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In his History of Queensland (2007), the historian Ray-
mond Evans described the penal outpost of Moreton Bay 
(est. 1824 and later to become the colony of Queensland 
in 1859) as existing at the “ragged edge of Empire.”  
Initially a site of secondary punishment   for reoffending 
convicts, ensuring it was both geographically and morally 
remote from the imperial centre, the later colony was also 
climatically diverse (ranging from the sub-tropical to the 
tropical), racially conflicted (the indigenous population at 
times outnumbering convicts and settlers four to one) and 
ethnically diverse (having the highest percentage of main-
land European migrants within the Australian colonies). 
Undermining the ideal of a homogenous (British) settle-
ment, such contingencies also effectively threatened, in 
the words of Evans, to undermine the creation of a new 
Britannia in the Southern semi-tropics.

The aim of the symposium Architecture at the Ragged 
Edge of Empire: Race, Place, Taste and the Colonial 
Context is to consider factors or contingencies of the 
colonial experience that challenged, worked against, or 
sat alongside the more formal (governmental) representa-
tions of colonisation. It will also consider their impact on, 
or expression through, colonial and/or settler architecture. 
While colonial architecture is often assumed to ap-
proximate that of home, especially in formal and material 
terms, a question regarding architecture’s disciplinarity, 
it’s conceptual framing as an aesthetic or a high art, is 
often difficult to reconcile with the climatic, geographi-
cal, ethnic and racial complexity of the colonial context. 
Attaching architecture to philosophical and aesthetic 
concepts of beauty (such as the sublime or picturesque) 
and artistic agency (imagination, association, genius or 
judgement) western architecture has also been historically 
linked to specific climatic (temperate), racial and social 
ideals. Building on Kay Anderson’s thesis (2002) that 
European contact with Australian Aborigines generated a 
“crisis” for Enlightenment ideals of humanism, the sympo-
sium seeks to consider whether the climatic, geographi-
cal, racial and ethnic variations presented by the colonial 
context also challenged and/or altered western concep-
tions of architectural practice.
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