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Introduction
This article frames the history of rock art research in the Kimberley in north-western Australia 
through four tropes of colonialism. We distinguish three phases of research, starting with ‘Explorers 
and colonisers’ from 1838 to the early 1900s, followed by the move ‘Towards an Indigenous 
understanding of Australian rock art’ that derived from early missionary and ethnographic 
studies conducted during the first half of the twentieth century up to 1960, before developing 
into ‘Diverging fields of rock art research’ from the 1960s. We conclude our discussion around 
the year 2000 but refer to current research topics and discourses when apposite.

The Kimberley
Australia’s Kimberley is acknowledged globally for the quantity and diversity of its rock art 
(Bindon 1997; Clottes 2002; David and McNiven 2018; McDonald and Veth 2012), some of 
which are still being produced and curated. Senior Traditional Owner Yornadaiyn Woolagoodja 
(2020:170) of the Woddordda Clan explains:

There were special people who did that job to repaint the Wandjina. The people who belong 
to the area are supposed to go and paint the Wandjina to make them fresh. They knew what 
time to do it. It was not like a job, they just knew when to go. They would paint over and 
over the images so that the Wandjina knows the people are looking after him. They have 
been doing this since the Wandjina put themselves in Country.

Situated in north-west Australia, the Kimberley is a geographically and culturally distinct region 
that covers approximately 423,000 km2 (Figure 10.1). Archaeological evidence shows the area 
was settled by people more than 50,000 years ago (Veth et al. 2019), though we acknowledge 
Aboriginal ontologies that recognise Aboriginal people have always been there. During the Last 
Glacial Maximum, some 26,500 to 19,000 years ago, the land area of the Kimberley would have 
been at least double its current size and constituted part of the now-submerged Sahul Shelf. 
Current sea levels stabilised approximately 7,000 to 6,000 years ago with a subtropical climate 
(Wood et al. 2016). The landscape is varied but dominated by Devonian sandstone formations 
crisscrossed by large river systems that transport annual monsoonal rains to the sea.
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Figure 10.1: Australia’s Kimberley, showing places mentioned.
Source: Map developed by Harper from Akerman 2016 and Walsh 2000.

When first encountered by outsiders, there were at least 50 Aboriginal languages spoken in 
the Kimberley. Today four major languages are practised, Bunaban, Jarragan, Nyul Nyulan 
and Worrorran, each with up to nine distinguishable dialects. These are part of the non-Pama-
Nyungan language bloc stretching across the northern coast of Australia eastward to Cape York 
(McConvell 1996). Since 1992, Native Title determinations have resulted in c. 84 per cent of the 
Kimberley now being managed through Indigenous Protected Areas and Aboriginal Corporations, 
with 13 ranger groups who ‘Care for Country’. There are also non-Aboriginal pastoral, industrial 
and tourism leases that, together with Commonwealth and National Park lands, both hinder and 
promote Aboriginal access to traditional lands and cultural sites. Programs and projects aiming 
to reconnect people to Country are ongoing, and rock art plays an increasingly important role 
as a heritage and health asset, as reflected in various Healthy Country Plans (e.g. Balanggarra/
KLC 2011).

Both genetic research (Malaspinas et al. 2016; Nagle et al. 2017) and archaeological reconstructions 
(Veth et al. 2019, 2021; Wood et al. 2016) confirm what Kimberley Aboriginal people have 
stated as their primary origin narrative: that they have always been on Country. More broadly, 
archaeological analyses that focus on symbolic behaviours increasingly indicate that the creation 
of art was part of peoples’ cultural repertoire from the time they first settled Australia (Aubert 
et al. 2017; Clarkson et al. 2017; Veth et al. 2019). To date, the oldest directly dated rock art of 
in situ naturalistic depictions of Irregular Animal Infill and Gwion Gwion imagery is determined 
at c. 17,000 BP and 12,000 BP, respectively (Finch et al. 2020; Finch et al. 2021), although the 
dating of the art has only just begun and further results may reveal a broader range of dates. There 
is also a 28,000 BP charcoal marked plaque from Arnhem Land (David et al. 2013). However, 
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if one broadens our definition of ‘rock art’, this date can be pushed back to at least 42,700 BP to 
account for the pigment sprayed on a rock slab from Carpenters Gap in the southern Kimberley 
(O’Connor and Fankhauser 2001).

All Kimberley rock art was created by Aboriginal people, although again we acknowledge Aboriginal 
belief systems that what we call ‘rock art’ are often entities in their own right, created independently 
of human agency. Some rock art is still made and maintained. For example, Wandjina (also 
‘Wanjina’) are repainted/refreshed according to cultural protocols (Blundell and Woolagoodja 
2005; Woolagoodja 2020). Aboriginal people enrich our Western understanding in sharing 
knowledge that some Wandjina ‘put themselves’ or their ‘shadows’ in the landscape during the time 
of creation, known to them as lalai or larlan (e.g. Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005; Chalarimeri 
2001; Mangolamara et al. 2018; Mowaljarlai and Malnic 1993; Ngarjno et al. 2000). Other rock 
art traditions such as Gwion Gwion (formerly ‘Bradshaw’) are said to be created by Kujon, the 
sandstone shrike thrush (Colluricincla woodwardi), an ancestral being who taught people how to 
dance and conduct ceremonies, and who also created rock art (Ngarjno et al. 2000:120; Schulz 
1956:47; cf. Rainsbury 2009:60). Many other rock art ‘styles’, ‘traditions’ and place markings exist 
in the Kimberley, not all of which have been documented or described in academic contexts.

Picturing Kimberley rock art research
Histories of archaeology in general, and the history of Kimberley rock art research in particular, 
are often pictured through a modernistic world view outlining defining moments in time: 
watersheds that delineate a ‘before and after’. The first dating of an Aboriginal occupation site 
in Australia to the Pleistocene (Mulvaney 1964) or Maria Sanz de Sautuola’s discovery of the 
bison in Altamira cave in Spain (Madariga de la Campa 2001), are classic examples used to 
generate synchronic picture histories of archaeology. Stories about how outsiders first ‘discovered’ 
and made known Kimberley rock art are no exception (see Akerman 2016; Crawford 1968; 
Rainsbury 2009; Walsh 2000). Such stories are often redeployed as a tactic to centre and 
legitimise archaeological practice, including rock art research. These accounts also naturalise 
otherwise politicised knowledge projects by presenting a history of archaeology as a natural and 
noble part of outsiders’ research quest to learn more about the past. Seldom are these events 
discussed from an Indigenous perspective (but see Mangolamara et al. 2018; O’Connor et al. 
2008; Woolagoodja 2020), and how Aboriginal people had agency and participated in such 
‘discoveries’. Pioneering examples of the latter include Olsen and Russell’s (2019) chronicling of 
how Aboriginal people, with their profound knowledge of Country, constitute an essential part 
of outsiders’ mapping of the flora and fauna in Australia. The same is true for Kimberley rock art 
research (e.g. Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005; Crawford 2001; Redmond 2017), but many of 
these stories still wait to be written.

Some reasons for such ‘dissociative’ history writing are explored by McNiven and Russell (2005) 
in their unpacking of how Australian archaeology was forged through a double manoeuvre that 
removed Aboriginal people from their past while archaeology appropriated it (i.e. Trigger 1984). 
This imperial and colonial history unfolded as distinct tropes, primarily:

• Progressivism viewed European history as exceptional and progressive, which left Indigenous 
cultures and other nations as ‘living fossils’ of earlier stages of human evolution.

• Migrationism suggested that First Australians were not the ‘original inhabitants’ but had 
replaced an earlier ‘race’ often described as ‘alien’ and/or ‘mystic’ with a ‘higher degree 
of culture’.

• Diffusionism, often focused on why some cultural traits among First Australians were 
‘advanced’ by invoking contact with outsiders holding advanced aesthetic practices.
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• Subjectation casts First Australians as objects for specific scientific and academic endeavours 
using an alienating esoteric language and academic jargon that ‘diminishes the level to which 
laypeople can interact with the discipline’ (McNiven and Russell 2005:7–9; e.g. Lubbock 
1870; Nilsson 1868).

We touch on some of these entangled tropes but also reveal more progressive processes that have 
empowered Aboriginal people to achieve increased control over their cultural heritage and engage 
in a relational ‘two-way of learning’ with academics (e.g. Porr and Bell 2012). Because colonial 
tropes have a penchant to re-emerge, especially during periods of conservatism, we structure our 
history of research along a familiar linear timeline. We start with ‘Explorers and colonisers’ from 
1838, pass through ‘Towards an Indigenous understanding of Australian rock art’, which explores 
early missionaries and ethnographic studies during the first half of the twentieth century, before 
concluding with ‘Diverging fields of rock art research’ that occurred from the 1960s onwards. 
We conclude our discussion around 2000 albeit with reference to current research topics and 
discourses (e.g. Akerman 2015a, 2016; David et al. 2019; Finch et al. 2020; Gunn et al. 2019; 
Harper et al. 2020; O’Connor et al. 2013; Ross and Travers 2013; Travers and Ross 2016; Veth 
et al. 2018, 2019).

Explorers and colonisers (1838–1920)
Despite centuries of sporadic visits of Dutch, French and English explorers, and visits by Macassan 
trepangers that predate European incursions (Crawford 2001; Mulvaney 1989), the earliest 
known documentation of Kimberley rock art was made by Lieutenant George Grey in 1838. 
Grey, who later occupied influential positions such as governor of South Australia, governor of 
the Cape of Good Hope and governor and premier of New Zealand, led an expedition to map 
the north-western corner of Australia in an attempt to expand economic opportunities for the 
emerging Swan River Colony centred in Fremantle.

Grey and his party’s relationships with Aboriginal people were characterised by mistrust and fear. 
During his journey, local Wororran (Worrorran) people were observed through smoke on the 
horizon from fires, and more directly through encounters with habitation sites, fireplaces, scattered 
objects, ‘a very neat Native oven’, with Grey frequently spotting ‘rude drawings scratched upon the 
tree’ (Grey 1841:176, 113). Their first physical encounter was disastrous. On 22 December 1837 
Grey’s party was ‘attacked’ (Grey 1841:105–106), probably because they did not follow established 
cultural protocols on how to enter and travel through other people’s Country (Blundell et al. 2018). 
There was another attack in February, when Grey was struck by several spears and one Aboriginal 
man was killed (McGlashan 2012:64). Grey would later enact the Aboriginal Witnesses Act 1844, 
which excluded Aboriginal witnesses in genocide/mass murder trials.

Rock art was first spotted on 11 March 1838 during the exploration of what Grey named the 
Glenelg River (Grey 1841:175). After this first ‘discovery’, Grey’s party became more observant 
and started to look for art sites more enthusiastically. The most ‘remarkable paintings’ were 
‘discovered’ on 26 March, at a site known today as Gonjorong’s Cave (Blundell et al. 2018). 
When entering the gallery, Grey (1841:201) looked up to discover ‘a most extraordinary large 
figure peering down upon’ him (Figure 10.2), which he goes on to describe thus:

It would be impossible to convey in words an adequate idea of this uncouth and savage 
figure … Its head was encircled by bright red rays, something like the rays which one sees 
proceeding from the sun when depicted on the sign-board of a public house; inside of this 
came a broad stripe of very brilliant red, which was coped by lines of white, but both inside 
and outside of this red space were narrow stripes of a still deeper red, intended probably to 
mark its boundaries; the face was painted vividly white, and the eyes black, being however 
surrounded by red and yellow lines; the body, hands, and arms were outlined in red, the 
body being curiously painted with red stripes and bars. (Grey 1841:202)
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Figure 10.2: Grey’s documentations of rock art during his 1838 trip to west Kimberley.
Source: Grey 1841.

This is the first known recording of Kimberley rock art. Grey noticed about 50–60 paintings in 
this cave. In another part of this site complex – today known as Dondandjik – he spotted four 
‘vividly coloured’ heads of Wandjina, which Sam Woolagoodjah later identified as Mulu Mulu, 
a malevolent form of Wandjina (Crawford 1968:65; cf. Schulz 1956:16–17). He also saw an 
‘ellipse being of a bright yellow dotted over with red lines and spots’, and a ‘rather humorous 
sketch (Number 4) which represented a native in the act of carrying a kangaroo’. He also noticed 
‘the stamp of a hand and arm’ (Grey 1841:202–204). Leaving the shelter, Grey encountered an 
‘intaglio’ of a human head ‘cut in a rock’ (Grey 1841:205–206), which has subsequently been 
re-located and is a natural rock feature (Figure  10.2; see Crawford 1968:65, Figures  47–48; 
McGlashan 2012:66). He ‘sketched’ these images and published them in his ensuing travelogue 
(Figure 10.2).

Three days later the party encountered another shelter with paintings. In a secluded area, Grey 
found a slab that ‘formed a natural seat’ and on the ceiling above he spotted an alluring Wandjina, 
described as:

a man, ten feet six inches in length, clothed from the chin downwards in a red garment 
which reached to the wrists and ankles; beyond this red dress the feet and hands protruded 
and were badly executed. The face and head of the figure were enveloped in a succession of 
circular bandages or rollers, or what appeared to be painted to represent such. These were 
coloured red, yellow, and white; and the eyes were the only features represented on the face. 
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Upon the highest bandage or roller a series of lines were painted in red, but, although so 
regularly done as to indicate that they have some meaning, it was impossible to tell whether 
they were intended to depict written characters or some ornament for the head. (Grey 
1841:214)

Grey published his travelogue in 1841. His sketches sparked great scholarly interest, not least since 
Grey depicted the anthropomorphic beings wearing clothes (Figure 10.2) while noting that the 
Aboriginal people he encountered ‘were in a perfect state of nature’ (Crawford 1968:66). Grey’s 
coloured illustration included red finger strokes in the headdress of the Wandjina (Figure 10.2), 
which subsequent scholars misunderstood as letters and which led to speculation including their 
representing a writing system that ‘proved’ non-Aboriginal authorship of this rock art (Crawford 
1968:67; McCarthy 1958:56–57). Grey (1841:263) was not convinced Aboriginal people made 
this art and left their authorship open to conjecture:

With regard to the age of these paintings we had no clue whatever to guide us. It is certain 
that they may have been very ancient … but, whatever may have been the age of these 
paintings, it is scarcely probable that they could have been executed by a self-taught savage. 
Their origin therefore I think must still be open to conjecture.

The site was re-located in 1947 by Howard Coate, who painted his name and date there. It was 
revisited in 1948 by Elkin (1948) when it became clear that Grey’s documentation was very 
much a product of its time – careful but incorrect in many details (Donaldson 2013:254–259; 
Rainsbury 2009:17). This colonial migrationist idea disassociates the rock art from Aboriginal 
authorship – a legacy that still reverberates today (e.g. Weiler and Weiler 2017).

Just over half a century later, Gwion Gwion (formerly ‘Bradshaw’) rock art was described and 
documented by pastoralist Joseph Bradshaw who had taken up a lease of a million acres that he 
called Marigui, situated in the area now covered by Drysdale River Station. After reaching what 
he erroneously thought to be the Prince Regent River (actually, the Roe River), Bradshaw stated 
in his diary of 16 April 1891 that he encountered: ‘Aboriginal paintings which appeared to be 
of great antiquity, and I do not attribute them to the present representations of the Black race’ 
(quoted in Walsh 2000:9). The day after he made ‘some sketches of the native drawings’ – four 
to be precise (Rainsbury 2013). He announced the ‘discoveries’ in a lecture given at the Royal 
Geographic Society of Australia in Melbourne in September 1891. In the ensuing account of the 
journey, Bradshaw stated that he encountered ‘numerous caves and recesses in the rocks, the walls 
of which were adorned with native paintings, coloured in red, black, brown, yellow white and 
pale blue’ (Figure 10.3), and he described how:

Some of the human figures were life-size, the bodies and limbs very attenuated, and 
represented as having numerous tassel-shaped adornments appended to the hair, neck, 
waist, arms, and legs; but the most remarkable fact in connection with these drawings is 
that wherever a profile face is shown the features are of a most pronounced aquiline type, 
quite different from those of any natives we encountered. Indeed, looking at some of the 
groups, one might almost think himself viewing the painted walls of an Egyptian temple. 
These sketches seemed to be of great age, but over the surface of some of them were drawn 
in fresher colors smaller and more recent scenes, and rude forms of animals, such as the 
kangaroo, wallaby, porcupine, crocodile, &c. (Bradshaw 1892:100)

Bradshaw was entranced with the aesthetic quality of the Gwion Gwion figures, which clashed 
with his (mis)perception of Aboriginal people. He was aware of Grey’s travelogue, as he observed 
‘in one or two places … alphabetical characters somewhat similar to those seen by Sir George Grey’ 
(Bradshaw 1892:100). Revealingly, none of these rock paintings were sketched. The ‘Bradshaw’ 
type site remained ‘lost’ for over a century – primarily because Bradshaw’s geography was confused 
– he was on the Roe River rather than the Prince Regent. The site was finally re-located in 1997 
(Parker et al. 2007) and published by Walsh three years later (2000:8–12, Plates 19, 21–25).
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Figure 10.3: Examples of Bradshaw’s documentation of Gwion Gwion rock art from his visit to 
Kimberley in 1891.
Source: The original drawings are in the Berndt Museum of Anthropology at the University of Western 
Australia, published with their kind permission.

During the 1800s and early 1900s, the Kimberley became a moving colonial frontier, sparked 
by short-lived gold rushes, and crisscrossed by non-Indigenous explorers. Many outsiders could 
not avoid noticing and occasionally documenting rock art (e.g. Basedow 1925; Basset-Smith 
1894; Conigrave 1938; Easton 1922; Explorer 1896; Forrest 1880; Mjöberg 1915, 2012; see 
Akerman 2016; Rainsbury 2016). Besides Grey and Bradshaw, Brockman’s 1901 expedition 
was the next-most significant, as it systematically used photography to document much of the 
rock art encountered (Brockman 1902:Figures 4–6, 10, 12–13, 15–20, 23–26). For example, 
rare instances of portable stone slabs with Wandjina were recorded (Brockman 1902:Figures 20, 
25). Brockman (1902:12) found the rock art intriguing but made only short notes about this 
‘remarkable custom’. He states that ‘over the area in which these paintings occur, I frequently 
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found the pigments used at the native camps’ (Brockman 1902:12), which explicitly links the 
rock art with local Aboriginal people. In Appendix C to the report, F.M. House, the project 
photographer, like Grey, found that the depicted anthropomorphic beings wore ‘clothes’, which 
for him indicated that the artworks must ‘date back before the advent of the first known white 
men’ visited the Kimberley (Brockman 1902:18).

Grey’s travelogue served to spark interest in Kimberley rock art. Bradshaw’s 1891 lecture 
revitalised this interest. While only one of his four rock art sketches was published in 1892, some 
of the others were published two years later by Reverend J. Mathew (1894). Mathew opened his 
article with a blunt statement that said more about his world view than the artwork he tried to 
comprehend: ‘The art of painting, has been so little practised by the aborigines [sic] of Australia, 
that to say they were ignorant of it altogether would not be far from the truth’ (Mathew 1894:42). 
Grey’s depiction of Wandjina was described as ‘nearly in the military attitude of “Attention”’. 
Mathew (1894:44) thought the markings in the ‘head-dress’ resembled ‘plain Roman letters’. 
His contemporaries suggested Morian or Japanese letters (Crawford 1968:67). Mathew proposed 
that the rock art was made by ‘sacred men’ from Sumatra (Mathew 1894:51). Turning to the 
artworks documented by Bradshaw, Mathew offered many suggestions for the foreign origin of 
the artists, including ‘Phoenicians, Spaniards, Portuguese, and Hindus’ (Mathew 1894:45), and 
even argued that they were depictions of Hindu gods (Mathew 1894:50).

Reverend Mathew is but one out of many nineteenth-century dilettantes who tried to make 
sense of the rock art documented and published by Grey and Bradshaw. Few if any unequivocally 
suggested Aboriginal authorship, in keeping with the nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
colonial milieu that held that ‘certain elements of Australian Aboriginal culture are defined as 
advanced and therefore anomalous and exotic in origin’ (McNiven and Russell 2005:8). This idea 
can be followed throughout twentieth-century rock art research (e.g. Walsh 1994, 1997a, 1997b, 
2000), and it still finds new advocates in popular culture (e.g. Parker et al. 2007; Wilson 2006; 
Weiler and Weiler 2017; cf. Gray 2018; McNiven 2011; Porr 2017; Redmond 2002).

Towards an Indigenous understanding of Australian 
rock art (1900–1960)
Replacing such fact-absent colonial notions with substantive narratives describing the rock art 
and acknowledging Aboriginal authorship and custodianship was work undertaken by a diverse 
collection of individuals who took an active interest in Aboriginal culture and spent the time 
to learn about their customs and world views firsthand (Gray 2007). Spencer and Gillen’s 1899 
study The native tribes of Central Australia had a lasting impact on rock art research in Australia 
(e.g. Brady et al. 2018; Gunn 2000), and elsewhere (Bahn 1998; Goldhahn 2013; Layton 1992; 
Lewis-Williams 2002), and it is often celebrated as a decisive turning point. An often unsung 
hero in this context was R.H. Mathews (1893, 1896, 1898, N.B. unrelated to the Reverend 
Mathew), who published a series of dedicated studies on Aboriginal rock paintings and engravings 
in the 1890s and the early twentieth century (see Elkin 1949; McDonald 2008). Through his 
profession as a surveyor, Mathews came to know many Aboriginal people and started to conduct 
anthropological work with them (Elkin 1975). His studies about Aboriginal culture, objects, 
artworks, social structure, language and ‘mythology’ helped shape Australian anthropology and 
rock art research (Thomas 2007).



10. Histories of rock art research in Western Australia’s Kimberley, 1838–2000  181 

terra australis 55

Missionaries and rock art
Pioneering studies of rock art using informed methodologies started in the Kimberley in the 
early 1900s through some of the earliest Christian missions (Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005). 
A pivotal example of this was Father Nicholas d’Emo who worked at the Cistercian Drysdale 
River mission at Pago, established in 1908 (Perez 1977). The missionaries were given a harsh 
welcome by the Wunambal. Inspired by Grey’s travelogue, and after a more friendly relationship 
had been established, d’Emo started to document nearby rock art sites, and some of these 
recordings were published anonymously (Walsh 2000:12). By 1909, the mission had moved 
to the King Edward River and today’s Kalumburu community. In 1910, d’Emo was visited by 
the naturalist Hill, who documented rock art at Napier Broome Bay and Parry Harbour, which 
included some Gwion Gwion figures that Mountford published in 1937. d’Emo continued to 
document rock art at more than 90 sites until 1913, with hundreds of figures, but most of these 
would remain unknown to rock art scholars until the end of the century (Rainsbury 2017). 
Copies of his documentation are kept in the Western Australian Museum, while Hill’s are kept 
in the South Australian Museum.

Missions like Kalumburu and Kunmunya, as well as some ‘refuge’ homesteads (cf. Paterson and 
Wilson 2009), grew into safe havens where Aboriginal people from different clans and language 
groups in the west Kimberley could avoid the worst of the colonial excess (e.g. Elder 2003; Owen 
2016). Such communities became nodes where people could gather, exchange experiences, and 
transfer cultural knowledge and protocols to coming generations (Blundell and Woolagoodja 
2005; Crawford 2001; see also May et al. 2020 for a comparable situation in Arnhem Land). 
These enclaves enabled the noteworthy work of Reverend Love (1917) among the Worora.

Arriving in 1914 to work at the Presbyterian mission at Walcott Inlet, Love conducted research 
about the Worora, including the meaning and significance of their rock art. Love witnessed 
new paintings being made (Love 1917:35–36). He was one of the first outsiders to explore 
cosmologies connected to Wandjina and established their relationship to rain and maintenance 
ceremonies (Love 1917:37). Love left Kunmunya in 1915 but returned in 1927 when he took 
over as the leader of the mission.

Through close dialogue with the local Worora, Love recorded that every Wandjina has a proper 
name that relates to an ancestral being of a specific patrilineal clan. He recorded that rock art 
was crucial for some maintenance rituals, stating: ‘they are to ensure the food supply of the 
present generation’ (Love 1930:3–4). In early 1929, Love (1930:7) documented how Kánaway, 
an Adbalandi man of Malandum clan, described as a ‘doctor’ and Ináiiri by Love, went out 
on Country to ‘take care of it’. A week later Love (1930:7) found ‘three new paintings of 
a  kunjáwarinya (freshwater tortoise), a bulgúja (dugong), and a liver of a stingray “ubúnu”’. 
Aboriginal people at the mission confirmed that these paintings were created by Kánaway. Around 
this time Love witnessed two senior men, named Indamoi and Wallamurra, repaint the Namarali 
Wandjina at Karndirrim, which would later appear through Yornadaiyn Woolagoodja’s agency 
at the opening of the Sydney Olympic Games in 2000 (Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005:85–89; 
Woolagoodja 2020). He also made important observations about painting techniques and other 
cultural practices and beliefs concerning rock art (Love 1930).

In the end, Love (1930:7) found himself ‘pleased to have established the fact that the rock 
paintings … are mainly subject to renewal, or fresh execution, periodically, by Worora men now 
living’. His popular book that describes his experience of living with Stone Age Bushmen of today 
(republished with the primary title Kimberley people by Welch in 2009) made a lasting impact in 
Australia and overseas and sparked a new interest in Aboriginal culture.
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Early ethnographic research
The era between the Great War and World War  II marks the beginning of a mostly positive 
change in attitudes towards Aboriginal people in Australia. This movement grew stronger when 
anthropological studies started to uncover some of the more obvious shortcomings of colonial 
social science (see Gray 2007). Spencer and Gillen’s landmark study in 1899 was followed by 
new studies of Aboriginal people and their lifeworlds (e.g. Spencer 1914; see Elkin 1934) that 
led to a growing interest in Aboriginal culture. The first exhibition on Australian Aboriginal 
art was held in Melbourne in 1929 (Barrett and Kenyon 1929). It included bark paintings as 
well as photographs and documentations of rock art (e.g. Morphy 1998; Petersen et al. 2008). 
Several new scholars, such as F.D. McCarthy and C.P. Mountford, dedicated their careers to 
exploring Aboriginal artworks (see Clarke et al. Chapter  2, this volume). The first synthesis 
on ‘Aboriginal Australian and Tasmanian rock carvings and paintings’ was published by 
Davidson in 1936, in which he argued for an Aboriginal authorship of rock art in Australia 
(Davidson 1936:121–134).

This renewed interest in Aboriginal culture fostered ethnographic studies, with A.P. Elkin being 
the earliest scholar to conduct extensive fieldwork in the Kimberley (Wise 1985). Assisted by the 
now-reviled A.O. Neville, the ‘Chief Protector of Aborigines’ in Western Australia (Gray 1997) 
– and still known as ‘Neville the Devil’ among Kimberley people – Elkin dedicated 11 weeks 
between 1927 and 1928 to study rock art, mainly ‘in the country of the Ungarinyin’ (Elkin 
1930a:257).

After visiting three rock art sites around Walcott Inlet close to Munja Station together with 
Traditional Owners, and sharing some of their cultural knowledge, Elkin found no reason to 
doubt the authorship of Wandjina: ‘There do not seem to be any features of the wondjina and 
associated paintings that might be supposed foreign to the ideas and practices of the natives’ 
(Elkin 1930a:274). In Beleguldo Cave, he obtained detailed information about the meaning of 
certain paintings and their significance, such as some head-ornaments of the figures, which had 
counterparts in ceremonial practices of his informants (Figure 10.4). On the puzzling question 
of why certain ‘wondjina’ were not depicted with a mouth, he got a frank answer: ‘It cannot 
be done’. Through Elkin’s dialogue with senior men, he could start to correct many earlier 
misinterpretations about Wandjina (Elkin 1930a:260–262, 274). For instance, from the state of 
the art, Elkin could see that they were repainted regularly, and some were even repainted during 
his visit:

This operation should only be done at the beginning of the wet season, for the retouching 
causes rain to fall. As a matter of fact, a blackfellow who was with me retouched the eyes 
of the large wondjina with some charcoal while I was visiting the pictures, and, strangely 
enough, some light showers fell a few days later in the midst of the dry season. This did 
much to strengthen the aborigines’ faith, and they did not fail to draw my attention to the 
cause of this unprecedented rain. (Elkin 1930a:261)

Contemporary understandings among Kimberley Aboriginal people suggests that Wandjina are 
kept ‘fresh’ so that their powers are regained and retained. This should be done regularly, or 
when they start to lose their lustre. Scientific analyses conducted by Morwood et al. (2010:5–6) 
revealed 38 layers of paint on a ‘Wandjina-style snake depiction’‚ spanning a c. 375-year period, 
suggesting repainting (on average) at least once a decade.
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Figure 10.4: Photograph from Elkin’s fieldwork in the late 1950s.
Source: Akerman 2016.

Elkin’s enquiries into the meaning of Wandjina showed that many were linked to ‘increase rituals’ 
– that is, maintenance rituals. Certain Wandjina in the cave of Wiri Modangeri, on the Charnley 
River, were said to depict female Spirit Figures, and by repainting these ‘women will have babies’ 
(Elkin 1930a:262). Other images at the same site were said to help certain animals and bush food 
to procreate (Elkin 1930a:263). The third cave Elkin described was Bindjibi and it provided more 
of a challenge for him. The rock art gave plenty of evidence for repainting and contemporary use, 
but the ‘somewhat faded red ochre’ Gwion Gwion figures made Elkin (1930a:266) wonder about 
their authorship: ‘It must, however, be admitted that the realistic and life-like representation is 
certainly superior to that which is usually seen in native galleries’ (Elkin 1930a:265). Later in 
the same article, he concluded that ‘The shape of heads, head-dress and body-forms suggests an 
origin and workmanship other than native’ (Elkin 1930a:275), demonstrating the persistent 
colonial trope of migrationism (see also Capell 1939; Lommel 1966; Mountford 1937).

That said, Elkin did consult with Traditional Owners and recounted many significant cultural 
practices and objects in the caves and shelters, as well as in their surroundings, such as some stone 
arrangements that were described as manifestations of Ungud (Elkin 1930b), often referred to as 
the Rainbow Serpent by outsiders. Elkin’s (1930a:272) statement that ‘It is, however, hazardous to 
propose meanings without the assistance of the men … to which the gallery belongs’, still holds.

Love and Elkin’s studies included an active dialogue with Aboriginal people to learn from their 
cultural knowledge about Kimberley rock art. It opened up new understandings and made it 
clear that a more holistic approach was needed to understand Aboriginal lifeworlds. Elkin’s 
novel study of rock art was soon followed by analyses of other aspects of Aboriginal culture, 
including Aboriginal stone arrangements (Love 1929), ‘mythology’ (Capell 1939; Elkin 1930b; 
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Love 1935), social organisation (Elkin 1932), totemism (Elkin 1933), and more (Elkin 1945). 
Some  of this work was groundbreaking. For example, Phyllis Kaberry (1935, 1936, 1939), 
a student of Elkin’s, spent three years in the East Kimberley, pioneering anthropological work 
with Aboriginal women exploring different aspects of their sacred lifeways (Williams 1988), 
including their agency with rock art production and ochreous applications. Kaberry (1939:206) 
was told how an old woman ‘touched up the painting of the rainbow serpent in her country 
so that the spirit-children might increase’ (see also Kaberry 1936:398). She documented how 
a women took a stone, painted an image and ‘covered it with feathers’ whereafter she ‘sung it’ 
as part of a sorcery ritual (Kaberry 1939:250). Women also created images on their bodies and 
on material culture in ‘love magic corroborees’ (Kaberry 1939:254–268). Kaberry’s focus on the 
lifeworlds of women was groundbreaking, both as a result of her access as a female anthropologist 
in a male-dominated field, and in the material she chose to document.

The 22nd Frobenius Expedition
Analyses of Aboriginal lifeworlds where rock art could be understood as an integrated part of 
culture practices led to the most ambitious Kimberley rock art project up until that time. This was 
the Frobenius ‘Institut für Kulturmorphologie’ Expedition of 1938 (Beinssen-Hesse 1991; Porr 
and Doohan 2017). The expedition consisted of two ethnographers, A. Lommel and H. Petri, 
and two female artists, G. Kleist and A. Schulz. Since Love (1936) had already presented an 
account on Worora, Petri (1954) decided to concentrate his fieldwork among Ngarinyin people 
at the Munja government station (Figure 10.5), while Lommel (1952) focused on Wunambal 
(Unambal) in the Wurewurí area.

Figure 10.5: Helmut Petri during fieldwork at the Munja Government Station in 1938.
Source: Frobenius Institute in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, published with their kind permission.
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Frobenius’s interest in rock art was grounded in a Hegelian world view. He understood languages 
and artworks as an essential aspect of the Geist of a people’s mentality and culture (Kuper 1988). 
‘Myths’ and legends decoded information that could reveal hidden aspects of human cultural 
history (Porr and Doohan 2017). This idea of progressivism considered Aboriginal people as 
‘frozen fossils’ of previous evolutionary stages that European nations had surpassed through 
the Neolithic revolution (e.g. Childe 1925). Frobenius and his co-workers were convinced 
that Aboriginal people of Australia were a ‘dying race’ (Petri 1954), soon to be replaced by the 
‘higher civilization’ that was brought to Australia by its colonisers. Following this stance, the 
Frobenius Expedition aimed to save traces of the vanishing original Aboriginal culture before it 
became ‘extinct’. This meant that their ethnographic work had a pronounced focus on Aboriginal 
cosmologies and the role of ritual specialists (Lommel 1952; Petri 1952a, 1953, see also Coate 
1966; Elkin 1945; Lommel and Mowaljarlai 1994).

World War II and postwar conditions delayed publications from the Frobenius Expedition. Some 
of Petri’s (1954:97) fieldnotes on ‘mythology’ were lost when his office storage was bombed (Schulz 
1956:45). Also, most of its proceedings were published in German in the 1950s (Lommel 1949, 
1950, 1952; Petri 1950, 1952a, 1952b, 1953, 1954), leading to this work having a relatively low 
profile in Australia (cf. Peterson and Kenny 2017). One exception is Schulz’s well-cited article on 
rock art from 1956, which was published in English (cf. Schulz 1971). Schulz (1956:8) underlined 
the necessity of including the ‘mythology’ connected with rock art to understand its meaning:

In primeval times, the Wond-inas, conceived as mythic beings and totemic heroes, wandered 
on the earth. They made the landscape in its present form … On the completion of their 
earthly activities the Wond-inas went partly down into the earth, partly up to heaven. 
On earth the spot is mostly indicated by some never-drying waterhole where Wond-ina 
survives, generally in the shape of the rainbow serpent Ungud. From him comes the rain on 
which the preservation and renewal of all life depend. In these Ungud places the aborigines 
find the spirit children, mythic impersonations of the all-essential substance, man’s vital 
power but for which no children are born.

Schulz (1956:15–16) named some of her informants in her article and their close affiliation to 
specific Wandjina images through the patrilineal kinship system and she retold Dreaming stories 
connected to some artworks. Where possible, she used Aboriginal names of the specific Wandjina 
and offered a summary of the necessity to refresh these figures, or as one of her anonymous 
informants formulated it, ‘to make ‘m pretty fellows’ (Schulz 1956:57): ‘The portrait is regarded 
as a living thing and is treated as such. When the shadow on the rock wall fades away, the Wond-
ina being vanishes, and thus end rain and fertility’ (Schulz 1956:9). Moreover, Schulz (1956:32) 
made novel use of older photographic documentation, such as that of A.E. House taken during 
Brockman’s 1901 study, to reveal the repainting of images and, sometimes, the addition of new 
imagery in the shelters that she studied.

Schulz’s article demonstrated a growing interest in the relationship between Wandjina and Gwion 
Gwion rock art, an inquiry that would become central in the following decades. She underlined 
the stylistic differences and also the cosmological explanations embedded in these artworks 
(Schulz 1956:48). She bluntly declared: ‘There is no room for [Gwion Gwion] in present-day 
aboriginal culture’. However, in the following sentence she cited her informants who interpreted 
them as ‘D’imi, bush spirits’ (Schulz 1956:12, 44). Her Ungarinyin guide had the following 
information to add:

Pointing east he said: That way are many more rocks high up the hills like Malan, with 
similar paintings. The black-fellows have nothing to do with them. Long ago Kujon a black 
bird, painted on the rocks. He struck his bill against the stones so that it bled, and with 
the blood he painted. He painted no animals, only human-shaped figures which probably 
represent spirits. It is long since he did so. (Schulz 1956:47)
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As Porr and Doohan (2017) have argued, there is an ambivalence in Schulz’s reading of Gwion 
Gwion. On one hand, she wrote that ‘these paintings present the same difficulties as most of the 
rock paintings which have come down to us from by-gone peoples about which we know little 
or nothing’ (Schulz 1956:44) and even defined them as ‘peculiar and un-Australian paintings’ 
(Schulz 1956:12). On the other hand, she defined Gwion Gwion as an older style whose 
similarities over large geographical distances in the Kimberley indicated that a ‘culture once 
extended over the area between the picture places known to us and that further evidence of it 
may be found’ (Schulz 1956:48). She rejected external and exotic explanations of Gwion Gwion 
(Schulz 1956:47). Similar thoughts were expressed by Lommel (1958a), but his description of 
the transition from Gwion Gwion to Wandjina rock art defined this shift in colonial terms as 
a ‘Degeneration und Verprimitivierung des eleganten und bewegten Bradshawstiles zu plumpen 
und skurrilen’ (Lommel 1958b:33): in short, as a degeneration of the elegant and dynamic 
Bradshaw style into clumsy and bizarre imageries.

The missionary Worms (1955) expressed a similar view when he described Gwion Gwion as 
‘prehistoric rock miniatures’. Worms (1955:547, 555) argued that the Kwini Elders he worked 
with did not show the ‘slightest interest in them’ and that ‘the present natives are of the opinion 
that another people’ had created these artworks. The state of preservation of these ‘masterpieces’ 
led him to suggest that these artworks were prehistoric and created by a now-extinct ‘pygmoid 
race’ (Worms 1955:555, 558, 561, 563–566).

It has been claimed that the disputed nomenclature of ‘Bradshaw Figures’ was coined by Schulz 
(1956:45–48), but it had already been used by Elkin (1948:15). However, as Kwini Senior 
Traditional Owner Ambrose Chalarimeri (2001:72, 72–78) has argued: ‘Aboriginal painting 
shouldn’t have white man name’. Recently, the core studies from the Frobenius Expedition 
have been translated into English (Akerman 2015b; Lommel 2007; Petri 2011, 2014), making 
these studies more accessible. They have, however, also attracted criticism for being published 
while not meeting today’s best standard practice of consulting the descendent Aboriginal groups 
beforehand (Porr and Doohan 2017).

This period of research, searching for an ethnographic understanding of Aboriginal rock art, 
established the conditions of possibility for the divergent research paths that were to follow from 
the 1960s.

Diverging fields of rock art research (1960–2000)
In his first overview of Australian Aboriginal rock art, F.D. McCarthy (1958:53) declared that 
no other rock art area in Australia ‘has caused so much interest nor produced a larger body 
of literature’ than the Kimberley (also McCarthy 1967:57). However, 36  years later when 
Morwood and Smith (1994) presented an overview of Australian rock art research between 1974 
and 1994, the study of Kimberley rock art seemed to have played a more modest role. From 
the 1960s onwards, other rock art regions dominated the research scene (see Morwood and 
Smith 1994:31–38), and the established research traditions of the Kimberley changed in four 
main ways.

First, few if any missionaries continued to write about rock art. Secondly, with archaeology having 
established itself as an academic discipline in Australia, rock art developed – after some hesitation 
(i.e. Mulvaney 1969:174) – as one of its major research areas (Griffith 2018). Crawford’s classic 
1968 study The art of the Wandjina, and his subsequent research (Crawford 1972, 1973, 1977, 
1997, 2001, 2007), is an early example of this trend.
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Thirdly, from the 1970s, we can witness an increased interest in Kimberley rock art from 
avocational researchers, such as bushwalkers, tour operators, station owners, doctors and other 
devotees (see Donaldson 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Donaldson and Kennealley 2007; Kennealley et al. 
1997; Stubbs 1974). New organisations such as the Australian Rock Art Research Association 
(1983–present), The Kimberley Society (1992–2019), and The Kimberley Foundation, Australia 
(1993–2020, renamed Rock Art Australia), helped channel this interest by providing funding, 
logistical support and a community of practitioners. The main aims of these avocational 
researchers were to find ‘new’ sites (Schmiechen 1993, 1995) and use superimposition sequences 
to analyse the distribution of specific rock art styles in time and space (e.g. Walsh 1994, 2000; 
Walsh and Morwood 1999; Welch 1990, 1993c, 1995, 1996b). Increasingly, archaeologists 
developed partnerships with these avocationalists, applying new scientific methods to date 
and contextualising rock art styles and their modes of production (e.g. Morwood et al. 1994; 
Morwood and Walsh 1993; Roberts et al. 1997; Watchman 1997; Watchman et al. 1997). This 
development produced mixed results, with some very reputable work alongside uninformed 
speculation based on arguably colonial ideas.

The fourth change was the empowerment of Aboriginal people to express their knowledge 
through their own ontological frameworks about Kimberley rock art and associated heritage. This 
process gained momentum after the 1967 referendum that granted Aboriginal people civil rights, 
followed by the demand for repatriation of Aboriginal land, human remains and significant 
material culture. As a part of these processes, which still pertain, Aboriginal people started to 
express concerns about Indigenous intellectual property rights (see Frederick and O’Connor 
2009, and Gray 2018, for two relevant case studies). This impetus was augmented with calls 
for land rights and Native Title in the 1980s and the 1990s, resulting in a growing number 
of research articles and books with Aboriginal authorship (Mowaljarlai 1992; Mowaljarlai and 
Malnic 1993; Mowaljarlai and Peck 1987; Mowaljarlai et al. 1988; Utemorrah and Vinnicombe 
1992). A way to visualise these trends is to graph authorship of articles on Kimberley rock art 
(Figure 10.6).

Figure 10.6: Kimberley rock art publications 1841–2020 according to authorship.
(i) Avocational researchers, (ii) missionaries, (iii) anthropologists, (iv) archaeologists and (v) Aboriginal authors. 
Co-authored publication has been assembled according to the specific author, which means that there are 
more authors than publications in this graph.
Source: Authors’ summary.
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All these changes led to new relationships and dialogues concerning Kimberley rock art. 
Sometimes, this led to tensions and oppositional positions regarding access to sites, how to 
understand and interpret different rock art assemblages, and who could use and speak for rock 
art. We here highlight some of these discourses and clashes.

Anthropology versus archaeology
The enduring presence of anthropologists in the Kimberley from the late 1920s saw a new 
generation in the 1970s who were eager to refigure their discipline towards more contemporary 
social perspectives and issues (Morphy 2007). Many of these academics were dedicated to standing 
up against social injustices, engaging in Aboriginal land rights, and working towards closing the 
economic and social gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. In some instances, 
this has led to decades-long partnerships between Aboriginal groups and specific anthropologists. 
Researchers such as Blundell (1974; Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005; Blundell et al. 2018) and 
Akerman (2016; Ryan and Akerman 1993) have dedicated decades of fieldwork in the Kimberley 
and explored contemporary Aboriginal understandings of rock art (see also Crawford 2001; 
Layton 1992; Redmond 2002, 2017).

Archaeology, by contrast, tends to explore human histories from a diachronic perspective. 
For Kimberley rock art, Schulz’s (1956) article marks a growing awareness of the temporality of 
different rock art styles. She focused on iconography, spatial distributions and differences in the 
preservation of Wandjina and Gwion Gwion rock art, suggesting that the latter must be much 
older. At the time, Australia was thought to have been inhabited for a relatively short period, 
usually measured in a few thousand years. The significant deep-time history of Aboriginal people in 
Australia started to unfold with the increased application and development of radiocarbon dating 
in the 1960s (Mulvaney 1964). Radiometric dating of Aboriginal sites advanced knowledge of 
first human colonisation from a few thousand years ago (Mulvaney 1969), to about 20,000 years 
(cf. Mulvaney 1975), to, now, at least 50,000 years for the Kimberley (Veth et al. 2019).

When locating rock art in a Western chronological framework, current analyses indicate that some 
East Kimberley Irregular Infill Animal period art is around 17,300 years old (Finch et al. 2021), 
with some Gwion Gwion figures created c. 12,000 BP, and others possibly up to 18,000 BP 
(Finch et al. 2020; cf. Lewis 1997; Roberts et al. 1997). Unquestionably, some surviving rock 
art imagery and styles are older yet (Finch et al. 2020; Finch et al. 2021; Veth et al. 2018). The 
current earliest age for a disputed Wandjina-style figure is 5100 ± 240 BP (Ross et al. 2016:19). 
Whether a Wandjina or not, it is part of a noticeable ‘explosion’ of different, visually vivid rock 
arts created during the late Holocene. Interestingly, this is close to the time when current ocean 
levels stabilised, suggesting a possible recursive relationship between environmental changes and 
the multiplicity of recent Kimberley rock art traditions or ‘styles’. It may also be taphonomic 
in that more recent art and its diversity is better represented in galleries, overall. Importantly, 
the Wandjina tradition is still practised, with art produced or renewed today, and Aboriginal 
people thus find more recent dates more valent on account of their linkage to known histories 
and people (Ouzman 2021, for instance; see also Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005; Blundell et 
al. 2018; Chalarimeri 2001; Crawford 2001; Mangolamara et al. 2018; Mowaljarlai and Malnic 
1993; Ngarjno et al. 2000; Woolagoodja 2007, 2020) – an important contradistinction with 
archaeology, where ‘oldest’ dates are typically prized.

Archaeologists’ growing awareness of some rock art traditions’ deep-time origins resulted in a 
difference in analytical approaches to Australian rock art, described by Taçon and Chippindale 
(1998) as ‘Informed’ and ‘Formal’ methodologies. The former explores rock art through an 
anthropological and contemporary perspective, mainly focusing on the significances of Wandjina-
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style rock art (e.g. Arndt 1964; Blundell 1974, 1982; Capell 1972; Crawford 1968; Playford 
1960, 1997, 2007) and how these and other ancestral imageries inspire contemporary artists 
in the Kimberley (e.g. Ryan and Akerman 1993; Woolagoodja 2007, 2020). Archaeologists 
applying formal methodologies focused on revealing the sequence and age of rock art traditions, 
and how these changed – that is, the art is seen from a long-term diachronic perspective, often in 
relation to environmental change. This research trajectory was particularly pronounced between 
1960 and 2000, with these varied research interests subsequently beginning to merge. It should 
be noted, though, that an increasing number of archaeologists used the dual lens of anthropology 
well before 2000 (e.g. Mowaljarlai and Vinnicombe 1995; Mowaljarlai et al. 1988; Utemorrah 
and Vinnicombe 1992; Vinnicombe 1992, 1997).

Rock art chronologies
Based on states of preservation, it had become evident that some rock art is of considerable 
antiquity while other forms and styles are more recent. Despite being just two of many rock 
art styles and expressions, Gwion Gwion and Wandjina have received the most attention 
(e.g. Crawford 1968). This is especially true for research before 2000, which left the broader 
Kimberley rock art repertoire unexplored (cf. Gunn et al. 2019 for new ‘styles’). By suggesting 
a transformation of earlier styles to later ones, Crawford (1977) became one of the first scholars 
to advocate for continuity between Gwion Gwion and Wandjina rock art styles. However, it was 
not until the early 1990s that Walsh (1994) and Welch (1993a) presented more developed rock 
art chronologies using formal analyses, particular readings of superimposition and interpretations 
of specific styles’ preservation.

Welch (1993a) classified and sequenced rock art by technique (such as cupules, engravings and 
paintings). Then he analysed iconographic details, such as anthropomorphic body position 
(i.e. bent knee or straight parts) and attributes (e.g. tassels, material culture). However, he did 
not apply consistent variables between the six ‘periods’ he distinguished: Archaic, Tasselled, Bent 
Knee, Straight Parts, Wandjina, Contact (Figure 10.7). Walsh (1994) identified similar broad 
categories and formed similar relative chronological conclusions, but his chronology included 
three ‘Epochs’, each subdivided into two parts:

• Archaic Epoch, subdivided into ‘Pecked Cupule’ and ‘Irregular Infill Animal period’
• Erudite, subdivided into ‘Bradshaw’ and ‘Clothes Peg’
• Aborigine, which he subdivided into ‘Clawed Hand’ and ‘Wanjina’.

An important difference between their chronologies is that Welch (1993a, 1993b, 1996a, 1997, 
2007) argued for a clear Aboriginal authorship throughout his ‘periods’, whereas Walsh (1994) 
revitalised the colonial trope of migrationism and argued for discontinuities between his ‘epochs’ 
(McNiven and Russell 1997). The implied non-Aboriginal authorship of his two earliest ‘epochs’ 
were argued to match some recorded site abandonments recorded archaeologically (cf. O’Connor 
et al. 1999). Significantly, archaeological work has now demonstrated a clear continuity of 
Aboriginal people in the Kimberley from the time this region was settled to the present era 
(e.g. Malaspinas et al. 2016; Nagle et al. 2017; Travers and Ross 2016; Veth et al. 2019; Veth 
et al. 2021). Intellectually, much of Walsh’s theoretical framework has been superseded, retaining 
traction is some pseudoarchaeologial circles, while his detailed multi-decadal recordings giving 
rise to the superimposition sequence remains largely intact.
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Figure 10.7: A 1993 version of Welch’s rock art chronology for the Kimberley.
Source: Welch 1993a:1, Figure 1, published with kind permission by Welch (cf. Welch 2016).

Another way to establish Kimberley rock art’s age has been to apply indirect or direct dating 
methods. The former has been done by OSL (optically stimulated luminescence) analyses of 
mud wasp nests lying under or over the art, thus giving maximum or minimum ages for the art 
(Roberts et al. 1997), or AMS (accelerator mass spectrometry) radiocarbon-dating mineral crusts 
that grow under or over paintings (Walsh 2000:41). The direct radiocarbon dating of charcoal 
or beeswax art has also been undertaken (e.g. Watchman et al. 1997; Walsh 2000; see also 
Harper et al. 2020; Morwood et al. 2010). When first applied in the Kimberley, many of these 
methods were in their infancy, and results were not always reliable (Aubert 2012). Today, more 
advanced methods are available, such as the AMS dating of differentiated organics in the mud 
wasp nest stubs above and below the art (Finch et al. 2019; Finch et al. 2020; Finch et al. 2021), 
geomorphological dating (David et al. 2019), uranium-thorium dating of mineral crusts (Green 
et al. 2021a; Green et al. 2021b) and geomicrobiology (Hoy 2020). Both Irregular Infill Animal 
Paintings and Gwion Gwion rock art now have secure dates, at least for the east Kimberley.

Conservation versus repainting
The growing insight about some rock art’s great antiquity saw a mounting awareness about its 
preservation. Debate began around how this cultural heritage could be ‘saved’ so that coming 
generations could enjoy it (Crawford 1968:137–139). Since the 1970s, this led to different 
national organisations launching rock art conservation and restoration programs (Edwards 1974; 
Lambert 1989; Pearson and Swartz 1991; Rosenfeld 1985; Ward and Sullivan 1989; see also 
Callaghan 2007; MacLeod et al. 1997). Trials were carried out in the Kimberley to learn more 
about the properties and durability of various pigments that were used in creating the rock 
art (Clarke 1977; Clarke and North 1976), a research field that has recently rapidly advanced 
(cf. Chalmin and Huntley 2018; Ford et al. 1994; Huntley et al. 2014; Lenehan et al. 2017; 
Popelka-Filcoff and Zipkin 2021; Roberts et al. 2015; Ward et al. 2001).
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Fading rock art was not news to Aboriginal people, but their responses differed to those of many 
non-Aboriginal people. In the Kimberley, a long tradition of repainting Wandjina according to 
cultural protocols kept images fresh (Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005). In the 1980s, several 
senior Elders felt a need for the next generation to ‘step up’. In an act of resilience and cultural 
pride, several senior Elders argued for continuing the tradition of repainting Wandjina. David 
Banggal Mowaljarlai (1928–1997), a senior Ngarinyin man who had a long history of working 
as an informant for outsiders (see Love 1936; Coate 1966; Crawford 1968; Lommel and 
Mowaljarlai 1994), became a leading spokesman for this movement. A government-sponsored 
project was launched in 1986 (Mowaljarlai and Peck 1987), which created a heated debate about 
who should have authority about management of Aboriginal cultural heritage and traditions 
(cf. Bowdler 1988; Clarke and Randolph 1992; Mowaljarlai 1992; Mowaljarlai et al. 1988; 
Vinnicombe 1992; Walsh 1992, 2000).

The Australian Archaeological Association took a stand in favour of Aboriginal people’s rights to 
continue their cultural practices and traditions. Others voiced conflicting arguments, especially 
when it came to ‘older’ artworks such as Gwion Gwion and the application of non-traditional 
pigments (Ward 1992). Walsh (1992, 1994, 2000) was a vigorous opponent of such practices. 
He considered older artworks disassociated from contemporary Aboriginal people and argued 
that they had a transcending and global significance. He noted these paintings had sometimes 
been described by Traditional Owners as ‘rubbish paintings’. In doing so, Walsh relied heavily 
on earlier researchers’ evaluations, such as Schulz (1956:30), Worms (1955:547, 555) and 
Crawford (1968:86), rather than contemporary Aboriginal understandings of their own cultural 
expressions (i.e. Mowaljarlai and Malnic 1993). To support his viewpoint, Walsh quoted senior 
Aboriginal people who did not identify with or share information about these particular paintings 
(Walsh 2000:429, 444–446).

An interesting aspect of this debate was that all outsiders, from Love to Walsh, considered at face 
value the information that Aboriginal people had shared with them. They never considered the 
possibility that some restricted cultural information could have been filtered or withheld from 
them (see Brady et al. 2020 for a theoretical discussion). They also did not consider that different 
clans and persons could have varied or contextual understandings of these artworks. Some clarity 
is provided by recourse to emic taxonomy (Brady et al. 2020). Redmond (2002:58), for example, 
observed that in the Kimberley, ‘rubbish’ is often used in Aboriginal English to mean ‘someone 
who is very old and maybe no longer active’. It can also mean ‘not dangerous, friendly’ and/
or ‘someone who is too young and inexperienced for an important political role’. According to 
Redmond, in Ngarinyin relations to Gwion Gwion, the notion of ‘rubbish’ may refer to:

the total visual and cosmological Gestalt that has made Wanjina a ‘well-known bloke’ and 
Gwion, a more background one; forever present but not interacted with in the same way as 
the Wanjina. While the focus of living connection may have shifted long ago to the Wanjina, 
the Gwion form an essential part of a living sense of identity for many contemporary 
Ngarinyin and related groups in much the same way that the early paintings are overlaid by 
but seldom entirely obscured by, the Wanjina. (Redmond 2002:58)

Clearly there can be more to a word than is first understood; as is well known, words cannot just 
be naively translated, but need to be understood in relation to their specific ontological contexts. 
This and other related debates are far from settled, though older interpretations of Kimberley 
rock art that voice colonial ideas seem to reappear in a range of social and cultural contexts 
through time. A constructive outcome of such colonial discourses is that it has made academics 
more cognisant (Crawford 2001; Gray 2018; McNiven and Russell 2005; McNiven 2011; Porr 
2017), and Aboriginal people more determined to express their own opinions about the meaning 
of their ancestors’ artworks, including their right to define and control their cultural heritage 
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(Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005; Blundell et al. 2018; Chalarimeri 2001; Mangolamara et al. 
2018; Mowaljarlai and Malnic 1993; Ngarjno et al. 2000; Woolagoodja 2007, 2020; see also 
Somerville 1997).

Conclusion
Kimberley rock art research at the close of the twentieth century can be seen as diverse and 
diverging, with embedded and persistent colonial tropes. However, the last two decades are 
witness to new cross-cultural collaborations with a common interest in rock art, with a gradual 
but active progression towards a relational dialogue and a ‘two-way of learning’ (Porr and 
Doohan 2017). This is not to say that the history of Kimberley rock art research can be ignored, 
nor that different methodologies and interpretations built upon colonial ideas have been erased. 
The development of contextualised research, both with Kimberley people and within broader 
archaeological and environmental datasets, allows for continued improvements in deepening 
different understandings of the Kimberley’s rich rock art repertoire. Today, Kimberley rock art 
acts as an intergenerational medium for the transmission of cultural knowledge among Aboriginal 
people, and these powerful images are also used to educate non-Aboriginal people about their 
rich history and culture, about what ‘always was, always will be’.1
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