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5.0 Cultural and Social Context 
 

5.1 Obelisk at South Head  
The 1996 Conservation Plan addressed a number of issues associated with a comparative and 
historical analysis of obelisks.  It noted the Obelisk, Macquarie Place was the second erected in 
the colony, the first being erected by Macquarie’s own regiment in 1811 at Watsons Bay to mark 
their completion of the road to the South Head which was built by private subscription and was 
mostly for recreation.145  This small, simple obelisk is still extant and is located in Robertson Park, 
Watsons Bay and is a scheduled item on the Woollahra Heritage LEP (Fig. 5.1).146   Reportedly it 
has been moved from its original location.147  
 

 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Obelisk at South Head erected by the 73rd Regiment in 1811 to 
mark the completion of South Head Road (modern Oxford Street and Old 
South Head Road).  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2 Other Obelisks 
The earliest known obelisks were made by the Egyptians and were associated with the worship of 
the sun god Amun-Re.  Obelisks were typically found in religious centres and temples.  The 
Egyptians also erected obelisks to celebrate victory over powerful enemies and they were often 
dedicated as pairs.148  Egyptian obelisks arrived in the European world when Roman Emperors 
shipped them to Rome to erect in the centre of major public spaces such as in Nero’s Circus.  
Modern day Rome reputedly has between 13 to 19 obelisks.  Many were transported from Egypt, 
while others were made in both ancient and more recent times.  Egyptian obelisks are also found 
in Istanbul, New York London and Paris.  The shipping of these monuments was about the 
showing the strength of the empire and their ability to transport such large objects consisting of a 
single block of stone.   
 

5.2.1 Obelisks in Rome  
 Obelisk in Piazza San Giovanni, Laterano, Rome (Figs 5.2, 5.3).  It is made of red granite and is 

32 m tall with a 7 m base and weights 250 tons.  It originally stood in front of the Temple of 
Amon, Thebes (near modern day Luxor).  It was carved by the Pharaoh Thutmoses III in the 

                                                      
145 Rosemary Broomham  2001:37.  
146 NSW Heritage Office Website.  
147 B. Crossan, Survey of Memorial and Monuments in Woollahra for the Royal Australian Historical Society, 1987.  
148 Habachi 1977:3-11.  
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15th century BC.  The Emperor Constans II, son of Constantine the Great, transported it to 
Rome to be placed in the Circus Maximus, a chariot racing stadium.  A special ship was made 
to transport the obelisk from Egypt to Rome.149   

 Obelisk at Heliopolis, Cairo, Egypt (Fig. 5.4).  This was built during the period of the Middle 
Kingdom (2050-1786 B.C).  An inscription on the obelisk records ‘The first occasion of the 
Jubilee, he made [it] to be given life forever’.  Thought to be erected by Sesostris I in the 30th 
year of his reign, 1942 BC.  It is thought that it was once part of a pair of obelisks.150  The 
obelisks in their original locations did not have a pedestal base.  

 The obelisk in the gardens on the Pincio Hill (Fig. 5.5).  It was found in the sixteenth century 
outside Porta Maggiore, a large Roman gate in the old city walls.  This obelisk was made by 
Emperor Hadrian in the 2nd century AD.  Pope Pius moved it to its present location in 1822.   
It has a relatively simple base with moulded cornice and some decoration on one side.   

 This Egyptian obelisk was found in 1883 near the Baths of Diocletian, in front of the Roman 
National Museum (Figs 5.6, 5.7).  The base of the monument is a memorial to Italian soldiers 
who were killed in the Battle of Dogali (Ethopia, 1887).  Inscriptions on the monument 
referring to Ramses II are probably 33 centuries old.  It was placed in front of the gardens 
opposite the Termini Station, Rome.  In 1925 due to alterations the obelisk and the memorial 
were moved 200 m to a less visible spot.151  It has a simple base with cornice detailing above 
the later war memorial.   

 The obelisk in St Peters Square (Figs 5.8, 5.9) has no hieroglyphs.  It is 25.5 m tall and the base 
and bronze top add another 15 m.  The Emperor Caligula transported the obelisk from 
Heliopolis in 37 AD and placed it in what became known as Nero’s Circus (Fig. 5.8).  St Peters 
was built near the remains of Nero’s Circus.  The obelisk was previously placed closer to St 
Peters Basilica.  It has a bronze base with cornice detailing and a bronze ball on top.        

 The miniature obelisk in the Piazza della Minerva is borne on the back of an elephant by the 
sculptor Bernini (Fig. 5.10).  It is one of a group of small obelisks which once decorated the 
Temple of Isis, an important Roman temple.  It was found in the 1600s.  The obelisk now 
stands behind the Pantheon, an ancient Roman building.  The obelisk dates from the 6th 
century BC.152   

 Other ancient Egyptian obelisks in Rome are found in Rome.   
 Some more recent examples have also been made for the streets of Rome.  An obelisk was 

made in 1932 for Mussolini (Fig. 5.11).  It was erected in front of a large sports centre built 
during the fascist regime.  The sports centre, with its stadiums and avenues, was inspired by 
ancient Rome.  The obelisk measures 17.5 metres with the base forming almost half the 
height of the monument.153  It was engraved in Latin, ‘Mussolini Dux’ (leader).   

 A modern concrete obelisk was erected to Italy’s famous inventor, Marconi (Fig. 5.13).   
 

These obelisks illustrate the type of neo-classical influences that came from Rome in the mid to 
late eighteenth century to Britain.  The neo-classical style produced significant changes in 
architecture and design, elements of which survive in Macquarie Place today in the form of the 
obelisk.  The obelisk pedestal was a common element on the obelisks found in Rome and was a 
technique the Romans used to mount the obelisks.  They were frequently simple and utilitarian 
but were also found with some additional detailing.  This type of simple pedestal is found in the 
obelisk, Macquarie Place.  Section 6 discusses milestones and similar monuments which take the 
simplified form of the obelisk and were the typical form of Sydney’s early milestones.  Such 
milestones are on display at the Museum of Sydney, Camperdown Cemetery and various 

                                                      
149 http:/www.geocities.com/Paris/Arc/5319/roma-col.htm. 
150 http:/www.crystalinks.com/monolith.html 
151 http:/www.geocities.com/Paris/Arc/5319/roma-col.htm. 
152 http:/www.geocities.com/Paris/Arc/5319/roma-col.htm. 
153 http:/www.geocities.com/Paris/Arc/5319/roma-col.htm. 
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locations.  Only a few of Sydney’s milestone remain in situ today.  Obelisks were also used as 
funerary monuments and are common in cemeteries dating to the mid and late nineteenth 
century.  An example is the one erected to Alan Cunningham in the Royal Botanic Gardens and 
illustrated in the Conservation Plan.  This obelisk has been relocated within the gardens.154  
 
  

Figure 5.2: Obelisk in Piazza San Giovanni, 
Laterano, Rome.   

Figure 5.3: Base of obelisk in Laterano. The 
simplicity of the detailing, the use of the 
cornice moulding is similar to the Obelisk, 
Macquarie Place. 

  

Figure 5.4: Obelisk at Heliopolis.  Figure 5.5: Obelisk in the gardens on Pincio Hill.   

                                                      
154 Conservation Plan 1996:45; ‘Botanic Gardens Conservations Management Plan’, Conybeare Morrison 2003.  
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Figure 5.6: Obelisk of Diocletian in its modern 
location. 

Figure 5.7: The Diocletian Obelisk in front of 

the central Termini train station, Rome. 

 

 

Figure 5.8: Obelisk in St Peters Square.  It has no 
hieroglyphs.   

Figure 5.9: Nero’s Circus with the obelisk located in 
the centre.  The chariots raced around the 
central area.   
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Figure 5.10: Obelisk in the Piazza della Minerva.  
The curved form of the Pantheon is to the 
rear.   

Figure 5.11: One of the two obelisks made for Duke 
Torlonia. 

  

Figure 5.12: Obelisk built for Mussolini. Figure 5.13: Marconi’s spire dedicated to the 
inventor Marconi, made of concrete.  

 

 

As noted in the Conservation Plan the obelisks in Roman gardens and squares inspired the British 
while on their grand tours.  These in turn led to educated British people producing books 
illustrating the “archaeological” correct evidence of the classical ruins found in Rome.  This was a 
source of inspiration for architects and artists in Britain as well as Europe.  Obelisks were 
retranslated in the new townscape of empire as an element of public spaces.  Reference have 
been made in the Conservation Plan to the obelisk in squares in Bath as well as by Broadbent and 
Hughes to ones in Rio di Janeiro (1997).  Any of these may have been a general influence or a 
more specific influence on the choice of an obelisk for Macquarie Place.  The Macquaries visited 
Rio on their way to NSW and Lachlan had been to Egypt during his active service in the British 
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army.155  By the early nineteenth century obelisks were not such an unusual element in the 
townscapes and they in fact became more popular with the transportation and erection of 
“Cleopatra’s needle” in London in the 1870s.   

 
5.3 Government Architect - Francis Howard Greenway156  
Francis Greenway arrived in New South Wales in February 1814, as a convicted forger on the 
General Hewitt.  This was four years after the arrival of Governor and Mrs Macquarie.  Greenway 
was a professional architect, reportedly the second to arrive in the colony.  On his arrival 
Greenway had with him a letter of introduction from Admiral Arthur Phillip, the first Governor of 
New South Wales, and a copy of an architectural book by William Chambers. 
 
On 7th March 1814 Greenway was issued with a ‘ticket-of-leave’.  The issuing of a ‘ticket-of-leave’ 
meant Greenway could work for himself.  In July 1814 the governor requested Greenway to copy 
a design of a courthouse.  Greenway protested that his work was much better than the 
courthouse the governor was seeking to build.  Greenway eventually copied the design as 
Macquarie requested.    
 
Among early works by Greenway were additions to Dr John Harris’ house on his Ultimo Estate.  He 
turned this house from a ‘single-ranged house into a double-piled house with an impressive, 
domed semicircular geometric staircase’.  Greenway appears to have had a few other early 
commissions such as one for Sarah and George Howe, the government printer.   
 
He was appointed Civil Architect in March 1816 and his first duty was to survey the newly 
completed general hospital.  In July 1816 Governor Macquarie laid the foundation stone for the 
new Macquarie Lighthouse at South Head.  Greenway’s first design as civil architect was the 
lighthouse.  During this period he designed and supervised many additions and repairs to existing 
buildings, such as, a new portico of Government House, Parramatta; additions to the military 
barracks; Parramatta Gaol; Colonial Secretary’s House and Judge Advocate’s House both in 
Macquarie Place; Female Orphan School, Rydalmere; Government House, Sydney and the 
Government Dockyard, Sydney.  He designed and supervised the construction of a number of new 
buildings among which were Hyde Park Barracks, St Matthew’s Church, Windsor; Chief Justice’s 
House, Macquarie Place; Government Stables, Sydney Domain (Sydney Conservatorium of Music); 
Fort Macquarie, Bennelong Point; St Luke’s Church and the hospital at Liverpool; Dawes Point 
Battery, Sydney; Turnpike gate and Lodge, Sydney; and St James Church and Supreme Court 
House, Sydney. 
 
As far as is know Greenway was only responsible for one monument, the Obelisk, Macquarie 
Place as well as the fountain in Macquarie Place.  Other small works attributed to him include the 
Pigeon House, Governor’s Domain, Parramatta; the Governor’s bathhouse, Sydney Domain; and 
the tomb of George Howe, Devonshire Street.  The majority of his works were government 
buildings or private houses.  Very few items for placement in public spaces were built during the 
early colonial period.   

 
The surviving architecture of Francis Greenway is some of Sydney and New South Wales’ most 
respected and cherished early colonial buildings.  The affection and value placed on Greenway’s 
architecture were exhibited in the protests against the development (1998-2001) of the Sydney 
Conservatorium of Music, the former Government Stables (1817-1821), when there was much 
heated debate about the future and use of such a significant building.  According to James 

                                                      
155 Ritchie, John 1986 Lachlan Macquarie, a bibliography, MUPress, Melbourne, pp. 48-51. 
156 This section is based on Broadbent & Hughes 1997:11ff.   
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Broadbent, Greenway ‘…had shown that noble building was possible, even with inferior materials, 
in the degradation of a desert-gaol.  But inferior workmen and ignorant officials ruined his 
designs’.157   
 

Many of Greenway’s designs employed the simplified language of classical architecture by using a 
‘…simplicity of structure, defined by strengthening piers or pilasters plainly capped, by string-
courses and relieving arches, and distinguished by fine proportion that has been the sponsor of 
twentieth century appreciation of Greenway’s work’.158  This use of simplified classical detailing is 
seen on the obelisk.  With the simple detailing on the base which imitates those attributes of the 
obelisks located in Rome and the use of the fan motif on the acroteria.  The cartouche is a 
reference back to the Egyptian origins of the obelisk and perhaps suggesting to the educated 
observer that the designer and/or patron were well aware of the derivation of obelisks and 
perhaps also served to emphasis the association of this place (Sydney and the colony) with a 
powerful empire - Britain.   
 

 

5.4 Macquarie Place, the Obelisk and Georgian Town Planning  
5.4.1 Macquarie Place 
Macquarie Place, as mentioned in Section 3.4 above, had a series of houses flanking the southern 
side which were residences for the main civil officers of the colonial government (Fig. 5.2).  The 
designs of two of these houses were based on ones in pattern books by Edward Gyfford and 
brought to New South Wales by Mrs Macquarie.  The house for the Judge-Advocate and the 
Colonial Secretary were both based on Gyfford’s books and their style was ‘aspiring to Italianate 
Regency’.159  It should be noted that Mary Reiby’s house on the western side was neo-classical 
with a simple pediment (Fig. 3.9).  It is this remaking of the landscape of Macquarie Place into an 
urban space with its ‘high’ architectural influences which was the locale for the original placement 
of the obelisk.   
 
Another neo-classical structure was also erected near the western point of the triangle – a 
fountain for the provision of fresh water to the public (Fig. 5.3).  This fountain was a ‘square 
pavilion, with unadorned openings and tall niches (later remodelled) on alternative sides, and was 
built on a broad stone platform.  Corner pilasters supported a full Doric entablature, with triglyphs 
to the frieze and bold, dentilled cornice’.160  Cureton, in evidence to Commissioner Bigge, recalled 
how Mrs Macquarie provided the plan and drawing for the erection of the fountain in Macquarie 
Place.  The fountain had to be rebuilt under orders from Mrs Macquarie, according to a new plan 
by Francis Greenway, as it would have been 24 feet (8 m) high.  The final fountain was 14 feet (4.6 
m) high.161  This fountain was variously criticised but was actually one of two water sources for 
government house and appears to have been built over a spring.162   
 
The layout of Macquarie Place has elsewhere been assumed to be associated with Francis 
Greenway because he was responsible for the design of the obelisk (Section 3.5).163  As indicated 
by the evidence of Edward Cureton Mrs Macquarie took a hands-on approach to designing the 
water fountain but eventually had Greenway redesign it.  This suggests that, as with her  

                                                      
157 Broadbent & Hughes 1997:5. 
158 Broadbent & Hughes 1997:32. 
159  Broadbent 1997:33-45, quote p. 45.   
160 Broadbent & Hughes 1997:62-63. 
161 Bonwick Transcript 1:415. 
162 Broadbent & Hughes 1997:63; Proudfoot et al. 1991:139-140. 
163 James Broadbent & Joy Hughes: Francis Greenway Architect (1997) pp 53-54 and M H Ellis: Francis Greenway 
(Famous Australian Lives Edition, 1978) p 49. 
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