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Introduction
This chapter sheds light on non-Indigenous Australian artists who research rock art, while 
acknowledging Indigenous peoples’ prior, intimate and familial engagements with and connections 
to their rock art (see Goldhahn et al. 2021; Harding et al. 2017; May et al. 2019; May et al. 2021; 
Taçon 2019). There are many well-known non-Indigenous Australian artists who have been inspired 
by Aboriginal rock art (see Frederick 2016, 2019; McDonald 2019; Scott 2019). Margaret Preston’s 
travels to sites in western Arnhem Land in 1940 had a profound effect on her artistic practice; her 
observation of rock art and experimentation with natural pigments could be seen as practice-led 
research, but due to her eclectic range of interests, wide-ranging subject matter and short-term 
interest, she cannot rightly be called a rock art researcher. On the other hand, the Australian tonal 
realist Percy Alexander Leason (1889–1959) maintained a lifelong research interest in rock art. 
He  made copies of paintings and caves near Glenisla (Glen Isla) for the National Museum of 
Victoria’s 1929 exhibition of Aboriginal art. Subsequent visits to the Cave of the Serpent at Mount 
Langi Ghiran and to rock paintings in the Mootwingee range, New South Wales, set Leason on 
a path of research and to produce several publications outlining his ideas.

This chapter reveals some of Leason’s contributions to rock art research in Australia, alongside his 
sketches, paintings and models, which illustrate his internationally recognised theories on western 
European cave art (Leason 1939, 1956). The example of Leason points to the existence of a much 
greater interest in rock art by Australian artists than has previously been documented. So great is 
this interest that arguably a new narrative of modern and contemporary Australian art could be 
written based entirely on artistic engagements with rock art. This narrative could include the great 
creative interest in ancient and contemporary (or near-contemporary) rock art by non-Indigenous 
present-day artists (e.g. Castillo Deball et al. 2019; McGill 2019; Mircan et al. 2015) and builds 
upon decades of collaborative projects between Traditional Owners, who are often also artists, and 
archaeologists, who sometimes are. It could also sit alongside and in dialogue with expressions of 
the much longer, deeper and continuing connection that Indigenous peoples have to their rock 
art throughout Australia (e.g. Mowaljarlai 1992; Neidjie 1985; Ngarjno et al. 2000; Taçon 2019).

A brief look through the archives of state, national and international galleries reveals that there 
are a great many famous, twentieth-century, non-Indigenous artists who have explicitly engaged 
with rock art in Australia as well as overseas. Australian examples include Russell Drysdale, 
Sidney Nolan, John Olsen, Clifton Pugh, Brett Whiteley and Fred Williams, to name a few. 
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Their engagements with rock art ranges from the fanciful to the matter of fact. Nolan imagined 
the shipwrecked Eliza Fraser to be transformed into rock art on K’gari, the traditional land of the 
Butchulla people, using acetate paint on hardboard, in a work at the Tate Gallery entitled In the 
cave (1957) (see Frederick 2016; McNiven et al. 1998). Drysdale used a camera to capture No 
title (Bird tracks, Aboriginal Rock Art, Gallery Hill, Western Australia, Friday 17th October 1958), 
one of many colour transparencies of rock art in the National Gallery of Victoria’s collection 
(see Boddington 1987). Master printmaker Grahame King’s series of works on paper from 
the early 1980s reflects a less prosaic and more poetic sensibility towards rock art. He used 
highly sophisticated lithographic techniques, up to five stones in different colours, to produce 
his ‘fleeting impressions of ancient Aboriginal markings’ (Zimmer 2005:115), the layered effect 
being like a calligraphic landscape in At Nowangi, Arnhem Land (1984), National Gallery of 
Australia. Rock art has clearly made an impact on these artists.

Further back in the history of European Australian art, rock art was acknowledged and admired 
by the French Communard Lucien Henry who was exiled to Australia in 1879 (see Henry and 
Stephen 2001). A leaf from his major work, an unpublished book on Australian decorative art, 
shows a finely detailed plan for a dado (lower part of a wall) with the central panel covered in 
figures drawn most likely from the Basin site in Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park.1 Belonging 
to the Garrigal people of the Guringai Nation, this site features some of the finest examples of 
rock engravings in the region (see Stanbury and Clegg 1990). Henry was inspired to copy these 
engravings and surround them with images of birds, both hunting snakes and being attacked 
by sharks, and of three Aboriginal men holding waddies (clubs) looking on from above. While 
research into this artist is ongoing, the remainder of this chapter focuses on Preston and Leason.

Margaret Preston
One of Australia’s most loved artists, Margaret Preston was a driving force for modern art from 
the 1920s to her death in 1963. Best known for her paintings and prints of landscapes and 
flowers, she championed a distinctly Australian style that she developed from many sources 
locally and abroad. Preston’s interests in Aboriginal art and her use of it in the development of 
her own practice has long been acknowledged and more recently critiqued (Edwards et al. 2005; 
Nicholls 2000). Famously, Preston wrote:

In wishing to rid myself of the mannerisms of a country other than my own I have 
gone to the art of a people who had never seen or known anything different from 
themselves … These are the Australian aboriginals, and it is only from the art of such people 
in any land that a national art can spring. (Preston 1925:unpaginated)

This oft-quoted conviction reveals her general intentions but obscures the specific impact that 
rock art later had on her work.

It is widely reported that Preston’s first experience of rock art was at Berowra, located in the 
Hornsby Shire, north of Sydney, where she lived in the 1930s (Butler 2005; Edwards et al. 
2005; Grant 2017). There are hundreds of rock art sites recorded in Hornsby, around the suburb 
of Berowra, in addition to the neighbouring Berowra Valley National Park and Ku-ring-gai 
Chase (see Dibden 2019; Jo McDonald 2008). These include engravings and charcoal motifs in 
sandstone formations such as rock-shelters and pavements. Senior Curator of Australian Prints 
and Drawings at the National Gallery of Australia Roger Butler has noted that Preston visited 
Japan in the early 1930s, and the ‘influence of Japanese art, with its asymmetrical compositions 
is revealed in many of her works from these years’ (Butler 2005:paragraph 13). It is more difficult 
to see the influence of the Berowra region’s Aboriginal rock art on her work from this time.

1  The design can be viewed at the Powerhouse Museum: collection.maas.museum/object/324601.

http://collection.maas.museum/object/324601
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Figure 6.1 (left): Margaret Preston (Australia; England; France, b. 1875, d. 1963), Banksia 1938, 
oil on canvas, 53.2 × 42.6 cm.
Source: Art Gallery of New South Wales, Gift of Society of Artists Sydney Ure Smith Memorial 1950. © 
Margaret Preston/Copyright Agency, 2021.

Figure 6.2 (right): Margaret Preston, The brown pot 1940, oil on canvas, 51 × 45.8 cm.
Source: Art Gallery of New South Wales, Purchased 1942. © Margaret Preston/Copyright Agency, 2021.

I would argue, rather, that it was the experience of her 1940 trip to the Kakadu region and Arnhem 
Land, and Gunbalanya (Oenpelli) and Injalak Hill in particular, that had the most immediate 
and profound impact on Preston’s art. A comparison of her painting style and technique in the 
treatment of a vase of Banksia cones in various stages of flowering, rendered in oil on canvas in 
two different artworks, one made slightly before her visit to Arnhem Land (Figure 6.1), and one 
made directly after climbing Injalak Hill (Figure 6.2), is revelatory. It is claimed that ‘she reduced 
her palette to earth colours and surrounded simplified forms with black lines, based on her study 
of Aboriginal art’ (Seivl 1988:paragraph 11). This change in her artwork is clear to see in these 
two examples. It is as though her whole way of seeing was affected by her contact with rock art.

The impact on Preston of seeing Aboriginal rock art was far greater than shifting her palette from 
pink, green and grey to yellow, brown and red. Immediately upon her return to Sydney, Preston 
wrote up her experience of visiting the main gallery on Injalak Hill and published it along with 
four photographs of these ‘extraordinary aboriginal paintings on the roof of a rock shelter’ in 
the top art industry journal, Art in Australia (Figure 6.3). In it she stated: ‘there is a chance 
for Australia to have a national art … an art for Australia from Australians’ (Preston 1940:63). 
In addition to that article with its accompanying set of photographs, Preston also produced many 
unique prints (monotypes) directly referencing recognisable rock art sequences, like Aboriginal 
design (1943) (Figure 6.4), printed in colour inks from one Masonite block onto soft cream 
Japanese paper (NGA 68.102); and Fish (1949), a colour stencil in gouache on pulpboard, now 
housed in the University of Melbourne Art Collection. These works drew their inspirations 
directly from the barramundi and long neck turtle that are still clearly represented in the rock 
art and kept alive in contemporary art created today by the local Bininj community of western 
Arnhem Land.
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Figure 6.3 (left): Caption reads: ‘Details of the aboriginal rock paintings which Margaret 
Preston discusses in her article’. Imagine this image in reverse.
Source: Art and Australia, 3rd series, no. 81, 1940:59.

Figure 6.4 (right): Margaret Preston, Aboriginal design 1943, woodcut, printed in colour inks, 
from one Masonite block, 38.4 × 39.6 cm (printed image), 43.1 × 45.4 cm (sheet).
Source: National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 1968.102. Purchased 1968. © Margaret Preston/Copyright 
Agency, 2021.

According to Edwards et al. (2005) and Grant (2017), Preston brought ochres back from the 
Northern Territory and ground them to make her own pigments. She copied not only the 
techniques of dotting and cross-hatching that she had seen in Aboriginal rock art and bark 
painting but also their colours, and their specific and particular forms – and sometimes she did 
not vary them much at all from the Aboriginal works she was inspired by (compare Figures 6.3 
and 6.4). This copying, appropriation and assimilation is not only symptomatic of colonialism but 
also of intensive artistic appreciation and experimentation. Preston was nothing if not rigorous 
in her efforts to encounter and absorb new styles, materials and processes. Preston travelled very 
widely, spending time in Europe, the Pacific, Asia, India, South America, the Middle East and 
Africa; she is said to have ‘cultivated an interest in non-European art and culture’ (AGNSW 
2021:paragraph 5). Although it made a great impression, Australian Aboriginal rock art was just 
one of many sources upon which she drew.

For Preston, rock art was an inspiration but not an abiding passion. However, there is at least one 
Australian artist, who lived and worked around the same time as Preston, for whom the study 
of rock art (or cave art, more accurately) became a lifelong pursuit. In the following section, 
I suggest that through careful observation, astute vision, and creativity in research, a theory of 
European cave art was produced that may yet have relevance and importance to understanding 
rock art in Australia. In support of the claim that ‘Exposure to Aboriginal art eventually led to 
his lifelong preoccupation with European prehistoric art’ (Downer 1989:39), in the next section 
I argue that the dedication displayed by this artist constitutes a hitherto overlooked focus on rock 
art such that he deserves to be recognised as a rock art researcher. His importance to Australian 
art history will surely be enhanced as a result.

Percy Leason
Born on a remote western Victorian wheat farm in 1889, Percy Leason grew up in Kaniva in 
the Wimmera district and moved to Melbourne as a young man. He worked as an apprentice 
lithographer, attending evening art classes at the National Gallery School, where Preston in 1893 
had spent four years training. In 1917, Leason moved to Sydney, meeting several artists including 
Lloyd Rees and Julian Ashton. He rapidly made a name for himself as a political cartoonist at 
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The Bulletin, where fellow artists George Lambert, William Dobell and several members of the 
Lindsay family were also employed. According to his biographer, Margot Tasca, Leason became 
part of a lively group that often gathered to discuss matters of the world, and it was through them 
that he became enthralled by H.G. Wells’ An outline of history (1919–1920). It is further claimed 
by Tasca that this text inspired him ‘to construct a chart of how Western art had evolved and 
this … would lead to lifelong studies of cave art’ (Tasca 2016:51). Yet his interest in origins was 
there from an early age, as he would often scour the wheatfields of Kaniva for Aboriginal stone 
tools and evidence of past campfires (see Leason and Leason 1920–2010; Tasca 2016:90; and see 
also Griffiths 1996).

In 1924, Leason returned to Melbourne from Sydney to establish his career as an artist, while his 
black-and-white illustrations continued to appear frequently in the Herald newspaper, in Melbourne 
Punch and Table Talk magazines. Around this time, he was the highest-paid commercial artist in 
Australia (Leason 1999:23). Also around this time, he married, had kids, settled in Eltham (a leafy 
suburb at the north-eastern edge of Melbourne) and built a home and an art studio. He met 
Max Meldrum, an artist, teacher and leader of the Australian tonalist movement. They shared 
many similar views and theories of art, and together developed a ‘constructive association’ (Leason 
1999:23). Tonalism, sometimes referred to as tonal realism, of which Meldrum was a leading 
exponent, builds form with paint by denoting areas of light and shade directly onto the canvas. 
Instinctive and reactive, rather than detailed and photographic, tonalist paintings are immediately 
identifiable by their soft-focus, ‘misty’ and atmospheric aesthetic (see Lock-Weir et al. 2008).

In 1934, Leason utilised this technique to paint a series of 31 portraits of Aboriginal people from 
the Lake Tyers Mission in Gippsland at the suggestion of Dr Donald F. Thomson, an anthropologist 
at the University of Melbourne whom he had met previously working at the Herald and who was 
also a close neighbour. These dark, tonal and sombre works were presented at the Athenaeum 
Gallery in August that year; it was Leason’s first solo exhibition. The portraits demonstrated 
his understanding and control of the tonal technique, but a great critical row developed, and 
it was questioned whether the portraits were art or ethnographic studies (see Kleinert 1994 for 
detailed account and critique). Did they belong in the gallery or the museum? More recently, 
these portraits were reintroduced to the descendants of the sitters. ‘We are happy to know that 
the portraits are still around. These faces and the names of those painted in the portraits live 
on in their descendants. Their families of today carry with them the generations before them’ 
(Paton 1999:4). Currently, 22 of these paintings are in the La Trobe Pictures Collection at the 
State Library of Victoria, Melbourne; three more are with the Koorie Heritage Trust and one in 
a private collection. The location of five of the original artworks remains unknown.

But it is the 1929 exhibition, Australian Aboriginal art, held in the Print Room of the combined 
Public Library, Museums and National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, that was perhaps the 
most pivotal event for Leason in relation to his rock art research, and a quite remarkable showing 
by all accounts. In the months leading up to its opening, the exhibition was well promoted and 
supported by a number of articles in the press. Reading them en masse reveals the extent to 
which rock art dominated both the exhibition and the publicity leading up to it. For example, 
in the Adelaide Advertiser, the organisers state: ‘Our mission was to examine the petroglyphs 
and paintings, and secure permanent records of them for the exhibition, subsequently to go to 
Museums’ (Barrett 1929a:9). In the Melbourne Herald, the full scale and scope was revealed:

The display of aboriginal art will include enlarged photos of remarkable rock paintings and 
engravings on the walls of caves in the Grampians, and plaster casts of the ancient rock 
drawings of Mootwingee, in western New South Wales. Examples will also be shown from 
the North and Central areas of the Continent and the Macdonnell Ranges. Another special 
feature of the exhibition will be a model of one of the strange red hand caves. The model 
will be 12 feet in length and will be moulded on a wooden frame. Reproductions from 
tracings in the caves will be painted on the model by Mr Percy Leason. (Herald 1929:23)
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The dominance of rock art in the displays and publicity of this first and most important 
exhibition of Australian Aboriginal art is under-represented in exiting scholarship, as much of 
it has focused on critiquing the live displays or emphasising the exhibition’s position in relation 
to the history of exhibitions of Aboriginal art (see Kleinert 2002; Lowish 2011; Vanni 2014). 
My investigations are yet to uncover the remains of the model cave, original plaster casts, tracings 
or indeed the enlarged photographs in the stores of the State Library of Victoria, Museums 
Victoria or the National Gallery of Victoria, but the search is ongoing. Further research is also 
needed into the preparation, planning and layout of this most auspicious event on the rock art 
exhibition timeline, as only a very few images have come to light (see Jones 1988).

Figure 6.5: Caption reads: ‘Making tracings of rock paintings, Glen Isla Rock Shelter, Victoria 
Range, Victoria’. Percy Leason on the left.
Source: Barrett et al. Australian Aboriginal art (1929:39).
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Charles Barrett (1929b and see Figure 6.5), one of the lead researchers and exhibition organisers, 
in an article for the Portland Guardian, wrote:

A new aboriginal mystery cave, the Cave of the Red Hands, has been discovered 
in the Grampians. It contains age-old stencils or paintings – symbols sacred to the 
aborigines … No scientists had even heard of this cave and it is destined to become famous. 
It was a startling discovery. Until recently only one ‘aboriginal art gallery’ was known to exist 
in Victoria – at least by ethnologists. This is the rock shelter near Glen Isla, in the Victorian 
Range. It was discovered more than half a century ago. Our expedition was arranged with 
the object of examining this ‘gallery’ and obtaining tracings of the remarkable drawings 
on the rock wall, for a model to be shown at the exhibition of aboriginal art in  July. 
(Barrett 1929b:1)

Barrett continued:

Mystery veils the[m]. They are ceremonial and sacred in many cases, but we do not know 
their real meaning. Theories are plentiful, but none is convincing. So important to science 
are these rock drawings of the ranges that it is proposed to have them protected against 
vandalism. We washed from the Glen Isla, rock charcoal scribblings – the names and foolish 
comments of the thoughtless visitors and nonentities. The Government will be asked to 
provide funds that will enable us to shield the art of the aborigines in the Red Hand Cave 
and the Glen Isla shelter. The walls should be enclosed with strong wire-netting, as is done 
with similar relics of primitive man in other countries. (Barrett 1929b:1)

Barrett’s emphasis on mystery throughout the article and in the title, ‘Mystery cave in Grampians’, 
would have most likely been part of a strategy intended to generate interest in the rapidly 
approaching exhibition. The absence of convincing ideas or knowledge as to the meaning(s) 
of the markings may also have piqued Leason’s interest. The fact that Barrett and his team 
washed the site clean of graffiti in 1929 (and argued for the installation of protective fencing) 
demonstrates that the lack of respect for (and wilful vandalism of ) rock art sites in this region 
has been continuous. It is ongoing, and this has long been recognised by some (see Gunn and 
Goodes in this volume). Leason further emphasised the need for protection in his promotional 
piece for the Australian Aboriginal art exhibition, published in Table Talk:

if, beside serving the ends of students, it does create public interest and so lead perhaps to 
the preservation of painted rock shelters and rock carvings, it will have done all that those 
enthusiasts hoped it might. (Leason 1929:18)

As common at the time, the concern was for the art as a relic, not for its ongoing significance for 
the local Aboriginal communities.

In Leason’s quite lengthy article, he acknowledged that the exhibition is one of considerable 
importance and that a ‘great deal of work has gone to its organisation by Mr J. A. Kershaw, 
Mr Charles Barrett, Mr A. S. Kenyon and others’, but he is otherwise disparaging of the art on 
display. Throughout the article, Leason makes detrimental comparisons to Rodin, and Raeburn, 
and writes of Aboriginal artists: ‘seldom if ever did they achieve anything beyond the range of the 
clever child. Even at their best they were far behind the prehistoric Magdalenians of France and 
northern Spain; they had something to learn from the Bushmen of Africa and others’ (Leason 
1929:18). For him, as for other colonial commentators at the time (and since), it was the lack of 
realism and light and shade (tone) in the art that caused the most consternation:

They were not sufficiently diligent explorers of optical truths. Thus, for all their vast quantity 
of pictures, they made no progress. They very frequently made fair outlines of animals, birds 
and fishes, but it was always a case of only a good beginning. (Leason 1929:54)
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From a dyed-in-the-wool tonalist, this was to be expected, but not excused. Others, who wrote 
of the exhibition catalogue, were far less critical: ‘This little book leaves one with a withering 
sense of shame over the crass way in which we have let aboriginal art perish almost unobserved’ 
(Argus 1947:42).

A sustained investigation and critique of the systemic origins and individual instances of artistic 
biases and their application in the writing about Australian Aboriginal art has been mounted 
elsewhere (see Lowish 2009, 2011, 2015b, 2018), though the ongoing negative impacts of 
these value judgements should never be understated. For present purposes, the main point is 
the emergent emphasis in Leason’s text placed on ‘the prehistoric Magdalenians’, whom he 
believed ‘were beyond doubt the most diligent discoverers of optical reality’. He also noted: 
‘they did work that is little short of amazing, and the importance of which is not fully realised’ 
(Leason 1929:18). He appears to have drawn heavily on a contemporary publication, The art of 
the cave dweller by the British art historian Gerard Baldwin Brown (1928), reproducing several 
drawings from its pages, and to have been captivated by its findings – a position not shared by 
contemporary reviewers who stated:

either the professor is an extremely amiable gentleman who is very anxious that his pupils’ 
mental exertions should be as small as possible, or else that these lectures must have been 
delivered to the first form of a public school. (Burlington Magazine 1929:107)

Brown’s publication, whatever its shortcomings, is full of images captioned to accentuate live 
action: the ‘Galloping reindeer, from St-Marcel’ (1928:232); ‘The “bellowing bison” from 
Altamira’ (1928:227); and ‘Two groups of ponies in movement from Limeuil’ (1928:162). 
Leason reproduced these images in his 1929 review of the exhibition Australian Aboriginal art 
and several more times in the years following. Brown cites the noted French archaeologist Henri 
Breuil in relation to Aurignacian–Magdalenian art:

its chief merit is the representation of life. The figures are not stuffed nor made up according 
to patterns, but alive and individual, possessed of character and mobility, and evince, Breuil 
has said, un sentiment vraiment intense de la vie des animaux [a really intense feeling of 
animal life]. (Brown 1928:147)

Thus, the stage was set for the debate at a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement 
of Science at Cambridge in August 1938, where Leason’s paper ‘A new view of the Western 
European group of Quaternary cave art’ was presented.

Writing in the Herald in December 1946, Leason’s long-time friend Donald Thomson called him 
‘a rebel who has already de-bunked accepted interpretations of cave art … and demonstrated that 
the “action” murals of European cavemen [illustrated in Brown] were of dead animals’ (Thomson 
1946:4). Again, citing Brown, and his claims made for the realistic movement depicted in cave 
art, Thomson goes on to outline the scientific method by which Leason exposed the falseness of 
the claims:

Mr Leason scoured the countryside for months, photographing every dead animal he could 
find. Not a horse or cow or even a dog or cat that died at Eltham escaped his notice. Finally, 
he journeyed into Gippsland on a deer hunting expedition to see at first hand animals 
which had been killed in the chase. (Thomson 1946:4)

In Leason’s 1939 paper he also recounts the time he spent up a ladder sketching a scene ‘looking 
down on a domestic cat and a snake which had killed each other’ (Leason 1939:58).
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Figure 6.6 (left): Plate IV caption reads: ‘Nos. 67–9, dead pony; nos. 70, 74, drowned domestic 
cat; nos. 71, 73, 75, drowned Jersey calf; no. 72 dead Jersey calf, as found; no. 76 dead domestic 
cat, as found; no. 77 Jersey heifer browsing; no. 78, wild boar’s stance; no. 79, slaughtered pig’.
Source: Leason 1939.

Figure 6.6 (right): Plate V caption reads: ‘Nos. 111–4, slaughtered pigs with legs in various 
positions; no. 115–6, Altamira boars showing alternative positions of legs; no. 117, combination 
of nos. 115–6; no. 118, Altamira boar; no. 119, living boar (tracing of no. 78); no. 120 combination 
of tracings of nos. 113–4’.
Source: Leason 1939.

Leason spent several years documenting dead animals in various stages of rigor mortis in his 
quest to demonstrate that the famous murals of the prehistoric caves of Europe, ‘the “galloping 
wild boar” and the “bellowing bison”  …  featured in every textbook on prehistoric art and 
culture … were not action pictures, but still life studies’ (Thomson 1946:4). His most convincing 
evidence appears when the stance of the live animal appears close to that of its dearly departed 
comrade. For example (Figure 6.6), compare illustration numbers 75 and 77 in the left-hand 
side with nos. 118 and 119 on the right. Leason’s case is compelling, as the angle of the feet, the 
distribution of weight through the body, the angle of the shoulders and even the amount of belly 
shown differ markedly between the living and the dead. As he stated:

It is not a question of whether the artists could or could not draw legs as well as they drew 
bodies and heads; there are enough instances to show that they could. (Leason 1939:51)

Leason devoted many hours over a great many years to his research and to developing his theory 
of visual reality based on objective criteria, posthumously published (see Leason and Leason 
2019). A page from a draft of another of his unpublished books, titled A brief history of painting, 
reveals more of his creative thinking. He reimagines the art of Cro-Magnons (now thought of 
as Early Modern Humans, or early fully modern European Homo sapiens), with ‘good paints 
and brushes’ and utilising the techniques of building up areas of light and shade, as does a tonal 
realist painter (see Tasca 2016:94–95). His ideas ‘did not find favour with the archaeologists and 
a hard fight followed’ (Thomson 1946:4). A far more complex theoretical and political situation 
existed in archaeological circles than is possible to present here (see Conkey 2018). Perhaps 
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Leason’s focus on artistic vision, creativity and imagination were at odds with those seeking the 
advancement of science through systematic and methodical investigation. Ironically, he firmly 
believed that art ‘can and should be like science’ (Leason and Leason 2019:5), a view that placed 
him out of step with much of the art world and the rise of modernism, which he saw as ‘a threat 
to the very survival of Art’ (Leason and Leason 2019:vii).

A late portrait of the artist (Figure 6.7), made possibly on the occasion he delivered a lecture on 
cave art in a tuxedo to the Salmagundi Club, Greenwich Village, New York, shows him standing 
in front of several sketches and beside several plaster models of prehistoric animals created from 
his earlier tracings and photographs to illustrate his ‘Dead Animal’ theory. This theory claimed 
that prehistoric artists could not have made their wonderfully accurate cave paintings of animals 
from living, moving specimens, but must have relied on static carcases, viewed from an elevated 
vantage point (see Leason 1939). Here, Leason’s use of pictures-within-a-picture may have been 
a nod to the great Vermeer, who turned this technique into an art form in and of itself:

a picture-within-a-picture that functions not as an embodiment of qualities opposed to 
those found in the principal action, but rather as a means of making clearer what one might 
call its notional essence. (Weber 1998:298)

Yet, in Leason’s self-portrait we see no moralising message, no emblematic structure of the order 
of Vermeer. Leason’s self-portrait reflects a man standing by his convictions, surrounded by the 
results of his research and fixing us with his gaze. His self-portrait seems to project perseverance, 
perception and steadfastness in his own beliefs.

Figure 6.7: Percy Leason, Self-portrait with cave paintings ca. 1956–1957, oil on canvas, 67.0 × 
85.1 cm (sight), in frame 77.8 × 95.3 cm.
Source: Reproduced with permission, State Library of Victoria.
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Figure 6.8: (left) Percy Leason, Mammoth/Elephant H32356; (right) Percy Leason, The ‘galloping’ 
boar of Altamira H32352, State Library of Victoria.
Source: Photograph by Susan Lowish, February 2020.

The State Library of Victoria not only has a large collection of Leason’s paintings and cartoons, 
but also some rather spectacular cast bronze and plaster models of famous works of cave art, 
the figures he frequently reproduced in relation to his theory that they were direct studies of 
dead animals (Figure 6.8). The Pictures Collection contains photographs of what appear to be 
dioramas created by Leason that illustrate his theory, showing a man lying on a ledge drawing a 
dead bison lying below, along with some of his original sketches, and a small fragment of rock 
from Lascaux. In late 1957, Leason realised a lifelong dream to see the French cave art that he 
had only read about.

Percy had been concerned that the cave artists may not have had a suitable height from 
which to look down while making their studies, but he discovered the Dordogne and Vézère 
River valleys were literally a mass of ledges. (Tasca 2016:230)

Leason’s research into cave art was extensive and his learning about it was continuous, even if 
the recognition for his contribution to Australian art and culture did not reach the heights he 
had hoped. Through Thomson’s advocacy, networks and connections, Leason’s ‘Dead Animal’ 
theory was published in the Journal of the Prehistoric Society of Great Britain England in July 
1939. Whether it was the outbreak of World War II shortly thereafter, or for some other reason 
relating to resistance among European academics, the immediate impact of Leason’s theory has 
been difficult to trace. Concerned with the dwindling prospects of continued employment as a 
commercial artist, the rivalry in the Melbourne art scene and the impending world war, Leason 
left Australia. In 1938, he settled on Staten Island, New York, where he continued his work, 
painting, teaching, publishing and exhibiting, until his death in 1959. In the years just prior to 
his death he made models from his tracings of rock art (Figure 6.8) and photographed them. 
He even included them in his self-portrait (Figure 6.7). His biographer notes that, in 1958, 
‘His studies confirmed that his original theory was correct and as a result he published “Making 
Models in three dimensions from Quaternary Cave Pictures” in the Staten Island Institute’s 
Proceedings’ (Tasca 2016:232). This publication, along with the cave he constructed for the 1929 
exhibition Australian Aboriginal art, remain hidden or lost in the archives, but it is hoped with 
more sustained sleuthing that they will eventually see the light of day.
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Conclusion
Despite the strides that have been made towards understanding Australian Aboriginal art through 
the work of anthropologists and archaeologists, the story of Australian art as it currently exists 
in art history survey texts would lead us to believe that rock art (if it is mentioned at all) is little 
more than a first stop on a chronological tour (e.g. John McDonald 2008; Moore 1934; and 
for a critique see Lowish 2015a). However, it is clear from the examples of Preston and Leason 
that rock art has had great impact on some of Australia’s best-known non-Indigenous artists, 
and on some who ‘died poor and without adequate recognition’ (Tasca 2016:234). In  their 
recent work, ‘On the possibility of another Australian art history’, art historians Rex Butler and 
A.D.S. Donaldson write:

Aboriginal art certainly forces us to re-read Australian art, although our real point is that 
it also disaggregates the category of Australian art; that, against all of the undoubtedly 
well-meaning efforts to write a history of Australian art that includes Aboriginal art, the 
real effect of Aboriginal art is to do away with the very possibility of a national art history. 
(Butler and Donaldson 2020:51)

Australia is comprised of many nations and Australian art has never been a unified category; much 
of its history has been based on exclusion (as argued by Lowish 2009, 2018 among many others). 
To my mind, the real effect of Aboriginal art is that it has helped to usher in the realisation that 
many histories of Australian art are possible and necessary. One of these histories can give just 
recognition to Australian Aboriginal rock art within a broader category of ‘Australian art’ (e.g. as 
with the chapter by Taçon (2011) in Anderson 2011), but other narratives are also possible. 
Preston, upon whom the impact of seeing rock art was so great that it transformed her vision, 
wrote: ‘there is a chance for … an art for Australia from Australians’ (Preston 1940:63). Now, 
there is a chance for an art history for Australian rock art from Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
perspectives. The example of Leason reminds us about a much greater interest in rock art by 
non-Indigenous Australian artists. A rock art–centred narrative of the whole of modern and 
contemporary Australian art could be written, combining Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
artistic engagements with rock art, with issues of appropriation (Huntley 2018) and ‘inclusionism’ 
(Savoy 2021) carefully navigated.

Australian art historians are only just beginning to articulate the complexity of relationships 
to rock art (see Frederick 2016, 2019; Gunn and Lowish 2019; Jorgensen 2019; Lynch 2019; 
McDonald 2019; Scott 2019). By reworking the grand narrative of ‘Australian art’ from one 
of chronology to one of engagement, performance and influence – one that maps encounters, 
meetings, networks and relationships, in addition to dates and times, and stylistic progression 
– the true extent and importance of rock art to Australia’s art history can slowly be revealed. If 
the beginnings of Australian art can be anchored in the oldest rock art rather than the First Fleet 
(as per Allen 2021), and if these larger narratives also brought together and relayed ongoing 
artistic encounters with rock art by Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists alike, then the levels 
of familiarity with and respect for rock art and Country would continue to increase, as would 
their value beyond the price of iron ore, natural gas or marble benchtops.

Many researchers, curators and artists have long researched and deeply respected Aboriginal 
views of Aboriginal art, because Aboriginal knowledge holders have been teaching and passing on 
knowledge over and for many decades. It is important not to overlook that there are numerous 
accounts written and exhibitions curated that recognise the links in art and visual cultural 
practices over time within Aboriginal Australian art, as well as inspirations and collaborations 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists, and others. By revealing more of the hidden 
history of Australian artists’ research into rock art, the lengths to which they have gone in their 
research, positive contributions to the history of rock art in Australia can be further illuminated.
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