with its black and white tonality speaking to our 
protagonist’s clothing—the lapels of his jacket, the flare in his pin-striped trousers, the sober hat, the dark braces 
over his white shirt and the stately dignity of his bearing, all of which suggest a period up to fifty years ago. Yet there 
are other references to iconic Western culture – the bowler hat in Majority Rules (Memorial) revisits the shape of the 
anti-hero in the anarchic 1971 Stanley Kubrick film, A Clockwork Orange, or a silent Charlie Chaplin-style comedic 
figure. 

In Majority Rule Cook poses an insoluble dilemma as he acknowledges the discriminatory nature of society. How it 
would be if these statistics were reversed? After the explorers arrived in Australia, the Indigenous population was 
decimated. This was, in part, because Aboriginal people were without immunity to introduced diseases. “The 
majority always has the rule and the minority doesn’t. Then there is racism that arises as a result.”4

There is a formality in these works, with strong architectural lines and perspective to a distant vanishing point. 
Majority Rule (Bridge) is suggestive of Raphael’s School of Athens (Raphael Sanzio, 1509-11). The synergistic 
connections between variations on the individual, the vanishing points created with the straight lines of the street, 
footpath pavers and the collection of rectangular assemblages of city buildings and windows provide a stage-like 
setting for Cook’s individuals. The figures standing in the street appear as if alone, and lacking a social or familial 
relationship to each other in their physical attitudes, yet are visually bound together. Cook may be positing the kind 
of anomie or normlessness that isolates individuals within community—the type of First World dysfunction that 
regularly fills the columns of Australian newspapers.

Another image from the series, Majority Rule (Tunnel), records Cook’s model in multiple attitudes, standing, static 
again, in a public transport space generally characterised by rushing—of people and of the wind that echoes through 
these underground spaces as trains arrive and leave. Individuals are frozen within their tightly composed cocoon of 
concrete and tiles. This conformity—of dress, behaviour and social norms—is another theme in this series, 
particularly evident in Majority Rule (Memorial).

Most Western cities have war memorials and in a particularly poignant image, the black businessman ascends and 
descends the sandstone steps that surround a rotunda-style war memorial in a city centre. The war memorial is 
sacrosanct returned servicemen’s territory. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have been involved in fighting for 
Australia in all wars since the Boer War in 1901 but, while they were paid equally for their work in the armed forces 
and fought alongside white Australians, on their return home they were subject to the same discrimination they faced 
before serving their country. Following World War II, only on Anzac Day were they welcomed into returned services 
league clubs.5 (It is interesting to note that the right to vote on a country-wide basis was not granted to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islanders until 1967.) 

4.  Michael Cook, Interview with the author, Brisbane, Friday 11 October 2013.
5.  On other days of the year, Aboriginals might meet their white comrades for a drink but had to stay outside the build-

ing or on the verandah.



Cook’s images populate the war memorial with the black faces that have been unacknowledged in Australia’s 
military history. The memorial itself speaks to other colonial buildings in the central business district, its roundness 
inspired by Grecian classic revival buildings, and Cook’s figures occupy the steps, moving up one side and down 
the other, so as to surround and possess the rotunda. 

Cook’s use of the bespectacled figure in Majority Rule (Parliament) evokes the precedent and dignity of Australia’s 
first Indigenous Member of Parliament, Senator Neville Bonner. In Majority Rule (Bus), a figure at the front reads a 
vintage magazine titled WALKABOUT, noting and satirising the stereotypes that have driven popular expectations. 

There is a lean aesthetic and increased contemporary edge in this series. Cook’s interest in the impact of Australia’s 
history on its original inhabitants comes into sharp focus, and the highly choreographed images are witty, stylish and 
slick.

Extract from: Martin-Chew, Louise, Michael Cook: Majority Rule [ex. cat.], Andrew Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane, 2014



MI C H A E L  C O O K

Michael Cook is an award-winning photographer who worked commercially both in Australia and overseas for 
twenty-five years. In 2009, Cook was drawn into art photography by an increasingly urgent desire to learn about his 
Indigenous ancestry and explore that aspect of his identity. Cook’s first solo art exhibition, Through My Eyes (2010), 
contained images of Australian prime ministers overlaid with the faces of Australian Indigenes. This work explored 
the potential interconnectedness of generations of Australians and its importance was recognised with selection for 
the Western Australian Indigenous Art Awards 2011 at the Art Gallery of Western Australia. 

Cook was adopted and brought up in a family who, while not of Indigenous descent, were heavily involved in 
supporting Indigenous rights. He said, “I was raised with a strong understanding of my Aboriginal ancestry thanks 
to my parents... When I produce art, I feel a stronger connection with my ancestry. This helps me to understand 
Australian history-in particular, my history.” His Aboriginal heritage informs and extends his art.

Cook’s photographic practice is unusual. He constructs his images in a manner more akin to painting than the 
traditional photographic studio or documentary model. Instead he begins with an idea, regarding the image as his 
blank canvas. Photographic layering is then used to build the image to provide aesthetic depth. Also, he 
characteristically works in photographic series. Unfolding tableaux offer enigmatic narratives which are not 
prescribed but left open to interpretation.

In 2011 he exhibited two new series, Broken Dreams and Undiscovered, together under the title of Uninhabited. 
Their importance was acknowledged when they were acquired by the National Gallery of Australia and shown in its 
UnDisclosed: 2nd National Indigenous Art Triennial. They show Cook’s developing artistic vision in their exploration 
of incidents from Australian colonial history, both real and imagined. Visually striking, technically complex and with 
sensitive invention, Cook’s images occupy a new space in the Australian artistic imagination. 

His series Civilised (2012) was selected to promote The 7th Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art (APT7) at 
Queensland Art Gallery/Gallery of Modern Art in 2012, and was included in the ground-breaking My Country: I Still 
Call Australia Home: Contemporary Art from Black Australia (QAGoMA, 2013). Cook’s latest body of work, Majority 
Rule (2013), has been selected for inclusion in the international 19th Biennale of Sydney: You Imagine What You 
Desire.

Extract from: Martin-Chew, Louise, Michael Cook [ex. cat.], Andrew Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane, 2013
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