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Statues and Heroes  
Beyond the Sou nd Bite  
 
Chris Wood  
 
 
Recent events have brought the role of statues into sharp focus. Who do we honour 
and why? Who decides? And what do their statues mean to us? 
 
 

Ambivalence and politics in statues  
 
On 7th June 2020, Black Lives Matters 
protestors in Bristol toppled the statue of 
17th-century slave-trader, Edward Colston, 
and threw it into the river. Others have 
since been daubed with graffiti, leading to 
the statue of Sir Winston Churchill, in 
Londonôs Parliament Square, being placed 
behind hoardings. 
 
Churchill was the man who led Britain in 
the Second World War. Some of his actions 
during that time are decidedly questionable, 
but not many would not have liked to have 
been in his shoes at the time. He was also an 
apologist for the colonial domination o f 
indigenous peoples by Europeans.  
 
 
 
 
 
Admiral Lord Nelson, Norwich  
Thomas Milnes, Portland stone,  
erected 1852, moved 1856 
Picture: Chris Wood.
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On 9th April 2003, the people of Baghdad pulled down and beheaded a statue of 
Saddam Hussein in a celebration of liberation from his tyranny. A celeb ration some 
Iraqis have since questioned. Two years previously, on 21st March 2001, a very 
different destruction occurred. The Taliban destroyed sandstone statues of Buddhas 
that had graced a hillside in Bamyan, Afghanistan for 1500 years. That was an act not 
of celebration, but of wanton iconoclastic vandalism.  
 
Blinkered iconoclasm is not only seen in such obvious fundamentalism, however. 
There have been calls for the statue of Constantine the Great outside York Minster to 
be removed, on the basis that he supported slavery. That is hardly surprising: he was 
after all a Roman Emperor! Of course, slavery was not the same then as what was 
later practised under the British Empire. That is not to say that it was a good thing, 
just that the same assumptions cannot be made. There are in fact much better 
reasons for not liking Constantine, such as the fact he had his own son and wife 
murdered, or that he instituted a reactionary version of Christianity as the Imperial 
Religion and set the scene for the colonisation of the world by Europe (carrying the 
faith with it), which involved much more than just slavery.  
 
Here in Norwich, we have statues and 
images of a variety of people, who have 
positive and negative aspects to their 
stories. Admiral Lord Nelson looks 
down upon visitors and Norwich 
School pupils in the Cathedral Close. A 
great war commander, perhaps, but no 
opponent of slavery and very much 
part of the tit -for -tat piracy that 
characterised the Early-Modern wars 
between rival European empires. 
 
Outside the Close, in Tombland, is a 
memorial bust of Edith Cavell. She was 
running a hospital in Brussels when 
the German army invaded Belgium in 
1914. As well as treating wounded 
soldiers of both sides, she organised a 
covert operation to get Allied 
servicemen caught behind German 
lines (where they would have been shot 
on sight) to freedom. She was arrested 
by the occupying forces and executed 

by firing squad in 1915. There is 
evidence to suggest that her captors 
might have let her go had she 
denied her involvement, but her 
Christian morality would not allow 
her to lie, so she accepted 
martyrdom. Were the Anglican 
Church still Catholic, she would 
surely have been canonised by now. 
 

Edith Cavell, Norwich  
J. G. Gordon Munn, bronze and stone, 

erected 1918 
Picture: Chris Wood. 
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Sir Thomas Browne sits on a plinth in the Haymarket, contemplating a fragment of a 
cremation urn. That refers to his book, Hydriotaphia, Urne Buriall , which is a 
meditation on death and return to the womb of the Earth. This is not just a memento 
mori ; having gone down into the Earth reduced to ashes, the subject matter springs 
into new life and ord er in The Garden of Cyrus, published together with the former 
book to make an alchemical pair. As well as writing some very important books that 
reflect the intellectual atmosphere of the 17th century, as Renaissance scholarship 
began to give way to Enlightenment science, Browne was himself an experimenter 
(even if some of his experiments would have failed modern standards of health and 
safety, never mind animal welfare) and, it appears, an alchemist, friend of Dr. John 
Deeôs son, Arthur, and correspondent with Elias Ashmole on his legacy. Modern 
opinion is generally divided between those who see the alchemist and mystic and 
those who see the proto-scientist. He actually stood in the middle, a bridge between 
worldviews. However, he also testified as an óexpert witnessô at the trial of the so-
called Lowestoft Witches in 1662, a trial that, 30 years later, was used as a precedent 
in the famous prosecution in Salem, Massachusetts. Browne seemed uninterested in 
the human impact of his testimony, as a doctor, that the reported symptoms of the 
allegedly bewitched could be explained by natural causes, but that it would be typical 
of the Devil to make evil look like natural causes. Amy Denny and Rose Cullender 
were hanged. 
 

 
Sir Thomas Browne, Norwich .  

Henry Pegram, bronze, erected 1905 
Picture: Chris Wood 
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A plaque indicates a house on Willow Lane where 
George Borrow once lived (and was once a museum 
dedicated to him). One of Norfolkôs most famous 
19th-century author s, he is perhaps best known for 
Romany Rye and Lavengro . Both of these books 
celebrated and raised perceptions of the Roma 
people. Unfortunately,  his writings also perpetuated 
anti -Semitic prejudices. 
 
Other writers have been controversial for other 
reasons. John Bunyan, whose statue stands in the 
centre of Bedford, was not popular with the 
establishment of his time, and was imprisoned for 
his preaching. Yet, he gave religious expression and 
hope to many, in a way that went beyond the 
prescriptions of standard Protestantism to allow a 
genuine inner seeking. He also gave us the hymn, To 
Be a Pilgrim , which became a favourite of Christian 
school assemblies, but actually speaks of the 
spiritual quest in language accessible to any faith 
(the original version ha s no specifically Christian 
references). 
 
Then there is royalty. Few monarchs have been 
perfect. Elizabeth I tried to hold a religiously divided 
country together, but was not afraid to persecute 
Catholics. She also set the English overseas colonial 
machine in motion. In that , she was urged on by 
John Dee: not perhaps the most favourable aspect of 
someone who is a hero ancestor in the magical 
community!  Another strong woman was Queen 
Victoria, whose statue is found across the country. 
Ironically, the age named after her was perhaps the 
epitome of patriarchy and of dissociation from 
Nature. She presided over an expanding Empire and 
domestic poverty (although she does seem genuinely 
to have tried to do something about the latter).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

John Bunyan, Bedford  
Sir Joseph Edgar Boehm, 

bronze, erected 1874 
Picture: Chris Wood. 

Queen Vic toria Memorial, Scarborough  
Charles Bell Birch, bronze, erected 1903 
Picture: Chris Wood. 
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Change, decay and i conoclasm  
 
Whatever their good or bad points, monarchs and other historical figures, whether or 
not we consider them heroes, are markers of history. Their statues are real 
superstitions: they ôstand overô from the past. Sometimes, they are all we have, or at 
least part of limited archaeological evidence for the past. There are many debates 
about the meaning of the Sphinx at Giza, for instance, let alone the pyramids. A part 
of one enormous Egyptian statue, known as óthe Younger Memnonô, but actually of 
Pharaoh Ramesses II, carved in granite in around 1270 BCE and removed from 
Thebes by óThe Greatô Giovanni Battista Belzoni in 1815-16, now stands in the British 
Museum. This acquisition inspired Percy Bysshe Shelley to write his poem, 
Ozymandias  (1818), which concludes: 
 
ñAnd on the pedestal these words appear: 

'My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!' 

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare 

The lone and level sands stretch far away.ò 

 
The ancient Egyptians themselves were no 
strangers to iconoclasm. After the death of 
Akhenaten, the óhereticô pharaoh who tried to 
replace polytheism with the monotheist 
worship of the Aten (the Disc of the Sun), his 
images were defaced in many places, to deprive 
his spirit of breath and life.  
 
 
óThe Younger Memnonô 
Ramesses II, British Museum  
Granite, 19th Dynasty (1292-1189 BCE), Thebes 
Picture: Chris Wood. 
 
 
Much of Europe saw its own programme of iconoclasm and the destruction of images 
following the Reformation. In England, church statues were removed and images 
destroyed, covered or defaced in the 16th and 17th centuries. Not even crosses and 
deterrent allegories of sin were immune! Pre-Reformation chur ches were full of 
pictures: their walls  were covered in brightly coloured murals telling religious stories 
and images of saints were available for intercession. The Protestants took exception 
to this óidolatryô. Of course, none of it was strictly speaking, by Christian definitions, 
idolatry. Ma ny images allowed communication with the divine and were considered 
portals to it, which is part of the concept of óidolsô for those of us who do not hold with 
the monotheist definition, but the systematic vandalism s ought to replace the 
language of image, accessible to everyone, with the primacy of the Word, accessible 
only to the literate elite.  
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In the Church of St. Margaret of Antioch, in Cley-next-the-Sea, North Norfolk, there 
are many beautifully carved, 15th-century bench end ópoppyô heads. One depicts a 
mermaid with very striking features. I had gone there to see her one time with Val 
Thomas and Alice Crick, and it was Alice who spotted what proved to be a revelation. 
There is a cut line around her head. Not only that, but the wood of her face looks 
different, and doesnôt have the old woodworm holes that speckle the rest of the figure. 
A perusal of other ópoppyô heads solved the mystery: many had been defaced. This 
proved to be a common phenomenon. Some carvings had their missing parts replaced 
in Vi ctorian restoration programmes, although the restorers cannot have known what 
the originals looked like after at least two centuries. 

 
Bench ends,  Church of St. Margaret of Antioch,  Cley -next -the -Sea 

Pictures: Chris Wood. 
 
 
 

Gods and heroes  
 
Despite the Protestant objection to idols, the production of statues  and images did 
not die out. The industrial revolution allowed easier manufacture of statues and 
indeed new materials to be used. The Classical world, in particular, had not lost its 
appeal either, and pre-Christian deities are found amongst the Christian saints, 
military heroes and royalty commemorated in wood, bronze, lead, stone and new 
materials, like Coade stone. Ceres spreads Her bounty over Swaffham Market Place; 
Sabrina, goddess of the River Severn, rests in The Dingle in Shrewsbury; Father 
Thames and Isis adorn Henley bridge.  
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Ceres, Butter Cross, Swaffham  
Unknown French artist, lead, 1784 

Picture: Chris Wood. 
 
 
Heroes are also commemorated, not all military. At John Clare Cottage in Helpston, 
Northamptonshire, the 19 th-century ópeasantô poet is portrayed as a young man in a 
bronze statue, replete with images from his story: nature and music, lock and chain. 

Clare was a gifted poet, 
feted and used by the 
London literati , who 
was both inspired by 
and undone by the 
plight of the countryside 
in which he lived and 
worked, driven to 
madness by the 
enclosure and exclusion 
by which his ancestral 
land was taken from 
him by the rich.  

 
John Clare as a Young  Man,  

John Clare Cottage, Helpston  
Peter Edwards & Gay Galsworthy, bronze 

Pictures: Chris Wood. 


