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Introduction
The Groote Eylandt archipelago is unique within Australia, by having one of the longest 
trajectories of rock art recording. Commencing in 1803 when paintings at Chasm Island were 
noted by Matthew Flinders and sketched by William Westall, a sustained program of research 
began in earnest in the early twentieth century. Largely comprising the work of anthropologists 
and archaeologists, along with the observations of keen-eyed amateurs, this history reveals a rich 
vein of approaches, analytical methods, theories and techniques. From Norman Tindale in the 
1920s to George Chaloupka in the 1980s, each researcher brought something of themselves and 
their own agenda just as they grappled with the opportunities and constraints characteristic of 
their time and purpose. Hence, this twentieth-century history of rock art research on Groote 
Eylandt conveys a range of questions and interpretive frameworks, which we propose collectively 
reflect the glow of a Golden Age of rock art research in the archipelago.

The term ‘Golden Age’ was first used in the context of Groote Eylandt by the anthropologist 
Peter Worsley, whose doctoral dissertation and subsequent publication ‘Early Asian contacts 
with Australia’ (Worsley 1955a) presents his study of the history and kinship system of Groote 
Eylandt. Worsley referred to the Golden Age as a remembered period of contact between Groote 
Eylandters and Makassan outsiders, a past that we argue has historically influenced both the 
production and the perception of Groote Eylandt rock art. A little-known fact about Worsley’s 
time on Groote Eylandt is the effort he made to document, characterise and synthesise the rock art 
made by Anindilyakwa-speaking people. In this paper we draw attention to Worsley’s work and, 
in doing so, bring to light one of the largely unknown histories of Australian rock art research.

Peter Worsley (1924–2013) started his academic career as a social anthropologist, undertaking 
his doctoral research at the newly founded Research School of Social Sciences, The Australian 
National University (ANU). His field studies were based at Umbakumba on Groote Eylandt 
between 1952 and 1953. Like fellow anthropologist Frederick Rose, Worsley joined the 
Communist Party during his undergraduate studies at Cambridge University in the early 1940s. 
This decision affected his subsequent academic career, as he was prevented from undertaking 
postgraduate field research in Africa by the British Secret Services (Worsley 2008:52–78) and 
later when he returned to the UK after completing his PhD (Worsley 2008:125–126). This 
prompted his move from social anthropology into sociology, first at Hull University in 1956 
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and then in 1964 at the University of Manchester (Worsley 2008:113–148). He noted in his 
autobiography that in moving into sociology he found himself increasingly distanced 
from social anthropology and was unable to complete a planned book on Groote Eylandt 
kinship (2008:135). He is best known internationally for his book The trumpet shall sound: 
A study of ‘cargo’ cults in Melanesia, published in 1957.

An anti-colonial in the antipodes
Peter Worsley initially studied English at Cambridge University, where at the age of 18 he ‘went 
into the arms of the Communist Party’ (Worsley and Thomas 2010–11:Session 3, 00:01:09). 
After having his undergraduate studies interrupted by active military service in World War II, he 
returned to the university and changed to anthropology. Through his wartime army experience, 
Worsley developed an abiding interest in Africa, learned Swahili and, after completing his degree, 
‘wanted to go back to Africa badly’ (Worsley and Thomas 2010–11:Session 4, 27:33). In the 
following years, Worsley spent time working in Tanzania where he strengthened his interest in 
language and indigenous knowledges, all the while under the surveillance of the UK Security 
Service MI5. At that time, with the rise of the Cold War and McCarthyism taking hold, Western 
governments were suspicious of Marxism, anti-colonial ideas and anyone with affiliations to the 
Communist Party. As a result, Worsley’s early hopes of a research post in Africa were dashed, 
as he explains:

I was very actively involved in the anti-colonial movement. Well that was all to my undoing. 
They blocked me going to Africa. I could see, so Max [Gluckman] said, ‘that’s the end of the 
road, why don’t, well you better go to Australia’. (Worsley et al. 1989:0:46:05)

Despite these initial setbacks, ANU had just been established and Worsley was awarded 
a  research scholarship to pursue anthropology. He and his wife Sheila headed to Australia 
originally intending to undertake fieldwork in the Central Highlands of New Guinea, at that 
time an Australian-administered territory. Once in Canberra, Worsley made new connections on 
campus and through local Communist Party meetings, most notably the meteorologist-turned-
anthropologist Frederick Rose, who had worked on the Qantas flying boat base at Port Langdon 
on Groote Eylandt.

In preparation for his research trip to New Guinea Worsley read the Russian works of Soviet 
anthropologists working in the area, while also maintaining his activity within the Communist 
Party. This confluence of interests stood out in an era of Red Scare politics and, on the eve of 
his departure for fieldwork, the Australian authorities denied Worsley a visa for New Guinea. 
Worsley had come to the attention of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) 
and was considered ‘a dangerous red’; his academic pathways had narrowed again.

These were bad times, doing anthropology under McCarthy  …  What happened with 
McCarthy in the U.S. happened everywhere in the 1950’s. It was awful and we thought they 
were going to arrest all the Communists. I buried my C.P. [Communist Party] literature in 
the garden. (Worsley et al. 1989:00:50:51)

Worsley feared that his academic career was in ruins ‘because you couldn’t become an 
anthropologist without doing fieldwork of course, it’s the end …’ (Worsley et al. 1989:59.07). 
But soon after his New Guinea plans were scuppered, Frederick Rose ‘solved my life problem for 
me’, Worsley recalled (Worsley and Thomas 2010–11:Session 5, 01:05:00).
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Figure 3.1: Peter and Sheila get their photograph taken on Groote Eylandt.
Source: Pitt Rivers Museum 2009.10.33.

Fortunately, the same communist sympathies and associations that had been negatively 
perceived by the British and Australian authorities also worked positively to realign Worsley’s 
research trajectory: ‘Freddy Rose, he said “look why don’t you go and study the Australian 
Aborigines”  …  He  said “go to Groote Eylandt where I was”’(Worsley et al. 1989:0:03:00). 
Following this suggestion, Worsley sought the assistance of Professor A.P. Elkin of the University 
of Sydney to arrange access to the mission settlement at Angurugu, run by the Church Missionary 
Society (CMS). Elkin was a highly influential scholar of Aboriginal studies and a man of the cloth 
(Wise 1985). The ANU chair of anthropology at the time, Professor S.F. Nadel, also wrote to Elkin 
supporting Worsley’s plan to work on Groote Eylandt, suggesting he would abandon ‘Marxist 
phantasies’ (Nadel to Elkin 1952, cited in Gray 2015). On Nadel’s part, this was to both resolve 
the impasse over Worsley’s future, and in respect of an ‘unofficial agreement that the ANU would 
leave Aboriginal Australia to Sydney’ (Gray 2015:37). Regardless of Elkin’s influence, however, 
CMS permission was refused due to Worsley’s communist affinities (Worsley 1982) and, once 
again, Fred Rose stepped in. In a letter of support to Fred Gray, then a designated ‘Honorary 
Protector of Aboriginals’ (Northern Territory), Rose wrote to ask if Worsley might be able to do 
fieldwork at the settlement Gray had established at Umbakumba, describing Worsley as a ‘serious 
anthropologist’ who would ‘not cause any trouble and will be reliable  …  do anthropology, 
not politics’ (Worsley and Thomas 2010–11:Session 7, 37:40). Gray agreed to Rose’s request, 
and by 1952 Peter and Sheila Worsley had arrived on Groote Eylandt to commence fieldwork 
(Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.2: Peter Worsley spearing fish in a billabong on Groote Eylandt 1953.
The Pitt Rivers Museum attributes the photograph to Sheila Worsley, however Peter Worsley notes in his 2008 
autobiography that the photograph was taken by 12-year-old Groote Eylandt boy Nakinyapa.
Source: Pitt Rivers Museum 2009.10.208.

Despite initially not knowing what he would do there, Worsley chose to focus on kinship 
because ‘it was an intellectual magnet’; Rose had generously shared his own field notebooks 
and kinship data as well as his ‘matrix’ approach to kinship research (Worsley and Thomas 
2010–11:Session 8, 16:50). Worsley was talented with languages. He used his linguistic skills 
to not only study the Anindilyakwa language and kinship of Groote Eylandt, but also ‘was 
interested in all dimensions of the life of these people, incredibly rich … a very very very complex 
culture’ (Worsley et al. 1989). Although expected to reside with the Grays, Worsley spent his 
days with the ‘Wanindiljaguawa’ (Anindilyakwa), learning as much as he could of their language 
and kinship structure. As indicated in Figures 3.1 and 3.2, much of the time Peter Worsley:

normally wore nagas, little loincloths just like the Aborigines did. Sheila wore a bra as 
well … Partly for comfort and partly to be identified with the Aborigines … It did help 
us equalise … I spent all my time of course with the Aborigines. They came every day. 
(Worsley and Thomas 2010–11:Session 7, 00:26–27:49)

It was through an immersion in the everyday lives of local people that Worsley came to accompany 
Anindilyakwa families on bush camping trips. He had not sought out rock art sites, specifically, 
but was taken to old peoples’ camping places as part of the lived geography of Anindilyakwa 
Country. In order to better situate Worsley’s approach and the embedded merits, motivations 
and meanings of his rock art studies, it is worth outlining the history of rock art research on 
Groote Eylandt prior to 1950.
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A short history of rock art research on Groote Eylandt 
prior to 1950
The first known recordings of rock art in the Groote Eylandt archipelago were made by Matthew 
Flinders and William Westall in 1803, during Flinders’s efforts to circumnavigate and map the 
coastline of Australia. Along with pencil sketches of the landscape, Westall (1803a, 1803b) 
produced two watercolours emulating rock art panels he saw on Chasm Island. Neither Westall 
nor Flinders made contact with Groote Eylandters; they had visited the rock art sites without 
the accompaniment (or possibly knowledge) of local people. Rather, their encounters with 
local culture were mediated through their impressions of the Groote Eylandt landscape and the 
pictures that had been made in rock-shelters by its Indigenous inhabitants.

It was not until some 120 years later that the art of Groote Eylandt began to be considered 
by researchers in earnest. The South Australian Museum anthropologist Norman Tindale 
accompanied the Reverend Perry on his voyage around the island in 1921 to identify a suitable 
site for the establishment of a CMS mission. Once a site was chosen on the Emerald River, 
Tindale spent many months undertaking excursions around Groote Eylandt, venturing both 
inland and around the coast. Tindale’s efforts to record the rock art were undertaken in the 
context of a broader ethnographic survey documenting language, cultural practices, material 
culture, art and ‘Malay’ (Makassan) contact. His subsequent publication on Groote Eylandt’s 
‘pictorial art’ focused on the technical aspects of production, such as the types of pigments used, 
their possible sources and the methods used to make paint. He also commented on subject 
matter, proposing that ‘the cave and hut paintings’ were primarily related to hunting and fishing 
activities and that mythical beings and ceremonial figures were not depicted in art (Clarke and 
Frederick 2008; Tindale 1925–26).

The anthropologist Fred Rose came to a different conclusion after living at the Port Langdon 
flying boat base and the Shell Company fuel depot near Umbakumba, in 1938–1939 and 1941 
(Munt 2011). In contrast to Tindale, Rose regarded Groote Eylandt paintings as aesthetic and 
magical, publishing his interpretations in a speculative paper on the rock art and a short note 
on the presence of totemic symbols in bark paintings (Rose 1942). Munt (2011:114) noted that 
Rose went to Groote Eylandt because he was interested in documenting an Aboriginal society in 
‘pristine’ condition, which sets an interesting backdrop for his observations on the influence of 
Makassans on Groote Eylandt society.

A few years after Rose left Groote Eylandt, Frederick McCarthy undertook an extensive rock 
art recording program, during the 1948 American–Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem 
Land (McCarthy 1955, 1960; Clarke and Frederick 2011; Chapter  2, this volume). As one 
of the two archaeologists on the Expedition, McCarthy focused on recording 45 sites in three 
locations on Groote Eylandt – Junduruna, Angoroko (Angurugu) and Chasm Island. McCarthy’s 
detailed, taxonomical approach to recording rock art was instrumental in establishing an 
archaeological approach to its analysis and interpretation (Clarke and Frederick 2008; Chapter 2, 
this volume). Establishing a relative chronology for Groote Eylandt rock art production was 
central to McCarthy’s motivation, which effectively required a detailed and systematic approach 
to recording. McCarthy was not alone in his pursuit, relying on the assistance of local Groote 
Eylandt men, such as Kulpidja (Gulpidja), to locate and carry out a detailed mapping of motifs 
at specific sites, incorporating intra-site spatial and superimpositioning relationships. The 
notational system he used to place each motif within a gridded plane is carried over to his text, 
which resulted in a bare-bones yet comprehensive coverage of the rock art.
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McCarthy’s interest in Groote Eylandt rock art was shared by expedition leader Charles 
Mountford, although their approaches were very different (see Chapter 2, this volume). They 
had both gone to Chasm Island and visited several rock-shelters with paintings. Mountford’s 
‘consuming passion’, however, was collecting bark paintings and ‘recording mythological details 
for bark paintings systematically’ (Jones 2011:42, 49). On Groote Eylandt he applied his 
experience of the ‘crayon drawing technique’, often used by anthropologists at the time, to the 
making of bark paintings. The technique would:

ask the men to make bark paintings for me, seldom suggesting subject. At the end of the 
day, the artists brought the work to my tent, related the associated myth, and explained the 
meanings of the designs. (Mountford cited in Jones 2011:45)

The result, according to Jones (2011:45), was an impressively ‘detailed set of documentation 
of individual artworks’, but Mountford seems not to have integrated or compared this corpus of 
collected information against the rock art he saw there. As Elkin noted in 1952, ‘The reports 
[of the 1948 expedition] are in preparation’ and, with a hint of derision against Mountford and 
his work, ‘No experts in language, social organisation and religion accompanied this party’ (Elkin 
1952:291). Elkin’s critical view of Mountford was shared by many Australian researchers at the 
time (May 2008), and may well have influenced Peter Worsley when he turned his attention to 
doing fieldwork in Australia.

The Worsleys went to Groote Eylandt in 1952, only four years after the 1948 Expedition. As very 
little had yet been written about Groote Eylandt in general, Worsley had limited extant literature 
to draw upon. While Worsley was well aware of the Expedition, the mainstay of material he 
had at his disposal was Norman Tindale’s 1920s study and the invaluable work on kinship Fred 
Rose had already undertaken and shared with him. To complement and contextualise his Groote 
Eylandt research, Worsley looked into the broader literature of Arnhem Land for background and 
comparison, through the work of the Berndts, Elkin and his tutor W.E.H. Stanner, among others.

Going bush: Worsley’s rock art ‘discoveries’
As already noted, Peter Worsley’s time on Groote Eylandt was dedicated to studying the kinship 
and social structure of the local society. He did not set out to undertake rock art research, but, 
like other anthropologists before and since (Rose 1942; Tindale 1925–26; Turner 1974), he 
became attuned to the presence of rock art in the context of working and living alongside Groote 
Eylandt people. Worsley was accompanied during his fieldwork by his wife Sheila, and together 
they stayed at the residence of Fred Gray, an English pearl and trepang trader who established the 
settlement of Umbakumba in 1938 (Dewar 1992; see also Figure 3.1). The two Anindilyakwa 
men with whom Worsley worked most closely were Kulpidja and Mini-Mini, both bark painters 
who had worked previously with non-Indigenous researchers such as McCarthy and Mountford. 
At times the Worsleys would also accompany Groote Eylandt families on camping excursions 
into the bush. They camped on the beach and in rock-shelters, for weeks at a time (Pitt Rivers 
images 2009.10.101; 2009.10.133). They often wore minimal clothing and relied on the rich 
natural resources of the Groote Eylandt landscape and local Indigenous knowledge to survive 
(Figure  3.2). It was during such ‘walkabout trips’, as Worsley described them, that he first 
encountered Groote Eylandt rock art.

Most of the rock art recordings took place during bush camping trips of 2–3 weeks’ duration. 
In a field notebook entry for January 1953,1 Worsley recorded his visit to ‘rock-paintings’ at 
Central Hill. One long word jumps out from the page: YINIMALAWALYAMADYA, the name 

1  The date of Worsley’s notebook entry is actually 9/10/53, but entries from January 1953 either side of this indicate the 0 was 
probably an accidental inclusion.



3. Shades of red  33 

terra australis 55

of the place where they were visiting. He keenly observed the excellent living conditions of the 
cave as ‘roomy, water in rockholes round about’ with a ‘view right to Ayukuripa sea-inlet from 
nearby’. He noted the colours, the subject and frequency of the ‘drawings’ and their ‘styles’, 
as well as fairly general approximations of the size and positioning of some motifs ‘near the 
entrance’ of the shelter. He also draws attention to how natural circles in the roof were chosen for 
the placement of stingray (YIMADUWAYA) paintings and that ‘Kids have written “Mr. Gray” 
in charcoal over two stencilled hands, no damage’ (Worsley 1952–53:MS 1857/1 Item 4:28–32).

A few months later, in April 1953, the Worsleys joined a group of six Groote Eylandters as 
they set  out from Umbakumba south to Talimbo (Dalumba) Bay in canoes. Their journey 
was described by Worsley in terms of landscape features and their Anindilyakwa place names, 
where they camped, what they ate and other activities that passed the time. It was during this 
trip that Worsley visited Marngkala Cave and made an extensive description of the setting and 
a ‘quick census’ of its rock art, the condition of the paintings and other observations about 
superimpositions. For the most part, he seems to have focused on counting the motifs, noting 
their subject and colour. He also spent time drawing a select number of motifs on the paper he had 
to hand (see Figure 3.3). A small number of black-and-white photographs were taken, including 
some of the rock art at Ayuwawa and Marngkala (e.g. Pitt Rivers Museum 2009.10.126).

Figure 3.3: Detail of original pencil drawing of polychromatic rock art painting of ‘Pearling 
Lugger’ made by Peter Worsley during his fieldwork.
Source: Courtesy of Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), Peter 
Worsley collection, Item MS1857/3/31.
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Worsley’s notes move between English and Anindilyakwa – suggesting that as he was recording 
he was actively learning and thinking in language. In the context of canoes, he wrote: 
‘ANJANDILYUPA predominate, only v. few MALAMUKA’. But rock art in the context of 
paintings of canoes is not all that Worsley wrote about – his notebooks reflect the rhythms 
of  life, from daily activities, incidents and ‘living habits’ to important ritual occasions such 
as coffin-making. The singing of songs and the making of string figures are interspersed with 
observations on food gathering and preparation practices such as the cooking of turtle or 
shell-collecting. This may be seen to reflect Worsley’s anthropological background and training, 
but it also has the effect of locating the rock art in the framework of everyday cultural life and 
Anindilyakwa Country. As well as describing in his notebook what he saw, Worsley also made 
drawings of particular motifs he identified in the rock art. He made these recordings on baking 
paper and barograph chart paper normally used for measuring atmospheric pressure. He used 
lead pencil, fountain pen and, occasionally, red and yellow coloured pencils (Worsley 1952–
53:MS 1857/3).

Worsley’s field notebooks from 1953 offer a direct insight into his initial encounter with 
Groote Eylandt rock art images and places. While his tone is more analytical than emotional, 
and descriptive than interpretive, there is nonetheless an inherent vitality to the way he directly 
recounts his experiences of ‘discovering’ rock art. Following fieldwork, the Worsleys returned 
to Canberra where Peter wrote up his doctoral dissertation and, after its examination, returned to 
England. Peter Worsley went on to write only a few papers based on his Groote Eylandt fieldwork 
(Worsley 1955a, 1955b) including one about rock art that was never published.

The unpublished manuscript
Sometime after his doctoral fieldwork Worsley wrote up his rock art observations in a paper 
titled ‘Newly-discovered rock-paintings sites on Groote Eylandt, Northern Territory’ (Worsley 
1952–53:MS 1857/2 Item 24). He notes that he specially produced the article at the invitation 
of Charles Mountford for a proposed volume on Aboriginal art that was to be published by 
UNESCO (Worsley 2008). The paper was most likely written sometime around 1955/1956, 
following the Mountford-edited UNESCO publication (UNESCO 1954). At 49 typed pages, 
Worsley’s unpublished rock art paper was a detailed account and reflects not only the results 
of his recordings, but also his thoughts about the place of rock art in contemporary Groote 
Eylandt Indigenous society. Some 30 years later, after his retirement from academia, Worsley 
deposited the manuscript, along with his notebooks and original rock art recordings, at the 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies (later the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies, or AIATSIS), where it remains today (AIATSIS n.d.:3–4).

A series of factors may account for why Worsley’s rock art study was never published. Worsley lay 
the blame on Charles Mountford. Reflecting on the situation, Worsley stated:

material that I collected on the, the tracings of rock paintings at Central Hill  …  he 
[Mountford] asked me to write it up for the second volume of the records of the [1948] 
expedition, which I did. And he re-, refused to publish it because I’d been nasty to him in 
a review. And it remains unpublished to this day. So this very important site has never been 
described in public. And the only copy of that article is with AIATSIS Institute in Canberra. 
I don’t have one. Plus the tracings themselves on kitchen paper. (Worsley and Thomas 
2010–11:Session 7, 14:16)

Worsley’s suspicions appear to be justified. By the time he probably completed the manuscript, 
Worsley had reviewed two publications on the Mountford-led 1948 American–Australian Scientific 
Expedition to Arnhem Land (Mountford 1956; UNESCO 1954; Worsley 1955c; Worsley 1957). 
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Neither review praised Mountford. His critique of The art, myth and symbolism of Arnhem Land 
was particularly scathing and represents a barely veiled strike at Mountford’s self-made status as 
an ethnographer:

the book must stand as a monumental demonstration of the truth that Professor Fortes 
has emphasized: it is no longer possible for the amateur to make a serious contribution 
to anthropology. The errors, major and minor, are so numerous it would take a book of 
comparable size to correct them. (Worsley 1957:186)

Mountford’s (1958) published right of reply suggests a bruised ego, which would not have been 
soothed by Worsley doubling-down on his comments in response (Worsley 1958). Recalling the 
fracas in 2011, Worsley explained to historian Martin Thomas: ‘Well, he’s no anthropologist, 
and I said so in my review. He then replied defending himself, and then I wrote an even more 
sarcastic one’ (Worsley and Thomas 2010–11:Session 7, 14:16).

Presumably, Worsley had not foreseen the ramifications of his critique; it is unclear exactly when 
he realised that his paper would not be welcomed under Mountford’s editorship. The  1948 
Expedition’s anthropology volume appeared in 1960, and by 1966 all four volumes of the 
1948 Expedition had been published. What none of this quite explains, however, is why Worsley 
did not publish his paper elsewhere, prior to donating the manuscript and accompanying 
materials to AIATSIS ‘where it is there for the record’ (Worsley 2008:90).

Looking back, it may have been convenient for Worsley to attribute this reticence or failure 
to publish to personal grievances. After all, Mountford had many detractors in the Australian 
anthropology community (Chapman and Russell 2011; Jones 2011; see Chapter 2, this volume). 
But the circumstances are probably more complex. By the time Worsley lodged his manuscript 
with AIATSIS, he had permanently relocated to Britain, and shifted his disciplinary focus 
to sociology. In short, animosity may have been initially responsible for the paper not being 
published but Worsley’s subsequent physical and social distance from Australia, changing research 
interests and personal academic pathway probably also eventually played a part. With the many 
obstacles and U-turns he had faced early in his academic career, Worsley may have sensed that 
his professional path might radically alter course once again. Commenting on his own efforts to 
understand Anindilyakwa and his time on Groote Eylandt, Worsley (2008:86–7) stated:

I continued working … up to the very last day I was there. Next day, as the dinghy pulled 
away from the shore, I thought to myself ‘I shall never use this language again’.

Perhaps this was prescience on Worsley’s part, or perhaps it was pragmatism, because once he 
‘decided I would not continue to write about one area, as E-Pritchard had done on the Nuer, so 
I would not go on about Groote Eylandt’ (Worsley et al. 1989:0.51). Shortly thereafter he went 
on to write The trumpet shall sound, the book for which he is renowned (Worsley 1957). As he 
presaged in 1954, he never returned to Groote Eylandt. The fact that his rock art study was never 
published remained a persistent lament, evidenced by its mention well into Worsley’s later life 
(Worsley 2008:89–90; Worsley et al. 1989; Worsley and Thomas 2010–11).

Worsley’s rock art recordings and writing
So, what did Worsley find, record and write about Groote Eylandt rock art? Does it matter 
that his paper remained out of sight? Have we missed anything in the intervening half-century? 
What might his insights on ‘newly-discovered’ paintings tell us now?

Worsley summarised his rock art ‘discoveries’ in the context of previous observations by Tindale, 
Rose and McCarthy listing 12 key rock art areas identified by them. He then goes on to describe 
in more detail the specific rock art sites he visited and recorded. His recordings comprise 
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a ‘census’ of the rock art in each site (e.g. Figure 3.4). He lists the number of motifs by subject 
including their colour and ‘style’. His spartan notational description may reflect an expedited 
field-recording process, but it is not dissimilar to the methods McCarthy applied on Groote 
Eylandt during the 1948 Expedition. Worsley, however, does not emphasise superimpositioning, 
spatial relationships, relative art sequence nor the exhaustive site plans that McCarthy undertook. 
However, Worsley does give attention to the primary colours of the paintings and, unlike most 
of his contemporaries, provides the Anindilyakwa name for the pigments used. He noted visible 
distinctions in the names and shades of red ochre, explaining that ‘the names of colours are in fact 
the names of the rocks’. The ‘common red’ is called ‘either mawurura or agalenjgura’, referring 
to ‘one of two naturally-occurring forms of the ochre … but the resulting colour is the same’ 
(Worsley 1952–53:MS 1857/2, Item 24, p. 6). He also described a pinky-red colour called jiniba, 
and a recognisably distinct and rarely used ‘striking pucy-red’ called jinibmura or jiniburamura. 
As well as these named shades of red, along with black (amanina), yellow (merunjwa) and white 
(dunjura), Worsley (1952–53:MS 1857/2, Item 24, p. 7) noted: ‘It must be admitted that other 
shades can be found. Various coloured rocks can be picked up which depart from the basic 
colours we have mentioned, but these are usually small local occurrences’, by which he may be 
referring to the pebbles of laterite scattered across the grounds of the archipelago. Throughout 
this attention to colour, Worsley draws a number of conclusions about sequence, such as the 
white pigment being the most recent.

Figure 3.4: Left: Photograph of red ochre paintings on ceiling at Yinumaluwalumanja, 2019. 
Right: Detail of drawings made by Peter Worsley while visiting Yinumaluwalumanja in 1953.
Source: Left: Photograph by Ursula K. Frederick 2019; Right: Drawing by Peter Worsley, courtesy of AIATSIS, 
Peter Worsley collection, item MS1857/3/27.

Although the recorded motifs are presented as a ‘census’ of subjects, Worsley does not offer any 
analysis of the data, neither in terms of frequency at specific sites nor comparatively across the 
different areas of the Groote Eylandt landscape he visited. Nor does he discuss relationships 
between these subjects, compositionally or spatially. Compositionally, his recordings of the 
motifs float in open space rather than appearing in correct spatial relationship to one another. 
The size of individual motifs is hard to discern and their scale in relation to one another is not 
proportionate to their actual renderings on-site. Worsley isolated specific motifs for illustration 
and discussion, an approach that tends to preference specific paintings as exemplary, unique or 
special rather than emphasising patterns in the rock art assemblage or the more mundane motifs 
present. In general, Worsley does not explain the reasoning behind his selective recordings, which 
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range from including fauna and anthropomorphs to objects and scenes such as of dancing and 
fishing activities. He did not draw motifs in superimposition relationships to each other, however 
on some recordings he makes notes about the sequence of colours. Nevertheless, as individual 
drawings, Worsley’s renderings warrant praise for their verisimilitude and his effort to incorporate 
local Indigenous language identifications and associated cultural details.

We know from the documents lodged with the manuscript that the paper was to be illustrated 
with some of the photos he took on-site, as well as images prepared from drawings he had made 
in the field (AIATSIS n.d.:11). ‘Cleaned up’ for publication, the line drawings of rock art are 
devoid of the handwritten notations that enliven and enhance the originals. These sanitised 
figures remove Worsley’s perspectives and render them as objective drawings that conform to 
the trope of scientific illustration. Nor do these prepared figures do justice to the clarity and 
detail that Worsley’s meticulous efforts sought to capture as accurately by hand as possible. The 
motifs he selected for reproduction tell us something about the focus of Worsley’s study, just as 
the original recordings tell us about what motifs particularly caught his attention. Surprisingly, 
few of them relate to the Central Hill rock-shelter he considered so very important. Instead, they 
represent an intriguing ensemble of predominately marine fauna and technology. The emphasis 
on boats (praus, a lugger) and fishing scenes gives some indication of his interest in the themes 
of culture contact, economy and social change.

Unlike the line drawings intended to accompany the paper, Worsley’s original recordings are 
full of notations. The majority reveal his commitment to identifying subjects and applying the 
correct Anindilyakwa language term. There are additions of interpretation and, less commonly, 
his subjective opinion on the aesthetics of a particular motif and its execution: ‘V. graceful 
– well curved’ (Worsley 1952–53:MS 1857/3, Item 35). Occasionally he included a note or 
observation on the recordings that could only have been obtained through conversation with 
his Anindilyakwa colleagues. For example, ‘Suggestion by … [N.] … – a turtle being cut up; 
white dots are eggs’ (Worsley 1952–53:MS 1857/3, Item 37). Importantly, on some recordings 
there are indications that a known individual was the artist responsible for creating a particular 
painting (Worsley 1952–53:MS 1857/3, Item 33). For example, on his recording of another 
painting at Marnkgala, Worsley identifies the subject as an ‘alligator’ and lists the Anindilyakwa 
name of the man (then deceased) who had painted it (Worsley 1952–53:MS 1857/3, Item 36). 
Such revelations indicate the production of rock art in living memory. Other notations suggest 
a process of thinking or active conversation on the part of Worsley and his colleagues, like ‘notes 
to self ’ for later recall and contemplation. On the recording of the Marngkala painting identified 
as a turtle, Worsley has written: ‘Do white lines indicate points of plates?’ Such questioning 
is indicative of the kinds of thinking processes and ideas that emerge from and through the 
immediacy of direct engagement with rock art and its studied and thoughtful recording. Worsley 
excised the evidence of the active nexus of seeing, thinking and discussing that occurred with his 
collaborators in the field.

Reflecting on Worsley’s contribution to rock 
art research
As it stands in the early twenty-first century, unpublished and effectively unread, Worsley’s rock 
art paper has had minimal to no impact or influence. It is difficult to gauge what impact it may 
have had were it to have been published as he had first intended, in the mid-twentieth century. 
Would it have altered our understanding of Groote Eylandt archaeology or social anthropology, 
or shaped the direction of subsequent rock art research in northern Australia? Since Worsley’s 
time on Groote Eylandt, there have been several rock art recording efforts, continuing the 
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long historical trajectory commenced by Westall and Flinders. These have resulted in several 
publications (e.g. Chaloupka 1996; Clarke and Frederick 2006; Turner 1973, 1974), but much 
material also remains relatively inaccessible, existing in the form of survey, conservation and 
impact assessment reports, raw field recordings and data, and reconnaissance and recording 
programs commissioned by the Anindilyakwa Land Council.

As far as we can determine from his field recordings, all of the rock art sites Worsley visited, even 
those he considered ‘new’, have been reported on by the archaeologists and rock art researchers 
who have worked on Groote Eylandt rock art since then. Chaloupka (1989), for example, makes 
mention of the same lugger that Worsley saw and drew in pencil on wind-pressure measurement 
paper (Figure 3.3). The Dalumba Bay area, being coastal, may be approached by sea, land or air, 
and sites such as Ayuwawa and Marngkala continue to be known and visited by Groote Eylandters 
and visitors today. In comparison, it is much more difficult to access the area of Central Hill that 
Worsley visited then. Seasonal flooding and regrowth of dense vegetation make road vehicle 
access difficult to maintain without regular visitation and cultural burning. Nonetheless, even 
the Central Hill rock art shelter that Worsley described as ‘quite as magnificent as anything in 
the whole of Arnhem Land’ (Worsley 2008:90) has been visited by non-Indigenous researchers, 
including the present authors. The site has been the subject of archaeological investigation 
and repatriation activities on two separate occasions, in 1996 and 2019, respectively (Clarke 
2020; Frederick and Clarke 2020). And a photograph of a rock painting from the site was also 
reproduced in John Mulvaney’s 1989 book Encounters in place, attributed to C. Macknight.

What stands out in Worsley’s rock art study, as reflected in his fieldnotes and recordings, is that 
he consistently labelled the name of the place and the colour of pigments used in the rock art and 
integrates the Anindilyakwa names of both rock art subjects and Country. This is an important 
and unusual advance for its time, clearly associating and integrating the rock art imagery with 
the names of the Anindilyakwa people who made it and for whom this was Country. This 
perspective, which was no doubt influenced by the immediacy of Worsley’s experiences and 
interactions on Groote Eylandt, and by his training as a social anthropologist, is less prominent 
in his typewritten manuscript than in his original notes and recordings. Indeed, the prepared 
paper, written sometime later, carries a tone of emotional and cultural distance and reads as 
a somewhat more clinical appraisal of rock art images.

While Worsley’s rock art study is an achievement that went unrecognised, it is not wholly 
unproblematic. There are surprising aspects of the paper that go beyond rock art analysis, and 
delve into commentary, for example, when he suggested that some of the Groote Eylandt rock 
art might be removed and sent to the Australian Museum in Sydney:

there seems to be a very good case for the removal of some of the finer paintings from 
the cave-walls, as has been done in South Africa and in parts of the Sydney-Hawkesbury 
region … there seems little reason for allowing these splendid paintings to weather away in 
their present locations … such removal would not deprive the aborigines of their cultural 
heritage, especially as the paintings exist in thousands, and the loss of a few examples would 
not greatly affect them. Compensation could be arranged and the contribution to wider 
appreciation of aboriginal life and culture would be a considerable one. (Worsley 1952–
53:MS 1857/2, Item 24, pp. 5–6).

While perhaps not unusual for the times, against the backdrop of Worsley’s deep intellect and 
enlightened anti-colonialism, such commentary is startling. This proposition suggests a lack 
of understanding or appreciation for Wanindiljaguawa rights, responsibilities and respect for 
Country and cultural heritage that seems out of character with Worsley’s keen understanding of 
Groote Eylandt life and society. Yet it is an attitude not out of keeping with a broader ‘salvage 
anthropology’ ethos circulating in the first half of the twentieth century that often involved 
promoting reserves and removing art and other belongings, under the auspices of securing and 
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sharing their future in the interests of humanity and the heritage of the world. It is outside the 
scope of this paper to consider how much this attitude persists, but needless to say, it is unlikely 
any informed and respectful researcher would make such a suggestion today.

No doubt the whole of Worsley’s experience in the archipelago informed his doctoral thesis 
and influenced his writing. Nonetheless a lot of the detailed information and insights that he 
gathered during his fieldwork were not included in his thesis. It is curious that his thesis makes 
no real mention of rock art, particularly given its attention to Groote Eylandt social and cultural 
change, the effects and implications of cultural contact, and the dynamic perceptions of history 
he proposed.

Conclusion
The reasons why Worsley came to work on Groote Eylandt tell a fascinating story of post–
World War II politics, academic hierarchies and patronage and the growth of new and expanding 
disciplines like anthropology, archaeology and rock art research. It also tells of the political 
influences that worked to shape research during the Cold War, and since. It demonstrates how 
personal, public and government politics and ideologies can wittingly and unwittingly impact 
research; how popularity, alliances, favours and fashions can dictate what appears in academic 
press, and what gets left out.

In this paper we go some way towards reinstating a position for Worsley in Groote Eylandt’s 
Golden Age of rock art research, by discussing his findings, how they reflect his broader research 
interests and some of the reasons why this research was never published. In doing so, we 
recognise Worsley’s enthusiasm in wanting to share his encounter with Groote Eylandt rock art 
with a broader audience. Our hope is that it not only brings to light one of the largely unknown 
chapters embedded in one of the longest histories of Australian rock art research but that it 
removes an enduring thorn in Worsley’s side. By way of consolation, at last, something has been 
published from his study of Groote Eylandt rock art.
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