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Working in the 1960s, Robert (Bob) Edwards was a key figure in the development of research into Australian rock art. He was

one of the first rock art scholars to attempt a quantitative and comparative survey of rock engravings in south and central

Australia. In this paper, we examine the development of his work on rock engravings, the intellectual context for his research,

and the problems he addressed. Edwards’ research took place during a decade when rock art research became more systematic,

analytical and quantitative. Although Edwards’ research on rock engravings was influential, his subsequent career shows a

shift from an antiquarian interest in which he regarded rock art as an archaeological relic of an ancient Australia, to a more

humanist perspective, where he began to appreciate that many of the sites that he regarded as ancient were part of a living

tradition.
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Introduction

Working in the 1960s, Robert (Bob) Edwards (Fig. 1), dubbed ‘the

godfather’ by Lesley Maynard,1 was one of the first rock art

scholars in Australia to attempt a systematic, quantitative and

comparative survey of rock engravings in south and central

Australia, and the legacy of his pioneering work still animates

rock art studies today. His work on rock art was seminal in that it

took place during a critical decade in the expansion of field

archaeology in Australia,2 ensuring that the study of rock art

would develop as a strong research domain, paralleling strati-

graphic archaeology with its focus on excavations, sequence and

chronology. Although Edwards began as an antiquarian, with

interests in what he saw as archaeological relics of an ancient

Australia, by 1970 he had adopted a more humanist perspective

and saw rock art as a living contemporary tradition. Subsequently,

through his leadership of the Aboriginal Arts Board, he did much

to foster the growth of the Papunya Tula art movement and the

striking desert acrylics it produced.

Background: a career in art, museums and heritage

Bob Edwards undertook his rock art research mostly between 1962

and 1973 at the South Australian Museum. He was in his 30s at this

time, having been born in 1930, and his rock art research is only a

small part of what became a much broader career in ‘cultural

diplomacy’, with interests in Aboriginal art that went well beyond

pre-historic rock art.3

Edwards—a member of an old Adelaide family—emerged from

an amateur local tradition of field naturalists and historians. His

association with the South Australian Museum and the Royal Geo-

graphical Society of Australasia (South Australian Branch) saw his

interests in local history and geography extend into Aboriginal

history.4 He appears not to have had a tertiary education, and, until

1965, was an orchardist and market-gardener on the Adelaide Plains.

Contact with the South Australian Museum led to collaboration with

CharlesMountford—thena prominent amateur anthropologist5—and

to joint fieldtrips to record rock art. In 1963, he also joined archaeo-

logical excavations at Fromms Landing on the lower Murray River.6

1Maynard (1988) p. 30.
2 Griffiths (2018).
3 National Portrait Gallery (2018). National Museum of Australia (2011).
4 Transcript, Dick Richards, 22 March 2011, ‘Bob Edwards: from orchardist to ethnographer’, Bob Edwards: a tribute, National Museum of Australia,
Canberra, ACT.

5Mulvaney (2011) p. 312.
6 Griffiths (2018) p. 184. Mulvaney (2011) p. 312.
7 Edwards (1964, 1965a, 1965b, 1966a, 1968b, 1971). Mountford and Edwards (1962, 1963, 1964).
8 Edwards (1966b).
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From 1965 to 1973, he was curator of anthropology at the South

Australian Museum, where he was amongst a trio of young curators

(along with Graeme Pretty and Bob Ellis) who succeeded Norman

Tindale. He had joined the museum with established interests in

rock engravings, and from 1965 to 1966 developed his work into a

major survey of engraving sites in the Olary region in South

Australia, centred on Panaramitee station (Fig. 2). He also extended

this work into awide-ranging survey of rock art sites (both paintings

and rock engravings) in the Northern Territory. Between 1962 and

1971, he published nine research papers on rock engravings.7 To

this work, he also brought an expertise in photography that seems to

have been a long-standing interest facilitated by the high-quality

photographic equipment that had become available in the late 1950s

and early 1960s.8 His enthusiasm for photography may have been

stimulated by his partnership with Charles Mountford, who was

himself a keen exponent of high-quality field photography.

Edwards’ involvement with Central Australia began in 1965, the

year he received a grant from the then Australian Institute of

Aboriginal Studies (AIAS) to photograph and record rock art sites

across the Northern Territory. In this, he had the support of the

existing principal of AIAS, Fred McCarthy, who had strong inter-

ests in rock art. The following year, in 1966, Edwards was also

asked by the institute to film traditional ‘increase’ ceremonies at the

important Warlpiri site of Rugari near Yuendumu, in the Northern

Territory. Similarly, in 1967, hewas commissioned by the institute to

visit Thomas Reservoir in the ClelandHills, west of Alice Springs, to

investigate reports by prospector, Michael Terry, of unusual—

possibly non-Aboriginal—rock engravings there.9 On this Cleland

Hills visit, he recorded the first of a series of engravings of faces

(Fig. 3), a type of motif now widely known from the interior.10

In 1968, Edwards’ work was included in an important interdis-

ciplinary seminar series on Aboriginal prehistory held at the

Australian National University.11 This was a watershed event.

Edwards’ inclusion marked the extent to which he had become part

of the inner circle in Australian archaeology. It also shows that his

work on rock engravings was considered by academic colleagues

to be part of a ‘modern’ approach towards understanding ancient

Australia.

To allow his research to develop into a more systematic survey

of rock art sites in Central Australia, Edwards convinced a newly

established newspaper—The Australian (first published in July

1964)—to fund an expedition across the Centre in return for a

six-part serialised account of his fieldwork.12 As a result, he was

able to embark on an extensive ten-week journey through Central

Australia in 1969.13 During this, he travelled north into the Tanami,

into the area west of Alice Springs (including a second trip to the

Cleland Hills—this time guided by a Kukatja-Luritja man, Timmy

Tjukadai) and into the Anangu-Pitjantjatjara-Yankunytjatjara lands

(APY lands) across to Blackstone Range. On his second visit to the

Cleland Hills, he also made a series of latex casts of the distinctive

‘face’ designs, after first testing his castingmethods at a local quarry

in the Alice Springs district.14

As Edwards’ ideas about the antiquity of rock engravings took

shape, the possibility that this was an archaic rock art was reinforced

by his visit in 1966 to John Mulvaney’s excavations at Ingaladdi

(Yingalarri), Northern Territory,15 where Mulvaney had explicitly

set out to investigate the antiquity of an engraved frieze on the wall

of this rock shelter. Edwards’ notion that this was an archaic art form

was further strengthened by his involvement with the AIAS excava-

tions in 1969 at the Mt Cameron West engraving site, Tasmania,16

and his workwith rock art doyenne, LesleyMaynard, on ancient wall

markings in Koonalda Cave, South Australia, in 1967.17

After 1969, however, his interests, which were initially antiquar-

ian in nature, began to shift towards a more humanist appreciation of

traditionalAboriginal society aswell as the formalmanagement of its

Fig. 1. Bob Edwards in the field in 1969 during excavation of the

engravings at Mt Cameron West in Tasmania. Extract from a photo-

graph by Rhys Jones (AIATSIS, Jones R07.CS 000142596, reproduced

with permission).

7 Edwards (1964, 1965a, 1965b, 1966a, 1968b, 1971). Mountford and Edwards (1962, 1963, 1964).
8 Edwards (1966b).
9 Edwards (1968a, 1968b).
10 Brady and Carson (2012). Ross and Smith (2009). Smith (2013) pp. 252–253.
11Mulvaney and Golson (1971).
12 Edwards (1970).
13 Edwards (1970).
14 Edwards (1968a, 1968b).
15Mulvaney (1969), Mulvaney (1975) pp. 184–188.
16McCarthy (1969).
17 Edwards and Maynard (1967).
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cultural heritage. At the South Australian Museum, he drew on his

contactswith senior men in the APY lands to develop a keeping place

in the basement of the South Australian Museum, where Aboriginal

elders could inspect their secret-sacred objects. Thiswas the first time

that anymuseumhad done this. His interests in cultural heritage led to

his involvement with UNESCO, as well as an ill-fated proposal in

1972 for a site-museum of desert art at a prominent rock painting site

at Cave Hill (Walinynga) in the APY lands.18 Ironically, after initial

community concern about public access to Walinynga had sunk this

proposal, local Aboriginal people were to operate public tours to this

painting site. In 1973, Edwards was commissioned by the Common-

wealth to carry out a survey of rock art in western Arnhem Land, as

part of the Alligator Rivers Environmental Fact-Finding Study, in the

lead-up to the establishment of Kakadu National Park.19 This was

effectively the end of his rock art research as his career then shifted

substantially towards ‘cultural diplomacy’, site management and

heritage. From 1973 to 1975, he was deputy principal of AIAS,

where he drew up some of the first guidelines for dealing with

restricted secret-sacred materials held in institutional collections.

During this period, Edwards also became involved inCommonwealth

Government enquiries into heritage and museums in Australia. For

instance, he was a contributor to the 1974 Hope enquiry that was

commissioned by the Whitlam government to investigate the extent

and condition of the national estate.20 This report led to the formation

of the Australian Heritage Commission in 1975.21 He continued this

work as one of the authors of a governmental report into the formation

of a gallery of Aboriginal Australia, as part of the Pigott Inquiry into

museums and national collections.22

These interests led to a pivotal role as founding director of the

Aboriginal Arts Board (Australia Council) from 1975 to 1980. His

experience with Aboriginal people in remote Australia, his apprecia-

tion of the graphic tradition encapsulated in Central Australian rock

0 km 1000

Land over 500 m asl

Arid zone boundary

Dunefields

Fig. 2. Location map showing Edwards’ key field sites (1: Olary Region including Panaramitee station, 2:

Flinders Ranges engraving sites, 3: the Anangu-Pitjantjatjara-Yankunytjatjara lands, 4: Cleland Hills, 5:

Yuendumu, 6: Central Australian engraving sites, 7: Kakadu National Park) and archaeological sites that he

visited (8: Ingaladdi, 9: Koonalda Cave, 10: Fromms Landing, 11: Mt Cameron West).

18 Edwards (1975).
19 Edwards (1974).
20 Hope (1974).
21 Commonwealth of Australia (1975).
22Committee of Inquiry on Museums and National Collections (1975).
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art, as well as his growing sense that this was a living tradition, led to

his role in fostering development of the Papunya Tula acrylic art

movement. He did this by purchasingmany of the earlyworks aswell

as facilitating museum acquisition of a representative collection of

these artworks.23 He also promoted this art to major national and

international galleries, where exhibitions of it offered the first

opportunity for metropolitan audiences to explore the subtleties and

sophistication of desert societies in remote parts of Australia.

He further developed his interests in museums and art in 1980,

when he became founding executive director of the International

Cultural Corporation of Australia,24 which became Art Exhibitions

Australia, a body that brokers major international art exhibitions in

Australia and that organises the Commonwealth Government

indemnity for loaning high-value cultural treasures. By this time,

it is clear that his role in ‘cultural diplomacy’ had largely superseded

his interests in Aboriginal rock art. His work with museums and

exhibitions continued from 1984 to 1990 as first director of the new

Museum of Victoria,25 and from 1997 to 2000 as inaugural chair of

the board of the National Portrait Gallery, a role that once again

brought together his interests in museums, art and photography.

The intellectual context for Edwards’ rock art research

Edwards’ work on ancient rock engravings constitutes part of a long

South Australian tradition extending back to the late nineteenth

century. His work took place in the context of long-standing interests

in this rock art by scholars based inAdelaide.Muchof this earlywork

focused on either the Flinders Ranges or Olary District, as both areas

were relatively accessible to metropolitan researchers.

As early as 1883, H. Y. L. Brown, the South Australian

government geologist, had been asked to assess rock engravings

in the northern Flinders Ranges to determine if they were actually

fossil tracks, a notion he quickly dismissed, writing:

On some of the hard blocks of quartzite and quartzose sandstone near

this place there aremarks somewhat resembling the impressions of the

feet of human beings, kangaroo, birds, etc., which are considered to be

fossil tracks.Onexamination theyappear tobemerely rough imitations

of such, the smooth surface of the rock having been removed by some

hard instrument to a slight depth, the pitted marks of such action being

plainly visible. Besides this, in one case, the plane of the supposed

impression is at an angle with the planes of bedding of the rock.26

In 1902, a local policeman, Mounted-Constable Waterhouse, had

also sent part of a rock engraving fromManna Hill in the Olary region

to the Royal Society of South Australia, in Adelaide, for advice as to

whether ‘the markings, on it have been done by aborigines’ and was

advised that ‘theseweredue to theactionof certain algaeand lichens.’27

Serious scientific work on rock engravings, in these areas, began

1906–14withHerbertBasedow.28He initiated interest in the antiquity

of rock engravings in the Flinders Ranges, concluding from their

patination and desert varnish that they were of ‘a very considerable

antiquity.’29 Working only a few years after the manus and pes of

Diprotodon had been described from fossils at nearby Lake Call-

abonna,30 Basedow had thought he could recognise the tracks of this

extinct animal amongst the engravings.31 To corroborate the likely

antiquityof theengravings,hehadcorrespondedwithGermanscholars

working on desert varnish in north Africa and had obtained reference

samples of varnished rock of known age (3000 BC) from ancient

Egyptianmonuments.These,hedetermined,hadasimilar thicknessof

desert varnish to that found on engravings in the Flinders Ranges.32

Over the next fifty years, South Australian scholars recorded

rock engravings and debated not only their antiquity, but whether or

not they included representations of extinct megafauna and locally

extinct marine species.33 Although Edwards’ own work on rock

Fig. 3. Edwards’ photograph of one of the unusual ‘face’ engravings

that he recorded in the Cleland Hills, (NT) in 1967. Scale bar: 15 cm.

(Photograph courtesy of Bob Edwards).

23 Bardon (1979).
24 Commonwealth of Australia (1980).
25 National Museum of Australia (2011). Museums Victoria (2020).
26 Brown (1883) p. 5.
27 Tepper (1902) p. 326.
28 Basedow (1907, 1914).
29 Basedow (1914) p. 200.
30 Stirling and Zeitz (1899).
31 Basedow (1907) p. 716–717. Basedow (1914) p. 204, figures 1 and 2.
32 Basedow (1914) pp. 199–200.
33 Campbell (1925). Hall and others (1951). Hale and Tindale (1925). Mountford (1929, 1960). Pulleine (1926). Tindale (1951).
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engravings fell within this tradition, it quickly developed into a

more systematic program of research, extending into a comparative

analysis of engraving sites.

Research on Panaramitee-style engravings 1962–9

Development of a research program

Edwards’ program of work on rock engraving sites began sometime

before 1962, under the mentorship of Charles Mountford.34 Their

joint approach was largely descriptive and initially focused on

questions about the antiquity of the engravings.35 Their principal

concern at this time was whether or not the engravings included

representations of extinct species. This was essentially a reiteration

of earlier arguments.

By 1960, however, Mountford was also aware of widespread

similarities in rock engravings, writing that: ‘Existing records show

that simple rock engravingsy are sporadically but widely distrib-

uted over much of eastern Australia, in Queensland, Northern

Australia, the north-eastern districts of New South Wales, north-

eastern South Australia and in Tasmania.’36 It seems likely that

Mountford’s views on this influenced the approach that Edwards

later took.

Systematic recording of engraving sites in the Yunta area of

South Australia stimulated Edwards’ interest in motif counts, motif

types, and site variability, as well as the predominance of tracks in

this art (Fig. 4).37 He observed that: ‘The greatest number of

engravings we saw depicted the tracks of the creatures y so

numerous and similar in design’.38 From 1964, his research devel-

oped into an extensive survey of rock engraving sites in the Olary

region. This saw him working at Florina and Pitcairn (in 1964), and

Tiverton and Nackara (in 1965).39 However, he did not publish any

quantitative data on motif frequencies until 1965,40 when it became

the major focus of his analysis.

By 1965, Edwards had also extended his work into Central

Australia, comparing the frequency of different motifs at six locali-

ties in north-east South Australia (Florina, Panaramitee, Pitcairn,

Tiverton,Nackara andWinnininnie)with several localities inCentral

Australia (Tukulnga,41 and at Roma and N’Dhala gorges).

Methodology

Before 1960, most rock art research was qualitative and broadly

descriptive, as researchers attempted to get a broad picture of

regional variability in art across the continent, delineate major art

Fig. 4. Weathered panel of Panaramitee-style rock engravings on Florina station, Olary region, South

Australia. This panel shows a range of common motifs, including bird and macropod tracks, and circles.

Scale: Small circles are ,15 cm diameter. (Photograph: M. A. Smith).

34 Phone interview with R. Edwards on 14 November 2019, M. Smith, Canberra ACT.
35Mountford and Edwards (1962).
36Mountford (1960) p. 145.
37Mountford and Edwards (1963).
38Mountford and Edwards (1963) p. 136.
39 Edwards (1964, 1965a, 1965b, 1966a).
40 Edwards (1965a).
41 Edwards (1966a, 1968b).
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provinces, and estimate the age and sequence of rock art. Edwards’

early work on rock engravings withMountford shared this approach

and throughout his research Edwards saw the core of his work as a

photographic survey of the art.

Nevertheless, sometime before 1964, in the Flinders Ranges,

Edwards had begun to collect a range of quantitative data (mostly on

motif frequencies at sites, but also some data on motif dimensions

and on style and composition).42 In his 1965 study ofNackara, he set

out his aims writing: ‘The engraved figures—their numbers, group-

ing and distribution at various sites present to some extent a general

pattern of similarity. A comparative study is in progress bymeans of

a quantitative analysis of details of the occurrences.’43

To gain a first-order overview of the structure of this art he

grouped his motif counts into broad classes of motif, concatenating

data on the dimensions of motifs, style and composition into ten

motif classes, explaining that: ‘Only a simple grouping is adopted

here; detailed descriptive and quantitative analysis of the data

should lead to a more comprehensive scheme of classification.’44

His explicit aim was to determine ‘whether statistical compar-

isons would reveal any significant information.’45 The impetus for

his ‘motif count’ approach is not clear. It seems unlikely to have

arisen directly from his partnership with Charles Mountford, who

was mostly concerned with basic recording of rock art sites,

although Edwards regarded Mountford as ‘the leading spokesman

for rock art at this time.’46 Edwards’ novel approach may have been

a response to the obviously repetitive nature of this abstract art with

its frequent use of tracks and circles.

In the field, Edwards concentrated on the major engraved

pavements at each site, leaving aside the peripheral or satellite

areas of engravings. Unlike most rock art researchers at this time,

Edwards was aware of the effects of sample size. Because of this, he

was careful to ensure that he had samples of 1000–3000 individual

motifs from each of his sites.

Edwards was also clearly aware that factors such as patination

state, style and superposition potentially created more structure in

the rock art than his analysis revealed. For instance, he noted that

motifs ‘vary in size and shape and some designs are superimposed

on others’47 and that: ‘The simple circle, one of the more common

designs y is also associated with tracks y while multiple circles

form the more complex designs y Many simple and concentric

circles enclose other designs’.48

However, Edwards could not discern any general patterns, or set

up a relative chronology for his Panaramitee-style rock engravings—

something that also eluded later rock art researchers, such as Lesley

Maynard.49 On variations in patination he specifically noted that ‘as

no particular variation in patination exists at the Tiverton sitey or

any other in the Manunda-Yunta Creek drainage area of the north-

east of South Australia, it has not been possible to establish such

chronology’.50 The only exception concerned dingo tracks. Wher-

ever dingo trackswere represented amongst the engravings theywere

only lightly patinated—or unpatinated—he later noted.51

In hindsight, we can identify several problems with Edwards’

methodology. First, the use of broadmotif classes concatenated data

on element, style and composition. One example of this is where his

scheme lumped single or paired tracks, and track-lines (where the

tracks are essentially graphic elements in a composition), into one

broad category of ‘tracks’. In a similar fashion, his classification

allowed no stylistic distinction between tracks that were anatomi-

cally detailed intaglios and others that were more schematic depic-

tions.52 Similarly, his category of circles does not separate

concentric motifs from plain circles, or small circles with thick

pecked outlines from larger circles with more rudimentary pecking.

Nor does it distinguish between ‘dots’ in clusters and those occur-

ring as isolated graphical elements. This approach means that much

of the similarity that he observed between widely separated regions

was an artefact of his method, althoughNatalie Franklin was later to

show that not all regional variability had been erased.53

Second, this type of data reduction also inherently dampens

variability between sites. For instance, his merging of the major

site-specific motifs (such as engraved faces) into a broad indetermi-

nate class that he labelled ‘other’, acted to remove a large degree of

the inter-site variability in his data. He noted this issue but could not

address it, observing in his Tiverton study that: ‘Examination of a

series of sites in this region shows that each has a few specific

engravingswhich are either absent or rarely occur at the other sites.’54

Third, despite his interest in statistical comparisons, he did not

apply any formal statistical tests to data that seemed suited to use of

the correlation coefficient (R); a similarity matrix (Euclidean

distance between sites or localities); a seriation from abundance

matrices; or a chi-square test for independence. The 1960s were the

heyday of statistical methods in the biological and social sciences,55

with the first release of the widely used Statistical Package for the

Social Sciences (SPSS) in 1968.56 The problem for Edwards may

have been that he could not get access to a university computer

centre to run SPSS routines, or that by 1973 he had been drawn into

work in the Alligator Rivers region just at the point where his

42 Phone interview with R. Edwards on 14 November 2019, M. Smith, Canberra ACT.
43 Edwards (1965b) p. 21.
44 Edwards (1965a) p. 226.
45 Edwards (1966a) p. 33.
46 Phone interview with R. Edwards on 14 November 2019, M. Smith, Canberra ACT.
47 Edwards (1965a) p. 229.
48Mountford and Edwards (1963) p. 138.
49Maynard (1988) p. 30.
50 Edwards (1965a) p. 229.
51 Edwards (1971) p. 362.
52 For example, see McDonald (1983).
53 Franklin (2004)
54 Edwards (1965a) p. 226.
55 For example, Siegel (1956). Zar (1974).
56 Stauber (2018).
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accumulated data on rock engravings would have supported more

elaborate statistical analysis.

Setting aside these contemporary concerns, we can see that

Edwards used his data to give a first-order picture of the uniformity

in rock art sites across an immense arid region that undoubtedly

shares a common graphic vocabulary. His counts also represent the

first quantitative account of the extent and abundance of rock

engravings in arid Australia, and the number of sites where they

occur. In this, his counts provide the first quantitative data on past

production of rock engravings in the interior of the continent.

Interpretation

Although there were long-standing arguments for the antiquity of

these engravings, Edwards used his data to explore this question in a

new way, using a range of evidence, including site condition and

location, to make the case that this was an ancient art.

By 1966, he was pointing to the overall similarity of rock

engravings between distant sites, writing that the ‘sites and engrav-

ings considered are shown to have many features in common’, and

that the ‘similarity in the percentages of the various engraving

designs at the five sites considered provides new evidence of a

relationship between widely separated sites.’57 Edwards concluded

that his rock art data ‘indicate the possibility of a basic simple rock

engraving culture having prevailed over a wide area of the Austra-

lian Continent’.58 In an interview in 2019, he indicated that he had

interpreted this as a ‘culture area’, stressing that there were large

numbers of such sites, and that trackmotifs existed over an immense

area.59 He was never explicit, however, about the factors that had

produced such a widespread ‘engraving culture’, although later

researchers were to associate it with open social systems during

initial colonisation of the interior.60

In 1971, he summarised his views on the antiquity of the

engravings, noting (a) the high degree of weathering, patination

and break-up of engraved pavements; (b) their proximity to scatters

of large stone artefacts that he presumed were archaic types; and (c)

the location of engraving sites near water, which, he implied, was

different to the distribution of recent art sites.61 To Edwards, both

the archaic stone tools and evidence of an arid landscape apparently

suggested an early Holocene antiquity for the engravings, though

later scholars have generally assumed a late Pleistocene age for

Panaramitee-style rock engravings.

Edwards thought that the large blocky stone artefacts and flakes,

associated with the engravings, were archaic. However, he was not

specific about what time period they related to, and only loosely

identified them as ‘Kartan’. His ideas on this matter preceded

identification of a Pleistocene ‘Australian core tool and scraper

tradition’62 and relied on the putative stone tool sequences of N. B.

Tindale and H. Cooper, at the South Australian Museum. In 1971,

he suggested that the core and flake artefacts at the engraving sites

dated somewhere between 16,000–5000 years ago.63

His focus on water implied that the engraving sites might date to

an arid period. Edwards would not have been thinking of Pleisto-

cene aridity, as until the end of the 1960s the Pleistocene was

generally understood to have been a cool pluvial period followed by

major aridity in the early Holocene.64 He was undoubtedly influ-

enced in this view by R. L. Crocker and J. G. Wood, two South

Australian scholars who had suggested in 1947 that the early

Holocene had been a ‘Great Australian Arid Period’ involving a

short, sharp period of extreme aridity 6,000–4,000 years ago.65

Although Edwards was not explicit about the age of the ‘rock

engraving culture’ that he had identified, the emerging archaeolog-

ical evidence for mid-early Holocene rock engravings at Inga-

laddi66 was unavoidably a factor in his assessment.67 He notes

that ‘I was spellbound by the work of Mulvaney.’68

Inspired by this work, he attempted to date a hearth containing

fragments of engravings (mostly macropod tracks) at Panaramitee

South, but those results remained unpublished.69 Other than at

Ingaladdi, this was the first attempt to directly date rock engravings

in Australia. Although Edwards’ hearth gave a modern radiocarbon

age (ANU 388, F14C 1.0 � 0.01—equivalent to 0.8 0 � 78 BP), it

clearly provided only the latest possible age for the fragments of

engravings that it contained, and must be older.

Of more interest is the fact that Edwards (from estimates that he

gave on his radiocarbon submission form) expected these engrav-

ings to be 6,000–7,000 years old. This clinches the issue. In contrast

to the later view that this was a Pleistocene pan-continental art,

Edwards had expected his ‘archaic’ engravings to be early or mid-

Holocene in age.

During his work in the Flinders Ranges in the early 1960s,

Edwards had also collected, and sectioned, a piece of patinated

rock to examine the thickness and likely age of the patination skin.70

This is likely to have been inspired by Basedow’s earlier work

on patination in the Flinders Ranges, in which a comparison with

the patina on known-age rock samples from Egypt suggested to

Basedow that Australian rock engravings in the Flinders Ranges

were several thousand years old.71

57 Edwards (1966a) p. 37.
58 Edwards (1966a) p. 37.
59 Phone interview with R. Edwards on 14 November 2019, M. Smith, Canberra ACT.
60 Smith (1992).
61 Edwards (1971).
62 Bowler and others (1970).
63 Edwards (1971) p. 359.
64 Smith (2014).
65 Crocker and Wood (1947).
66Mulvaney (1975) p. 185.
67 See Edwards (1968b) p. 667. (Edwards 1971) p. 363.
68 Phone interview with R. Edwards on14 November 2019, M. Smith, Canberra ACT.
69 Edwards (1971) pp. 359–360 and plate XXVIII.
70 Phone interview with R. Edwards on 14 November 2019, M. Smith, Canberra ACT; Edwards (1971) pp. 360–361.
71 Basedow (1914) pp. 199–200.
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As archaeological research inAustralia expanded in the 1960s,72

the imperative to correlate rock art data with stone artefact

sequences and the emerging evidence from stratified excavations

also grew. In this context, Edwards’ approach to the relationship of

engraving sites with archaic stone tools represents an early attempt

to align art and stone, prefiguring later research.73

Only late in his program of rock art research did Edwards

consider the socio-cultural aspects of rock art. By 1968, he was

starting to look at the relationship between rock art and the

contemporary landesque ideology of Aboriginal societies, noting:

‘the location of sacred painting sites near water supplies with

camping places at a convenient distance is characteristic of the

known traditional nomadic way of life’ and that ‘painted tracks

usually represented the totemic ancestors of the Dreamtime.’ More

specifically, he noted that ‘the engravings are said by the Abori-

ginals to belong to the Dreamtime.’74 He also noted that some sites

with large numbers of engraved emu tracks also have painted art

dominated by emu tracks.75 This led him to question the links

between paintings and engravings, between what were possibly

different bodies of rock art, one clearly a contemporary living art

and the other perhaps an ancient rock art.

Edwards did not propose a name for his early engravings. As

LesleyMaynard says: ‘Godfather Bob never christened his infant.’76

Initially, it was simply referred to by rock art researchers as ‘the Bob

Edwards style’,77 untilMaynard labelled it the ‘Panaramitee style’.78

Discussion

In the decade following Edwards’ research, Lesley Maynard rein-

forced the idea thatPanaramitee-style engravingswere remnantsof an

ancient Aboriginal social landscape, and that this art was both foun-

dational and a relatively undifferentiated graphic tradition. Subse-

quent work has associated this art style with early colonisation of the

interior as well as more open social systems during this period.79

The notion of an ancient Panaramitee art has framed rock art

research for fifty years, since Edwards first put his ideas forward.80

Somewhat inevitably, recent research has also challenged various

aspects of this proposition, including questions about the coherence

of this rock art tradition especially its regional variability and

temporal extent,81 its dating,82 and its relationship to painted art.83

These have raised a fundamental question about whether

Panaramitee-style rock engravings reflect an extended period of

production, employing a similar graphic vocabulary over a long

period of time, or alternatively whether all the engravings are ancient

and belong to a single phase of rock art. In this context, there is the

related question about whether there is a ‘painted Panaramitee’ or

whether medium and mode of production are intrinsic to this art.84 A

link between Panaramitee-style engravings and colonisation of the

interior has also becomemore problematic as evidence for settlement

of these arid regions has been shown to extend back 45,000–50,000

years,85 raising so far insoluble questions about age estimates for

individual engraved pavements. This also sharpens the issue of

whether the engravings constitute a discrete early art phase, or

whether they result from a long extended period of production

reaching into the last few millennia. This last issue has emerged as

the major analytical challenge for research into rock engravings. To

treat the entire corpus of engravings as synchronic potentially

conflates art assemblages that are possibly tens of millennia apart,

and undermines analyses of their regional and stylistic structure.

Although the idea of Panaramitee as an ancient pan-continental

phenomenon is now the predominant legacy of Edwards’ rock art

research, he also deserves to be recognised for his contribution to

methodology, where his quantitative approach has inspired other

researchers. In addition, his work provides one of the earliest

descriptions of the distinctive graphic system in the interior—a track

and circle art with a vocabulary that is also used in the contemporary

desert acrylic paintings that Edwards later championed. The structure

and function of ethnographic art in Central Australia was first

formally described by T. G. H. Strehlow in 1964,86 but Edwards’

work between 1965 and 1968 contributed to the emerging picture of

this art and suggested that it had a pre-historic counterpart.

In this context is relevant to note Edwards growing appreciation

that the art and totemic system were interlocked. For instance, in

1968, we find him writing: ‘the presence of a large number of

engraved emu tracks at this site may indicate that the emu ceremony

dates from a period when rock engraving was a living art.’87

Among hismany achievements, BobEdwards is also responsible

for the first systematic archaeological survey of Central Australia,

although this was limited to rock art sites. By comparison, Richard

Gould was only just starting his pioneering excavations at Puntut-

jarpa in 1967.88 Eugene Stockton undertook the first archaeological

72 Griffiths (2018).
73 For example, Morwood (1979).
74 Edwards (1968b) p. 664.
75 Edwards (1968b) pp. 661–663.
76Maynard (1988) p. 30.
77 Cited in Maynard (1988) p. 30.
78Maynard (1976) p. 182, Maynard (1979) p. 92.
79 Smith, (1992).
80 For example, Dorn and others (1988). Forbes (1982). Franklin (2004). Maynard (1976). Maynard (1979). Nobbs (1984). Ross (2003, 2005). Rosenfeld
(1991). Rosenfeld and others (1981). Rosenfeld and Mumford (1996). Smith (1992). Smith and others (2009).

81 Franklin (2004). Rosenfeld (1991).
82 Smith and others (2009). Dorn and others (1988).
83 Nobbs (1984) p. 111. Ross and Abbott (2002).
84 Nobbs (1984) p. 111. Ross and Abbott (2002).
85 Hamm and others (2016). McDonald and others (2018). Smith (2013).
86 Strehlow (1964).
87 Edwards (1968b) p. 664.
88 Gould (1968).
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excavation in the Alice Springs region, digging at Kerringke rock

hole in 1969.89 Edwards’ work was the only broad-ranging survey

before Gould’s surveys with L. K Napton and A. Albee in 1973.90

Edwards’ survey framed later rock art research in the Centre,91 as

well as the excavations at Puritjarra rock shelter in 1987.92

Finally, like many subsequent rock art researchers, Edwards

produced an invaluable photographic archive of rock art sites in the

Northern Territory as they were fifty years ago—an archive that has

become more valuable as these sites deteriorate, or are repainted,

and which has been fundamental in underpinning later syntheses.93

Conclusion

Edwards’ research took place during a decade when rock art

research becamemore systematic, analytical and quantitative94. His

work sits squarely between the earlier descriptive work of Fred

McCarthy and Charles Mountford, and the shift to modern rock art

research represented by Lesley Maynard, Mike Morwood and

Andrée Rosenfeld. Edwards’ research on rock engravings was a key

part of this shift, prefiguring later work that treated rock art as a type

of archaeological data that might be integrated with the picture of a

prehistory that was rapidly emerging in the 1960s and 1970s from

archaeological excavations at stratified sites.

Edwards’ interests also changed during this decade. His expo-

sure in 1966 to Rugari was the beginning of his appreciation that

many of the sites that he regarded as ancient were part of a living

religion. Initially, he had treated rock engravings as an ancient art

lost to the present, a remnant of a distant period of Aboriginal

prehistory. His subsequent championing of the Papunya Tula art

movement shows that he was not locked into an antiquarian

perspective. In this sense, we get a picture of Bob, who, like many

field workers in remoteAustralia, was transformed by the encounter

with the desert, totemic sites, and with the landesque ideology of

Aboriginal people in Central Australia.

Conflicts of interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Acknowledgements

We thank Bob for allowing us to interview him by telephone in

hospital on 14 November 2019. MAS and RGK have known Bob

Edwards since the early 1970s. This research and the preparation of

this paper did not receive any specific funding.

References

Bardon, G. (1979) Aboriginal Art of the Western Desert, Adelaide.

Basedow, H. (1907) Felsgravierungen hohen Alters in Zentral-Australien

[Ancient rock engravings in central Australia], Zeitschrift für Ethnologie,

1907, 707–717.

Basedow, H. (1914) Aboriginal rock carvings of great antiquity in South

Australia, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great

Britain and Ireland, 44, 195–211. doi:10.2307/2843536

Bowler, J. M., Jones, R., Allen, H., and Thorne, A. G. (1970) Pleistocene

human remains from Australia: a living site and human cremation from

Lake Mungo, Western New South Wales,World Archaeology, 2, 39–60.

doi:10.1080/00438243.1970.9979463

Brady, L. M., and Carson, A. (2012) An archaic face from the Woodstock

Abydos Protected Reserve, northwestern Western Australia, Australian

Archaeology, 74, 98–102. doi:10.1080/03122417.2012.11681938

Brown, H. Y. L. (1883) Report of government geologist, South Australian

Parliamentary Papers, 4(146), 1–5.

Campbell, T. D. (1925) Detailed notes on the Aboriginal intaglios near

Burra, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia, 49, 123–127.

Committee of Inquiry on Museums and National Collections (1975)

Museums in Australia: report of the committee of inquiry on museums

and national collections including the Report of the Planning Committee

on the Gallery of Aboriginal Australia, Canberra.

Commonwealth of Australia (1975) Australian Heritage Commission Act

1975, Federal Register of Legislation.

Commonwealth of Australia (1980) ‘The Senate, questionswithout notice—

International Cultural Corporation of Australia Ltd.’, Parliamentary

Debates: the Senate, 20 August, p. 133.

Crocker, R. L., and Wood, J. G. (1947) Some historical influences on the

development of the South Australian vegetation communities and their

bearing on concepts and classification in ecology, Transactions of the

Royal Society of South Australia, 71, 91–136.

Dorn, R. I., Nobbs, M., and Cahill, T. A. (1988) Cation-ratio dating of rock-

engravings from the Olary Province of arid South Australia, Antiquity,

62, 681–689. doi:10.1017/S0003598X00075074

Edwards, R. (1964) Rock engravings and stone implements of Pitcairn

station, north-eastern South Australia, Records of the South Australian

Museum, 14, 643–662.

Edwards, R. (1965a) Rock engravings and incised stones: Tiverton Station,

northeast South Australia, Mankind, 6, 223–231.

Edwards, R. (1965b) Rock engravings andAboriginal occupation atNackara

Springs in the north-east of South Australia, Records of the South

Australian Museum, 15, 9–29.

Edwards, R. (1966a) Comparative study of rock engravings in south and

central Australia, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia,

90, 33–38.

Edwards, R. (1966b) Aboriginal art sites in the Northern Territory and the

use of the camera in anthropological field work, Anthropological Society

of South Australia Journal, 4(9), 4.

Edwards, R. (1968a) Unique rock art in Central Australia,Hemisphere, May

1968, 2–7.

Edwards, R. (1968b) Prehistoric rock engravings at Thomas Reservoir,

ClelandHills, western Central Australia,Records of the South Australian

Museum, 15, 647–670.

Edwards, R. (1970) The rock engravers—parts 1–6, The Australian

(Sydney), April 14–19.

Edwards, R. (1971) ‘Art and Aboriginal prehistory’, in Aboriginal Man and

Environment in Australia, eds D. J. Mulvaney and J. Golson, Canberra,

pp. 356–367.

Edwards, R. (1974) The Art of the Alligator Rivers Region: Alligator Rivers

Region, Environmental Fact-Finding Study, Canberra.

89 Stockton (1971).
90 Field notes, L. K. Napton and A. Albee, 1973. Museums and Art Galleries of the Northern Territory, Darwin. Gould (1978).
91 For example, Forbes (1982). Gunn (2011). Rosenfeld and Mumford (1996). Ross (2003). Smith and others (2009).
92 Smith (2005).
93 For example, Layton (1992).
94 Griffiths (2018) pp. 174–199. Morwood (2002) pp. 64–88.

Robert Edwards and rock art research 49

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2843536
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00438243.1970.9979463
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03122417.2012.11681938
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003598X00075074


Edwards, R. (ed.) (1975) Proposal to Establish a Site Museum of Desert

Culture at Cave Hill, South Australia, National Seminar on Aboriginal

Antiquities in Australia—The preservation of Australia’s Aboriginal

heritage, May 1972, pp. 141–146, Prehistory andMaterial Culture Series

11, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra.

Edwards, R., and Maynard, L. (1967) Prehistoric art in Koonalda Cave,

Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society of Australasia, South

Australian Branch, 68, 11–17.

Forbes, S. (1982) ‘Aboriginal rock engravings at N’DhalaGorge: an analysis

of a Central Australian ‘Panaramitee Style’ rock art site’, unpublished

BLitt thesis, Australian National University, Canberra.

Franklin, N. R. (2004) Explorations of Variability in Australian Prehistoric

Rock Engravings, British Archaeological Reports International Series

1318, Oxford.

Gould, R. A. (1968) Preliminary report on excavations at Puntutjarpa

rockshelter near the Warburton Ranges, Western Australia, Archaeology

& Physical Anthropology in Oceania, 3, 161–185.

Gould, R. A. (1978) James Range East rock shelter, Northern Territory,

Australia: a summary of the 1973 and 1974 investigations, Asian

Perspective, 21, 85–126.

Griffiths, B. (2018) Deep Time Dreaming: Uncovering Ancient Australia,

Melbourne.

Gunn, R. G. (2011) Eastern Arrernte rock art and land tenure, Rock Art

Research, 28, 225–239.

Hale, H. M., and Tindale, N. B. (1925) Observations on Aborigines of the

Flinders Ranges, and records of rock carvings and paintings, Records of

the South Australian Museum, 3, 45–60.

Hall, F. J., McGowan, R. G., and Guleksen, G. F. (1951) Aboriginal rock

carvings: a locality near Pimba, SA, Records of the South Australian

Museum, 9, 376–380.

Hamm, G.,Mitchell, P., Arnold, L. J., and others (2016) Cultural innovation

and megafauna interaction in the early settlement of arid Australia,

Nature, 539, 280–283. doi:10.1038/NATURE20125

Hope, R. M. (1974) Report of the National Estate: Report of the Committee

of Inquiry into the National Estate, Canberra.

Layton, R. (1992) Australian Rock Art: a New Synthesis, Cambridge.

Maynard, L. (1976) ‘An archaeological approach to the study of Australian

rock art’, unpublished MA thesis, University of Sydney.

Maynard, L. (1979) ‘The archaeology of Australian Aboriginal Art’, in

Exploring the Visual Art of Oceania, ed.M.Mead, Honolulu, pp. 83–109.

Maynard, L. (1988) Comments: in F. D. McCarthy, Rock Art Sequences: a

matter of clarification, Rock Art Research, 5, 16–42.

McCarthy, F. D. (1969) Investigation of Mt Cameron West rock engraving

site, Tasmania, AIAS Newsletter, 2(10), 4–6.

McDonald, J. (1983) ‘The identification of species in a Panaramitee style

engraving site’, in Archaeology at ANZAAS 1983, ed. M. Smith, Perth,

pp. 236–272.

McDonald, J., Reynen, W., Petchey, F., Ditchfield, K., Byrne, C., Vannieu-

wenhuyse, D., Leopold, M., and Veth, P. (2018) Karnatukul (Serpent’s

Glen): a new chronology for the oldest site in Australia’sWestern Desert,

PloS ONE, 13, e0202511. doi:10.1371/JOURNAL.PONE.0202511

Morwood, M. J. (1979) ‘Art and Stone: towards a prehistory of central

western Queensland’, unpublished PhD thesis, Australian National

University, Canberra.

Morwood,M. J. (2002)Visions from the Past: the archaeology of Australian

Aboriginal art, Sydney.

Mountford, C. P. (1929) A unique example of Aboriginal rock carving at

Panaramitee North, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia,

53, 245–248.

Mountford, C. P. (1960) Simple rock engravings in Central Australia,Man,

60, 145–147. doi:10.2307/2797057

Mountford, C. P., and Edwards, R. (1962) Aboriginal rock engravings of

extinct creatures inSouthAustralia,Man, 62, 97–99. doi:10.2307/2796665

Mountford, C. P., and Edwards, R. (1963) Rock engravings of Panaramitee

station, north-eastern South Australia, Transactions of the Royal Society

of South Australia, 86, 131–146.

Mountford, C. P., and Edwards, R. (1964) Rock engravings in the Red

Gorge, Deception Creek, northern South Australia, ANTHROPOS:

International Review of Anthropology and Linguistics, 59, 849–859.

Mulvaney, D. J. (1969) The Prehistory of Australia, London.

Mulvaney, D. J. (1975) The Prehistory of Australia, revised edition,

Ringwood, Vic.

Mulvaney, D. J. (2011) Digging up a Past, Sydney, NSW.

Mulvaney, D. J., and Golson, J. (eds) (1971) Aboriginal Man and Environ-

ment in Australia, Canberra.

Museums Victoria (2020) Medal—Robert Edwards, Museum of Victoria,

Australia, 1990. https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/

280707, viewed July 2020.

National Museum of Australia (2011) Bob Edwards: a tribute, https://www.

nma.gov.au/audio/bob-edwards-a-tribute, viewed June 2019.

National Portrait Gallery (2018) Dr Robert (Bob) Edwards AO: biography,

https://www.portrait.gov.au/people/robert-edwards-1930, viewed June

2019.

Nobbs, M. (1984) Rock Art in Olary Province, South Australia, Rock Art

Research, 1, 91–118.

Pulleine, R. (1926) Rock carvings (petroglyphs) and cave paintings at

Mootwingee, NSW,Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia,

50, 180–182.

Rosenfeld, A. (1991) ‘Panaramitee: dead or alive’, in Rock Art and

Prehistory: Papers Presented to Symposium G of the AURA Congress,

Darwin 1988, eds P. Bahn and A. Rosenfeld, Oxford, pp. 136–144.

Rosenfeld, A., and Mumford, W. (1996) ‘The Thuiparta rock engravings at

Erowalle, Wallace Rock Hole, James Range, Northern Territory’, in

AustralianArchaeology ’95: Proceedings of the 1995AustralianArchae-

ological Association Annual Conference, Tempus 6, eds S. Ulm, I. Lilley

and A. Ross, Brisbane, pp. 247–255.

Rosenfeld, A., Horton, D., and Winter, J. (1981) Early Man in North

Queensland: Art and archaeology in the Laura area, Terra Australis 6,

Canberra.

Ross, J. (2003) ‘Rock art, ritual and relationships: an archaeological analysis

of rock art from the central Australian arid zone’, unpublished PhD thesis,

University of New England, Armidale NSW.

Ross, J. (2005) ‘Rock Art of the Red Centre’, in 238 South: Archaeology and

Environmental History of the Southern Deserts, ed. M. Smith and P

Hesse, Canberra, pp. 217–230.

Ross, J., and Abbott, L. (2002) ‘Rocking the boundaries, scratching the

surface: an analysis of the relationship between paintings and engravings

in the Central Australian arid zone’, in Barriers, Borders, Boundaries:

Proceedings of the 2001 Australian Archaeological Association Annual

Conference, Tempus 7, eds S. Ulm, C.Westcott, J. Reid, A. Ross, I. Lilly,

J. Prangnell and L. Kirkwood, Brisbane, pp. 83–91.

Ross, J., and Smith,M. (2009)An engraved ‘archaic face’ in the north-eastern

Simpson Desert, Australian Archaeology, 69, 68–70. doi:10.1080/

03122417.2009.11681902

Siegel, S. (1956) Nonparametric statistics for the behavioral sciences.

Sydney.

Smith, C. (1992) Colonising with style: reviewing the nexus between rock

art, territoriality and the colonisation and occupation of Sahul,Australian

Archaeology, 34, 34–42. doi:10.1080/03122417.1992.11681450

Smith, M. A. (2005) ‘Peopling’ the Cleland Hills: Aboriginal History in

Western Central Australia, 1850–1980, Aboriginal History Monograph

12, Canberra.

Smith, M. (2013) The Archaeology of Australia’s Deserts, New York.

Smith, M. (2014) How the desert got a past: a history of quaternary research

in Australia’s deserts, Historical Records of Australian Science, 25,

172–185. doi:10.1071/HR14012

50 Historical Records of Australian Science, Volume 32 Number 1

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/NATURE20125
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/JOURNAL.PONE.0202511
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2797057
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2796665
https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/280707
https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/280707
https://www.nma.gov.au/audio/bob-edwards-a-tribute
https://www.nma.gov.au/audio/bob-edwards-a-tribute
https://www.portrait.gov.au/people/robert-edwards-1930
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03122417.2009.11681902
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03122417.2009.11681902
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03122417.1992.11681450
http://dx.doi.org/10.1071/HR14012


Smith, M. A., Watchman, A., and Ross, J. (2009) Direct dating indicates a

mid-Holocene age for archaic desert rock engravings in arid Central

Australia, Geoarchaeology, 24, 191–203. doi:10.1002/GEA.20262

Stauber, D. (2018) ‘SPSS: 50 Years of Innovation’, https://developer.ibm.

com/predictiveanalytics/2018/04/05/spss-50-years-innovation, viewed

November 2019.

Stirling, E. C., and Zeitz, A. H. C. (1899) Fossil remains of LakeCallabonna:

description of the manus and pes of Diprotodon australis, Owen, Part 1,

Memoirs of the Royal Society of South Australia, 1(1), 1–40. Adelaide.

Stockton, E. D. (1971) Investigations at Santa Teresa, Central Australia,

Archaeology & Physical Anthropology in Oceania, 6, 44–61.

Strehlow, T. G. H. (1964) ‘The art of circle, line and square’, in Australian

Aboriginal Art, ed. R. M. Berndt, Sydney, pp. 44–59.

Tepper, J. G.O. (1902) ‘Entry for 3 June 1902’, inAbstract of Proceedings of

the Royal Society of South Australia for 1901, pp. 322–330.

Tindale, N. B. (1951) Comments on supposed representations of giant bird

tracks at Pimba, Records of the South Australian Museum, 9, 381–382.

Zar, J. H. (1974) Biostatistical Analysis. Englewood Cliffs NJ.

www.publish.csiro.au/journals/hras

Robert Edwards and rock art research 51

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/GEA.20262
https://developer.ibm.com/predictiveanalytics/2018/04/05/spss-50-years-innovation
https://developer.ibm.com/predictiveanalytics/2018/04/05/spss-50-years-innovation

