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Abstract 
 
The English naturalist and ornithologist, John Gould, visited Australia in the 
late 1830s to work on a major project to record the birds of Australia. In the 
early 1960s, around 130 years later, the English naturalist, David 
Attenborough, visited Australia, too. Like his predecessor, Attenborough also 
brought with him a major project of his own. Attenborough’s objective was to 
investigate Aboriginal Australia and he wanted specifically to look for 
Aboriginal people still painting in the tradition of their ancestors. Arnhem Land 
in the Northern Territory was his destination. Gould and Attenborough were 
both energetic young men, and they each had a unique project to undertake. 
This essay explores aspects of what the two naturalists had to say about their 
respective projects, revealing through their own published accounts their 
particular ways of seeing and interpreting the natural world in Australia, and 
Australian Aboriginal people and their art, respectively. The essay is inspired 
by the author’s curated exhibition, Seeing the natural world: birds, animals 
and plants of Australia, held at the Ian Potter Museum of Art from 20 March to 
2 June 2013.  
 
An exhibition at the Ian Potter Museum of Art, Seeing the natural world: birds, 
animals and plants of Australia currently showing from 20 March 2013 to 2 
June 2013, explores, among other things, lithographs of Australian birds 
published by the English naturalist and ornithologist John Gould [1804-1881], 
alongside bark paintings by Mick Makani Wilingarr [c.1905-1985], an 
Aboriginal artist from Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory (Chisholm 1966; 
McCulloch 2006: 471; Morphy 2012). As curator, while preparing the 
exhibition, I needed to learn about Gould and Makani, but while there was a 
great deal of published information about Gould, it appeared there was almost 
nothing published on Makani. I then discovered that the British naturalist 
David Attenborough [1926- ], visited Australia in the early 1960s in order to 
investigate Aboriginal art. Attenborough wanted to find Aboriginal artists who 
were still painting in the tradition of their ancestors and he decided that 
Arnhem Land would be one of the places to look. In his book, Quest Under 
Capricorn, (1963), Attenborough paid considerable attention to his encounter 
with Makani (Attenborough 1963). When Attenborough met Makani, his 
painting was well established and his barks were receiving increasing 
recognition. He was in fact, a senior bark painter of the day and although it is 
clear he came to the attention of collectors—because his work has been 
acquired by major institutions including The Australian National Gallery, the  
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National Museum of Australia, and the Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of 
the University of Virginia—it was incongruous in 2012 that the University of 
Melbourne’s copy of Quest Under Capricorn seemed not to have attracted the 
interest of readers at the Baillieu Library for quite some time. The book was in 
storage and I had to request its retrieval. The fact that the book appeared to 
have become obscure might well have had something to do with its title, 
because you had to read it to locate the account of Attenborough’s experience 
in Arnhem Land. Recently, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) made 
available on the internet ‘The Artists of Arnhem Land’, episode 4 of a six part 
documentary series by Attenborough also titled Quest Under Capricorn which 
was first broadcast on 17 May 1963. The description accompanying the 30 
minute film footage (which is only downloadable in Britain) stated that 
Attenborough discovered why the artists of Arnhem Land painted and in the 
process received ‘insight into the very origins of art’ (BBC 2013a). The 
archives of the BBC reveal that Attenborough’s early work from 1955 to 1969 
‘traces the evolution of natural history programming and filming practices’, but 
he was somewhat cross-disciplinary in his approach at the time, showing an 
interest also in anthropology. Nevertheless, I realised that Attenborough has 
done for natural history programming and film in the twentieth century what 
Gould achieved for natural history illustration in the nineteenth century (BBC 
2013b). I soon understood that Gould and Attenborough had sought, each in 
their own unique ways, to make an important contribution to research in 
Australia. Interestingly, both men were in their mid-thirties when they visited 
Australia and they shared a desire to learn about a country that had become 
part of the British Commonwealth. It was fascinating to consider the accounts 
of both men about projects relating to some of the artworks I selected for the 
exhibition. Identifying this coincidence led to the development of this essay; a 
‘story’ connected to the exhibition Seeing the natural world, about two English 
naturalists and their respective, individual engagements with Australia. The 
essay is art historical and is intended to present, and therefore connect, these 
histories in relation to the exhibition. Textual references are for the main part, 
intentionally restricted to the accounts of the two naturalists. 
 
John Gould  
 
It is now more correctly understood that the English naturalist, John Gould, 
was an entrepreneur and businessman more than he was an artist, yet Gould 
has commonly been credited as the sole creator of the large and impressive 
series of books on birds and mammals which he published during his lifetime. 
Gould produced 21 titles; 15 were folio sets comprised of 49 volumes and a 
grand total of 2,999 lithographic plates (Australian Museum website 2013a). 
He had a team of artists and lithographers who worked with him to create the 
art reproduced in his books. Some of the best natural history illustrations 
produced in the nineteenth century were created by his team who included: 
Elizabeth Gould (née Coxen, 1804-1841), Edward Lear (1812-1888), Henry 
Constantine Richter (c.1821-1902), William Matthew Hart (1830-1908), Josef 
Wolf (1820-1899) and Gabriel Bayfield, Gould’s colourist (1781-1870), among 
others (Australian Museum website 2013b). The golden age of natural history 
illustration in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had produced 
illustrators like Thomas Bewick (c.1753-1828), John James Audubon (1785-
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1851), Edward Lear, and John and Elizabeth Gould. Their collective aim was 
to make art that not only delivered scientific accuracy but the life and 
character of an animal (The Bewick Society website 2013; Audubon 1890; 
Noakes 1985; Dawes 2011; Chisholm 1944). 

During his lifetime, the books Gould produced were not only received 
with great interest around the world, the series called The Birds of Australia 
laid the foundation for the study of ornithology in Australia (Gould 1840-
1848a-g). Indeed, Gould came to be known as the ‘father of Australian 
ornithology’ (The Sydney Morning Herald 1938). In the 1830s his interest in 
Australia was awakened when his brother-in-laws, Charles and Stephen 
Coxen, who were living in New South Wales, sent him accounts of life in 
Australia accompanied by bird specimens they collected for him. Charles 
Coxen (1809-1876) had settled in country NSW in the early 1830s and had 
established a farm (Australian Museum website 2013c). 

In May 1838, Gould left England on the ship named the ‘Parsee’ 
destined for Australia with his wife and seven-year-old son, his nephew, two 
servants and the zoological collector, John Gilbert (1812-1845). Prior to 
visiting Australia, Gould had been Curator and Preserver at the Zoological 
Society of London until his resignation in early 1838 (Russell 2011: 13). He 
also had a taxidermist business which he left in the care of his secretary, 
Edwin Charles Prince.  

In September 1838, soon after his arrival in Hobart Town (Hobart), 
Gould began his research in Van Diemen’s Land, (Tasmania) and its nearby 
islands. In the months that followed, he visited New South Wales and 
Kangaroo Island, while his collector Gilbert visited Western Australia. For 
several weeks Gould also accompanied the explorer Charles Sturt on a 
journey to the Murray scrub in South Australia. Using the Coxen farm as a 
base from which to work, he also explored the Liverpool Range, the Illawarra, 
and the southern tablelands of New South Wales (Chisholm 1966). 

On 9 September 1839, almost a year after Gould’s arrival in Australia, 
the newspaper Sydney Herald published an article written by Gould himself. 
He informed the colony of his work and outlined his research in Australia in 
some detail. Gould referred to himself in the article as ‘the celebrated 
Ornithologist’, and included information about his achievements and the 
purpose of his stay in Australia. He informed his supporters and the colony, as 
follows: 

 
Mr Gould, the celebrated Ornithologist, has returned to the Colony 
for the purpose of prosecuting researches necessary for the 
completion of his work, “the Birds of Australia”. Two parts of this 
work have been already published, and the illustrations are 
certainly of the most, splendid description. Each part contains ten 
plates, and the price is only £1 15s, or three shillings and sixpence 
for each plate, which is not one fourth of their value. Mrs. Gould, 
who accompanies her husband, will execute the drawings herself, 
and they will then be transmitted to England, and it is expected that 
a part will be published about every two months. 

 
Gould also published the following statement about his work on The Birds of 
Australia: 
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It is not without a deep sense of the weight of the undertaking that 
a work is announced on the Ornithology of the Australasian portion 
of the globe, nor, indeed, could the author have ventured upon 
such a task, did he not possess peculiar advantages which inspire 
him with confidence as to its successful issue. The liberal manner 
in which his previous works have been supported gives him 
assurance that the present publication will meet with a continuance 
of public patronage, and the experience of some years in the 
delineation and description of the subjects of Ornithology will be a 
guarantee, that in no respect will this publication fall short of its 
predecessors. 

 
Reassuring both his valued subscribers and potential subscribers of the 
worthiness of his plans was surely important to Gould’s overall success in 
business. No doubt, he advertised his plans because he recognised the 
importance of establishing and maintaining relationship with his patrons and 
all who supported the development of his work. It was the ‘rich harvest of 
knowledge’ and ‘the fruit of personal experience’ that mattered, however. 
Gould wanted to explore the ‘migrations, changes of plumage, food’ and 
‘manners’ of his subjects.  

He took with him the ‘materials necessary’ for carrying out his work and 
advised readers that while he would be undertaking preparatory sketches of 
the subjects chosen, the ‘detailed drawings and lithography, as in all of his 
previous illustrations’, would be done by his wife Elizabeth, who would be 
travelling with him to Australia. One of the key points of interest Gould wanted 
also to communicate was that the birds would be ‘copied by nature, under the 
most advantageous circumstances’. The advantage of actually being present 
in Australia to see for himself what he had envisioned through the reports of 
his wife’s brothers mattered, since it was the ‘cause of science’ that propelled 
Gould to leave England. He said that he wanted to ‘do all in his power to 
render his work worthy’, and yet his apparent humility was also matched by 
his opinion that ‘Every wealthy person in the Colony who has the lightest 
pretension to be considered a man of taste, ought to subscribe for a copy of 
his work’ (Gould 1839: 2).  

The exhibition Seeing the natural world includes eleven lithographs 
published by Gould, each depicting an individual Australian bird. They 
symbolise the exciting opportunity Australia presented to Gould; today, he is 
credited for having identified and documented nearly half of the birds of 
Australia.  

‘Were I requested to suggest an emblem for Australia among its birds,’ 
Gould wrote, ‘I should without the slightest hesitation select the Menura 
[Superb Lyre-Bird] as the most appropriate, being not only strictly peculiar to 
Australia, but, as far as it is yet known, to the colony of New South Wales.’ 
Gould’s notes accompanying the illustration Menura Superba, Davies [Superb 
Lyre-Bird] c. 1842, in The Birds of Australia (vol. 3), reveal his desire to truly 
discover the character and nature of the animal. He was persistent in his 
desire to learn as much as he could.  

‘Of all the birds I have ever met with, the Menura is by far the most shy 
and difficult to procure’, he wrote. ‘While among the brushes I have been 
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surrounded by these birds, pouring forth their loud and liquid calls, for days 
together, without being able to get a sight of them; and it was only by the most 
determined perseverance and extreme caution that I was enabled to effect his 
desirable object’. The Menura frequented country that was difficult to traverse 
and Gould discovered that ‘the cracking of a stick, the rolling down of a small 
stone, or any other noise, however slight’ was ‘sufficient to alarm it’. Gould 
had a number of ways of ‘procuring specimens’. His pursuits included the use 
of trained dogs, and wearing plumage in his hat while concealing himself in 
the bushes. 

The Menura moved swiftly and Gould had to be quick, too. ‘So totally 
different is the shooting of this bird to anything practiced in Europe, that the 
most expert shot would have but little chance until well experienced in the 
peculiar nature of the country and the habits of the bird’, he wrote. The 
Menura often escaped by running instead of by flight, and at times Gould 
found that he required the assistance of Aboriginal hunters. ‘None are so 
efficient in obtaining specimens as the naked black’, he remarked, ‘whose 
noiseless and gliding steps enable him to steal upon it unheard and 
unperceived, and with a gun in his hand he rarely allows it to escape, and in 
many instances he will even kill it with his own weapons.’ The Menura, which 
Gould described as having a ‘wandering disposition’, was elusive, and 
altogether baffling to him. ‘Among its many curious habits’, he described, was 
that of ‘forming small round hillocks, which are constantly visited during the 
day, and upon which the male is continually trampling, at the same time 
erecting and spreading out its tail in the most graceful manner and uttering his 
various cries, sometimes pouring forth his natural notes, at others mocking 
those of other birds, and even the howling of the native dog or Dingo’ (Gould 
1840-1848c). Gould’s descriptions of bird behaviour provide insight into his 
acute observational skills. To some extent he also projected character onto 
the species he wrote about, since each was clearly imbued with its own 
idiosyncratic behaviours.  

When writing the text to accompany the illustration Podargus 
Humeralis, Vig. And Horsf. [Tawny-shouldered Podargus] c. 1840-41, in The 
Birds of Australia (vol. 2), for example, Gould described the nocturnal bird’s 
sleep during the day, sitting upright on the branch of a tree. ‘I have frequently 
shot one without disturbing its mate sitting close by’, he said forthrightly. It 
‘may also be knocked off with sticks or stones, and sometimes it is even taken 
with the hand: when aroused, it flies lazily off with heavy flapping wings to a 
neighbouring tree, and again resumes its slumbers until the approach of 
evening, when it becomes as animated and active as it had been previously 
dull and stupid.’ Gould also described the construction of Podargus 
Humeralis’s nest, its number of eggs and their size and colour, as well as its 
night-call (Gould 1840-1848b). 

While Gould wrote candidly about his methods for procuring 
specimens, his writings also convey his awareness of the destruction 
colonisation had wrought. When referring to Nestor Productus, Gould [Phillip 
Island Parrot] c. 1846-47, in The Birds of Australia (vol. 5), he regretted, for 
example, that settlement on Norfolk Island had intruded upon the habitat of 
the bird, for ‘such a war of extermination [had] been carried on against it’ that 
he predicted ‘that if such be not the case already, the time is not far distant 
when the species will be completely extirpated, and, like the Dodo, its skin 
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and bones become the only mementos of its existence.’ The Nestor 
Productus, he wrote, was able to adapt to captivity ‘remarkably well, readily 
becoming contented, cheerful, and an amusing companion.’ Its voice was 
‘hoarse, quacking’ and an ‘inharmonious noise’ however, which sometimes 
resembled the ‘barking of a dog’ (Gould 1840-1848e). 

What becomes clear when reading Gould is that each species 
communicated to him its unique characteristics. His descriptions are often 
delightfully expressive and graphic. In some ways he was an early 
conservationist, yet he also spoke paradoxically of his pursuit of birds, their 
capture and fate. When Gould was not able to meet with a bird ‘in a state of 
nature’, it was with regret that he was not able to do so. When referring to the 
Mycteria Australis, depicted in the illustration Mycteria Australis, Lath. 
[Australian Mycteria] c. 1947-48, in The Birds of Australia [vol. 6] c. 1947-48, 
he wrote that the Mycteria had been observed in Botany Bay when the 
colonists first arrived, but was no longer common in the area. ‘No bird is more 
shy in disposition or more difficult of approach, its feeding-ground and resting-
place being always in the most exposed situation, such as spits of land 
running out into the sea, large morasses, &c., where it can survey all around’, 
he remarked (Gould 1840-1848f).  

Gould wanted to protect species which he perceived were under threat, 
yet sometimes his descriptions can surprise as a result of his own personal 
investigations: ‘Its flesh is not so good as that of the other members of its 
family inhabiting Australia’, because it was ‘coarse and dry-eating’, he said of 
the Lopholaimus Antarcticus, in the account accompanying the illustration 
Lopholaimus Antarcticus, GR Gray [Top-knot Pigeon] c. 1846-47, in The Birds 
of Australia (vol. 5). 

 The Licmetis Nasicus [Long-billed cockatoo] c. 1846-47, in The Birds of 
Australia (vol. 5), was to Gould ‘the most destructive bird imaginable’, 
because it damaged ‘newly-sown fields of corn’. When held in captivity he was 
of the opinion that it was ‘more dull and morose, and of a very irritable temper’ 
compared with other similar species in captivity (Gould 1840-1848e). 

The Buteo Melanosternon, Gould [Black-breasted Buzzard] c. 1840-41, 
in The Birds of Australia (vol. 1) was a ‘fine and noble species’ which was 
illustrated holding in its powerful claws a small native marsupial as prey, 
somewhat reminiscent of the work of John James Audubon, whose illustrated 
volumes of The Birds of America, 1827-1838, are filled with animated 
renditions of birds active in their native habitat, yet the birds in Gould’s 
volumes convey a restraint not attributed to the theatrical life-size 
compositions of Audubon (Gould 1840-1848a; Audubon 1827-1838; Vedder 
2006).  

The illustration Grus Australasianus, Gould [Australian crane] c. 1847-
48, in The Birds of Australia (vol. 6), depicted the crane with an accompanying 
description stating that it was an animal of ‘powerful flight’. When ‘soaring in a 
series of circles at such a height in the air as to be almost imperceptible to 
human vision’, Gould explained, it appeared ‘easy and graceful’ while 
frequently uttering ‘its hoarse croaking cry’ (Gould 1840-1848f).  

Gould was very conscious that the exploration of the interior of 
Australia would lead to the discovery of new species. His collector, John 
Gilbert, had delivered to him the Platycercus Splendidus, which is illustration 
Platycercus Splendidus, Gould [Splendid Parrakeet] c. 1846-47, in The Birds 
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of Australia (vol. 5), for example, and for Gould, it seemed to hold the promise 
of discoveries yet to come (Gould 1840-1848e).  

Gould’s curiosity and ambition to make a serious contribution to the 
development of the field of natural history is demonstrated in his detailed 
account of Ptilonorhynchus Holosericeus. Despite the familiarity of the bird, 
beautifully depicted in the illustration Ptilonorhynchus Holosericeus, Kuhl 
[Satin Bower-bird] c. 1844, in The Birds of Australia (vol. 4) to colonists in 
New South Wales, Gould was pleased to be the first to present the bird to the 
‘scientific world’ and to formally place it on record. Ptilonorhynchus 
Holosericeus created a bower that he referred to as one of the ‘many 
anomalies connected with the Fauna of Australia.’ 

‘The extraordinary bower-like structure’, he explained, ‘first came under 
my notice at Sydney, to the Museum of which place an example had been 
presented by Mr. Charles Coxen, as the work of the Satin Bower-bird.’ Gould 
was immensely inspired, determining to ‘leave no means untried for 
ascertaining every particular relating to this peculiar feature’. He visited the 
Liverpool range and ‘discovered several of these bowers or playing-places’, 
and he gathered details in ‘minute description’.  

‘The base consists of an extensive and rather convex platform of sticks 
firmly interwoven’, he wrote for example,  

 
the centre of which the bower itself is built: this, like the platform on 
which it is placed and with which it is interwoven is formed of sticks 
and twigs, but of a more slender and flexible description, the tips of 
the twigs being so arranged as to curve inwards and nearly meet at 
the top: in the interior of the bower the materials are so placed that 
the forks of the twigs are always presented outwards, by which 
arrangement not the slightest obstruction is offered to the passage 
of the birds. 

 
Gould was just as intrigued by the ways the Ptilonorhynchus Holosericeus 
decorated its bower: 

 
The interest of this curious bower is much enhanced by the manner 
in which it is decorated at and near the entrance with the most 
gaily-coloured articles that can be collected, such as the blue tail-
feathers of the Rose-hill and Pennantian Parrots, bleached bones, 
and shells are strewed about near the entrances.’ He noted also 
that the ‘propensity of these birds to pick up and fly off with an 
attractive object’ was ‘so well known [to] the natives, that they 
always search the runs for any small missing article, as the bowl of 
a pipe, &c., that may have been accidentally dropped in the brush. 

 
The bowers energised his curiosity. He had no idea why they were made, for 
they were ‘certainly not used as a nest, but as a place of resort for many 
individuals of both sexes, which, when there assembled, run through and 
around the bower in a sportive and playful manner, and that so frequently that 
it is seldom entirely deserted.’ 

Gould took two bowers with him back to London (and presented one to 
the British Museum), but he altogether regretted the limitations of his research 
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about Ptilonorhynchus Holosericeus, because his ‘frequent enquiries’ to 
discover whatever he could about the species ‘either from the natives or the 
colonists’ had come to nothing (Gould 1840-1848d). 

He had however, left Australia in 1839, inspired and motivated by the 
vast collection of specimens he had amassed and the sketches and written 
descriptions he had compiled. The hundreds of Australian birds Gould 
recorded conveyed to both his patrons and subscribers the extent of his 
efforts and that of the collective dedication of the team who worked with him. 
In this way, the seven volumes of The Birds of Australia ultimately provided a 
foundation for the study of ornithology in Australia.  
 
David Attenborough & Mick Makani Wilingarr 
 
Around 130 years later, the naturalist, David Attenborough visited Australia 
too, and his experience was similarly one of discovery. In 1963, like his 
predecessor John Gould, Attenborough recorded his own experience in 
Australia. He had come to Australia to: ‘find aborigines who still paint, who still 
produce designs comparable with those emblazoned on the rocks around 
Norlangie [Burrunggui, or Nourlangie Rock, Kakadu National Park] and 
Cannon Hill [Northern Territory]’ and he had to visit Arnhem Land, which he 
likened to being as large as Scotland. ‘No road crosses it’, he wrote: 
 

A mere handful of explorers have traversed it. The only parts of it to 
have been mapped in any detail on the ground are the immediate 
surroundings of the half-dozen mission and government stations 
strung out along its coast. It is the wildest, least-explored tract of 
country in the whole of northern Australia. Yet it was one of the first 
parts of the continent to be seen by Europeans (Attenborough 
1963: 63). 

 
Attenborough believed that Arnhem Land might offer ‘the best chance of 
finding painting fulfilling its original tribal function’. When he reached 
Maningrida which had at the time recently been established, there was no 
missionary at the settlement, therefore nobody present to, Attenborough 
explained, ‘distort the nature of their art’ (Attenborough 1963: 65).1 The region 
was to Attenborough a ‘brutal, sun-ravaged country’ which had ‘repelled 
settlers’. The best way to reach Maningrida, was to travel along the coastline 
in a boat (Attenborough 1963: 66).  

Attenborough’s encounter with Mick Makani Wilingarr was, as 
mentioned earlier, recorded in his book and documentary series of the same 
name, Quest Under Capricorn. In the shade of a tree ‘sat an elderly man’, 
Attenborough recounted, ‘naked but for a grubby loincloth, his knees on the 
ground and his legs crossed in front of him in a position impossible for anyone 
to achieve who had not squatted in this way throughout his life’. The man was 
Makani, whose ‘chest and upper arms were marked with long scars of the 
wounds he had accepted during the initiations of his youth.’ He greeted 
Attenborough with a smile, and Makani was introduced to Attenborough as 

1 This was a notion of cultural purity that had been imagined for decades, and one that was 
also applied to Aboriginal people themselves (Leslie 2008: 43). 
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‘the best painter in Maningrida’. In the days that followed, Attenborough and 
his camera crew visited Makani to sit and talk. Later they brought their 
cameras. Makani had been painting a series of bark paintings featuring 
kangaroos when they arrived and the range of imagery in his work 
communicated his immersion in the life of his people (Attenborough 1963: 70).  

Makani was born at Gatji Creek in central Arnhem Land around 1905. 
Belonging to the Mildjingi clan and Yirritja moiety, his language group was 
Djinang. As a young man he was jailed for throwing a spear at a member of 
staff at the Methodist Mission station where he was living. When released, 
Makani established himself as a bark painter and later became a senior 
ceremonial leader of his people. As a young man in 1937, Makani had met the 
Australian anthropologist Donald Thomson and had painted a series of bark 
paintings for him, with imagery that included the ancestor dog which is sacred 
to his people, as well as the Mildjingi minytji (red, black, and white triangular-
shapes symbolising monsoonal clouds). By the 1950s, he had firmly 
established his reputation as a bark painter, and he also made Mildjingi 
objects which were collected in addition to his barks. He moved to Maningrida 
after the settlement was established in 1957 and later moved back to the 
place of his birth. At times Makani also lived at the mission at Milingimbi in 
Arnhem Land on country opposite his homeland (Morphy 2012).  

It was not long before Makani took Attenborough into the bush to look 
for a suitable piece of bark upon which to paint. He painted on stringy-bark 
and he was careful about the quality of the bark chosen. 

 
We set off together to collect a piece which Makani promised would 
be a “proper big one” so that he could produce a really splendid 
painting. We borrowed an axe from one of his neighbours and 
together we all went off to the bush.’ 

Once we reached the bush, string-bark trees were abundant. 
But Makani was hypercritical. Nine out of ten he rejected at a 
glance. Occasionally he took a tentative chop at a trunk with the 
axe, but the bark, he said, was too thin, or else it did not separate 
freely from the wood beneath. The bark of some was cracked, 
others had too many knot holes. Many had already been stripped of 
their bark for making shelters or paintings. At last, when I was 
beginning to fear that we should never find a suitable tree and that 
Makani in his anxiety to make a superb painting for us had set 
himself too high a standard, he found a tree that seemed to satisfy 
all his requirements. With the axe, he ringed the trunk about three 
feet from the ground. He propped a fallen branch against the tree, 
climbed up it and, gripping the branch with his toes in order to keep 
his balance, dexterously cut another ring, five feet above the lower 
one. Then he cut out a vertical strip joining the two rings and slowly 
peeled away an immense sheet, leaving the trunk of the tree naked 
white and running with sap.  

Back at camp, he carefully trimmed off the outer fibrous 
layers of the bark. With these shavings he lit a fire on which he 
threw the curling sheet, inner side downwards. The heart was not 
sufficient to burn the bark, but enough to turn some of its sap into 
steam and make the whole piece pliable (Attenborough 1963: 74). 
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After a few minutes he put it down on the ground and weighted it 
with boulders so that it would harden absolutely flat. This was to be 
his canvas.  

 
Makani worked with four pigments and he also took Attenborough to the 
places where they could be found. 
 

In a dry rocky bed of a stream he collected pebbles of limonite, a 
hydrated iron oxide. Their quality he assessed by scratching them 
on a boulder. Some left yellow marks, some red, and these kinds 
he kept. From a pit, dug among the mangroves by the shore, he 
obtained a white kaolin. Black he produced by grinding up charcoal. 
These were the basic colours in his palette. But in addition to the 
red limonite pebbles, he had another ochre which was a richer 
deeper red. This was not of local origin, but came from somewhere 
to the south and was traded from the people in whose tribal territory 
it occurred. Accordingly it was very precious and Makani kept it in 
his dilly bag, carefully wrapped in a packet of paper bark. 

One further material was necessary—the fleshy stems of the 
dendrobium orchid, which grew on the high branches of the gum 
trees.  

 
The dendrobium juice from the stems acted as a binder to prevent the ochre 
from flaking. 

 
The sheet of bark had now dried and painting could begin. Makani 
put it flat on the ground and sat cross-legged in front of it. By his 
side he placed a cockle shell and several cigarette tins, all full of 
water. He ground a red pepple on a small piece of sandstone, 
tipped the ochre into the cockle shell and daubed the resulting 
paint over the bark with his fingers, to make a solid red ground for 
his design. Each figure he roughly outlined with the orchid stem, 
having chrewed its end to make it juicy. For the detailed painting, 
he used three different brushes—a twig with a chewed splayed end 
which produced broad lines, another with a burred end which he 
used for stippling, and a third with a trailing fibre attached to the tip 
with which, by drawing it skilfully and steadily across the bark, he 
made thin delicate lines (Attenborough 1963: 75).  

 
Makani painted ‘kangaroos and men, fish and turtles’. They ‘proclaimed 
identity’ and were drawn with precision, because the animals he painted were 
clearly recognisable, but there were other symbols that Attenborough could 
not interpret and establishing their meaning was impossible. ‘Many of his 
compositions were very detailed, a mosaic of figures enmeshed by the 
geometrical symbols of sea and sand, clouds and rain’, Attenborough wrote. 
The paintings lacked western perspective, and although they were ‘simple and 
elementary’ in Attenborough’s eyes, they were also ‘endlessly interesting’. 
They had a ‘peculiar beauty’ and the symbols conveyed ‘dignity and power’ 
(Attenborough 1963: 76).  
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Attenborough learned that every man in the community painted and 
that it was usual for people to paint together. While people brought paintings 
to show him, ‘No one painted with such skill, imagination or application’ as 
Makani, Attenborough declared.2 

Attenborough asked Makani why he painted and he seemed ‘mystified 
by the question’. At first he explained that paintings could be exchanged for 
tobacco. Later he explained that his people had always painted. Makani had 
built a number of shelters and he took Attenborough to a secret place where 
he painted. He painted a didgeridoo (which Attenborough referred to as a 
‘trumpet’) and prepared it for ceremony.  

What becomes clear in Attenborough’s descriptions is that he was 
unwaveringly respectful of Makani and what he shared with him. He did not 
want to ‘ask leading questions, nor to force the story into a neat plot’. He 
wanted rather, to focus on the experience of Makani and he knew that at 
times he could ‘only dimly comprehend’ certain things (Attenborough 1963: 
80-81). ‘As we became more aware of these provinces and the invisible 
frontiers in the bush around the settlement, I was reminded more and more of 
the territorial behaviour of birds,’ Attenborough reflected. 

  
Robins will subdivide a wood among themselves in just the same 
way. Each cock bird has proprietorial rights over a precise area, 
and if any other robin ventures into this territory the owner will 
behave aggressively, posturing and scolding in front of the 
trespasser. Furthermore, the intruder, who may have sneaked in to 
try and find food, once it is discovered behaves in a submissive 
manner and, looking cowed and hang-dog, beats a retreat. The 
men in the bush around Maningrida behaved in a very similar 
manner (Attenborough 1963: 87).  

 
Such interpretation is revealing of Attenborough’s fledgling attempts to 
understand Aboriginal people as intimately connected with the natural world.3  

While visiting Maningrida, Attenborough witnessed ceremonial activities 
and the changing world of the Aboriginal people of Maningrida brought about 
by settlement life (Attenborough 1963: 91). ‘We had gone to Maningrida to try 
to gain a fuller understanding of why aborigines paint,’ he explained.  
 

2 The exhibition Seeing the natural world, includes three bark paintings by Makani, including, 
Bark painting [breeding ground for mosquitoes, woman, dilly bags, birds and eggs], c. 1930s, 
from The Leonhard Adam Collection of International Indigenous Culture, the University of 
Melbourne; and Kunapippi, c. 1968, and Untitled [bush turkey and lily bulbs], c. 1968, which 
were both gifts to the University of Melbourne from Emily Nicol in memory of Bill Nicol, a 
member of staff at Melbourne Teachers College from 1939 to 1968 with a special interest in 
Aboriginal culture (Vella 2012). For a ‘List of exhibited works’ in Seeing the natural world, 
refer to the Ian Potter Museum of Art website (Ian Potter Museum of Art 2013). 
3 While this analogy is problematic because it positions Aboriginal people in relation to fauna, 
and may be considered highly offensive, a reading of Attenborough’s descriptions in Quest 
Under Capricorn suggests his intention was not to cause offence. In the context of more 
heightened awareness of appropriate ways to refer to Aboriginal people however, it is now 
understood that interpretations of Aboriginal people in relation to fauna relate to Social 
Darwinist views of the nineteenth century that positioned Aboriginal people as a degraded 
form of humanity (Leslie 2008: 20, 23). 
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Makani had shown us clearly that, for him, the most important 
purpose of painting was to serve in ritual. The designs he employed 
had been created by his ancestors to meet the needs of ceremonial 
(Attenborough 1963: 96).  

 
Attenborough later asked himself whether ‘any valid comparison’ could be 
made between the cave paintings of Europe and the art of Aboriginal 
Australians. ‘The aborigine has been called the most ancient branch of 
mankind still surviving, virtually identical with European prehistoric man’, he 
wrote. ‘Even so, the elaborate and complicated web of meaning that 
surrounds the aborigine’s painting is enough to suggest that no single, simple 
explanation is likely to account entirely for the prehistoric pictures.’ 
Attenborough concluded: 

 
The parallels must not be drawn too closely, for whatever the 
origins of the aborigine, he is no longer prehistoric. No society 
remains static, with all the details of its culture eternally fossilized. 
The life of the aborigines has continued to evolve, stimulated by 
new ideas and beliefs arising from within their own communities, 
and even though they have been hidden away for so long from the 
mainstream of human traffic, they have been influenced by other 
peoples (Attenborough 1963: 98-99).  

 
He questioned the influence of ‘the increasing flood of new materials’ and their 
effect on the people of Maningrida.  
 

Whatever happens, the inevitable decay of their ritual life, eroded 
by the work of the Christian missions, coupled with the new 
techniques that come to their hands, will radically change the whole 
nature of their art. When that happens, the bark paintings that we 
watched being made with such care and reverence in Maningrida, 
will have become as antique as the frescoes of prehistory 
(Attenborough 1963: 102-103)4.  

 
Conclusion 
 
John Gould and David Attenborough sought, each in their own individual 
ways, to investigate Australian birds and Aboriginal art, respectively. My 
interest in their writings about their projects in Australia occurred in the context 
of the exhibition Seeing the natural world: birds, animals and plants of 
Australia. The written accounts of both men in regard to projects relating to 
artworks selected for exhibition, led to the development of this essay. I have 
deliberately allowed the two men to give voice to their own experiences 
through the use of quotation. In this process, two stories are revealed, telling 
of their engagement with Australia at the time their individual projects were 
undertaken, and their individual quests to understand and to record something 
unique about Australia. Both men went on to develop illustrious careers in 

4 The Aboriginal art movement has since shown spectacularly that bark painting in Arnhem 
Land has endured. 
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natural history, and both are highly respected today for their lifelong 
contributions. Their strivings to share with the world their own efforts to 
understand life and art in Australia reflect the periods in which their 
investigations occurred as well as their acute observational skills and 
enquiring minds. 
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