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Charles Pearcy Mountford (1890–1976) is often underestimated as a 

professional and museum collector. His (almost accidental) involve-

ment in the disciplines of anthropology and archaeology, and his 

contribution to the formation of museum/art gallery collections of 

Indigenous Australian objects, was extensive and controversial. In 

particular, his focus on the collection of works of art by Aboriginal art-

ists has meant that today most Australian capital city art galleries and 

museums hold and exhibit examples of the so-called ‘Mountford 

barks’. Yet, given his lack of formal anthropological training, his 

research and collecting was always destined to attract controversy. 

Mountford was ostracised by the anthropological fraternity for being 

an untrained amateur anthropologist—really just a collector. He did, 

however, have his supporters in the Commonwealth Government of 

Australia, the National Geographic Society and numerous overseas 

institutions. The mutually beneficial relationships he formed with 

these institutions led to a long career as photographer, anthropolo-

gist, expedition leader and collector. In this chapter I discuss Charles 

Mountford’s career and focus on the 1948 American–Australian 

Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land (AASEAL) as a case study of his 

collecting strategies.
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Background to Mountford’s Career

Charles Mountford was born in May 1890 into a family of Scottish and 

English descent who had come to South Australia within ten years of 

its proclamation as a colony. Most of his family were farmers and gen-

eral labourers who lived in rural South Australia. Mountford explained 

late in his life to his biographer Max Lamshed that ‘We were poor, but 

it was a uniform poverty. Everyone was in the same boat, so we didn’t 

notice it’.1 He also recalled his childhood experience of meeting 

bushmen (or swaggies) who would visit his families properties with 

their blankets in a swag on their back and a blackened billy can in 

their hand.2

They were, Mountford says, rather like a colonial counter-

part of the troubadours, bringing news from the outside 

world which isolated homes would never have had 

otherwise. Some of them went regularly into country where 

there were still Aborigines, and often there was mention of 

‘the blacks’ as they yarned about where they had been and 

what they had done. ‘I remember how this talk interested 

me,’ Charles Pearcy Mountford recalls. ‘I would sit in a 

corner taking it all in when the men got round the fire—

until father noticed me and sent me off to bed’.3

After moving to the city of Adelaide, Mountford spent most of 

his teen years trying to sell stereoscopes. This was followed by work 

as a stable boy, a blacksmith’s striker, a conductor on a horse-drawn 

tram and, later, on the electric trams. By the age of twenty Mountford 

was beginning to think that being a tram conductor was not a lifelong 

career prospect, so he took a correspondence course in mechanics 

and engineering and got himself a job as an electrical mechanic with 

the Tramways Trust. After working from 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. for two 

years, he was probably questioning his choices and applied for a 

variety of jobs, eventually securing a position in the Engineering 

Department of the Postal Service. He spent the next eight years 

working in this position and, on the side, educating himself at the 

South Australian School of Mines and Industries (now the University 

of South Australia). In 1914 Mountford married Florence Purnell and 

by 1920 they had two children, Kenneth and Anna.4
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In 1920 Mountford was promoted to the Mechanic-in-Charge at 

the Darwin Post Office, and it is here in Darwin that his collecting 

began. Not far from his home there was a so-called ‘Aboriginal 

Compound’ (or Kahlin compound) where white locals would take 

their visitors to shock them with the terrible conditions. Mountford 

came to know some of the old men living in this compound and they 

and others would bring objects to Mountford’s workplace to sell. He 

gained a reputation as a person interested in buying and, probably, 

as someone who treated Aboriginal people as friends and with 

respect. He was invited and went to ceremonies in the Darwin and 

outer Darwin region.5

Two and a half years later, and with Charles’ health suffering, 

the Mountfords were transferred back to Adelaide. Charles Mountford 

was thirty-three years old and a senior mechanic but in 1925, 

following the death of his wife, his life took another turn. He began 

spending a great deal of time with his father. They would take trips 

around the countryside looking for distraction and adventure. On 

one of these outings the father and son located some rock engravings 

that captivated the younger Mountford, and he was soon tracing  

and photographing the images for the South Australian Museum.  

Plate 16.1: Members of the anthropological expedition to the Warburton Range 

in Western Australia, 1935. From left: CP Mountford (leader of the AASEAL), EO 

Stocker, NB Tindale and CJ Hackett
Source: Lamshed, M, Monty: A Biography of C.P. Mountford, Rigby, Adelaide, 1972, p. 40
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The resident ethnologist and archaeologist Norman B Tindale 

encouraged Mountford’s interest and they collaborated on a short 

paper about it, which they presented at the Royal Society of South 

Australia.6 Tindale would give Mountford a few pounds now and then 

to encourage him to continue searching for and recording rock art 

around South Australia, and Mountford did just that.

This period of Mountford’s life was one of his most exciting, but 

it is particularly the time between 1936–42 that is relevant to his role 

as a collector. During this period, Adelaide University sponsored 

anthropological expeditions to central Australia. Mountford, who was 

still working as a senior mechanic for the General Post Office in 

Adelaide, was assigned the position of leader for many of these expe-

ditions and was Secretary for the Commonwealth Board of Enquiry 

set up in 1935 to investigate charges of ill-treatment of Aboriginal 

people at Hermannsburg Mission. TGH Strehlow, another famous 

collector of Aboriginal material culture, worked with Mountford 

during this investigation.7 On these trips, the newly remarried 

Mountford began what were known as his ‘art classes’, a practice he 

continued for most of his career. Now an expert in rock art, Mountford 

would hand out sheets of drawing paper and coloured crayons to 

Aboriginal people he met and ask them to draw ‘blackfellow way’. 

Afterwards he would try to record the associated story for the 

painting, with varying success. On a trip to the Warburton Range he 

collected over 400 individual drawings.

The most significant period of Mountford’s ‘ethnographic’ life 

came in the mid-1940s when he found himself leading the largest 

scientific expedition ever to have been staged in Australia at that 

time: AASEAL.

Build-up to the 1948 Expedition

During his early years in the field, Mountford had produced two sig-

nificant colour documentary-style films: Tjurunga (1942) and 

Walkabout (1942). These two films happened to catch the attention of 

the Director-General of Information, Arthur Calwell. Seeing the films’ 

potential for good publicity, Calwell offered Mountford a position in 

his department, organising his release from the post office and 

sending him on a lecture tour to promote Australia in the United 

States, as part of the ‘Australian overseas information programme’.8  
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It was a time of war and many believed Australia needed good pub-

licity to assist in ensuring continued military support.9

After numerous presentations of his films in the United States, it 

became apparent that Calwell was not the only person who was 

interested. On 2 February 1945, Mountford found himself presenting 

to 4000 enthusiastic members of the National Geographic Society in 

Constitution Hall, Washington, DC. Among the large crowd were 

members of the National Geographic Society Research Committee. 

Following the successful presentation, they approached the 

ethnologist and suggested he submit a proposal for a scientific 

research expedition to Arnhem Land.10 Mountford took up this 

suggestion and his subsequent proposal outlines his intentions for 

the Arnhem Land fieldwork, in particular his desire to record and 

collect Aboriginal art: ‘Knowing that the simple art of these people 

would be the first aspect of their culture to disappear, I have concen-

trated on the investigation and recording of all phases of their art’.11

Mountford claimed that his previous fieldwork was ‘most 

successful’: ‘Already I have collected with their interpretations about 

fifteen hundred sheets of their primitive symbolism made entirely by 

these aborigines. This research has saved the art of the Central 

Australian from extinction’.12

So by 1945, Mountford had spent twenty years unofficially 

researching the art, legends and domestic life of Aboriginal people in 

remote Australia, particularly in South and central Australia.13 He had 

extensive knowledge, particularly of the rock engravings of these 

areas and the everyday life of the Pitjantjatjara, Adnjamatana and 

Arrernte people, but he still had no formal training. This came much 

later in life.

Mountford’s official proposal to the National Geographic Society 

included study in four main areas: the art of the bark paintings; the 

art of the body paintings; the general ethnology of the people; and 

music in secular and ceremonial life.14 This proposal was accepted by 

the National Geographic Society in April 1945:

I have read Mr. Mountford’s research proposal with much 

interest and it has my hearty approval. In fact, I should 

favor increasing the grant to $10,000 or more if this would 

increase the effectiveness of the expedition. It seems to me 
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that the opportunity afforded to study the fauna and flora 

of the region should be utilized.15

Negotiations for funding and personnel had begun between the 

Australian minister in Washington, DC, Sir Frederic Eggleston; the 

Minister for Information, the Honourable Arthur A Calwell; and the 

National Geographic Society.16 As news broke of the impending expe-

dition, other organisations and institutions pounced upon the initial 

plan of Mountford and Alexander Wetmore, from the Smithsonian 

Institution, to include one or two other researchers.17 The National 

Geographic Society suggested a small party of scientists, including a 

biologist from the Smithsonian Institution, with Mountford as the 

leader.18 Mountford desired to take a marine zoologist and an orni-

thologist, but by May 1946, requests were also being made for an 

ichthyologist, entomologist, botanist and another ethnologist.19

Objections to Mountford and the 1948 Expedition

At the same time as these negotiations were occurring, some scien-

tists in Australia were declaring their objections. The chairman of the 

Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of 

Science (ANZAAS) and member of the Department of Anthropology 

at the University of Sydney, Professor AP Elkin, was one of the scien-

tists who expressed dismay at the choice of Mountford as leader. The 

anthropologist wrote directly to the secretary of the National 

Geographic Society, Dr Gilbert Grosvenor, pleading with him to take a 

trained social anthropologist on the expedition. Elkin expressed a 

view held by many Australian researchers that Mountford was not a 

genuine ethnologist due to his paucity of formal training.20

Mr. Mountford, who is a good photographer, especially of 

still subjects, and who has done valuable work in the 

recording and copying of native art, is not a trained social 

anthropologist, much to his own regret … The getting  

of these materials and the understanding of their  

inter-relationship should only be undertaken by some- 

one with thorough sociological knowledge and previous 

experience.21
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Ronald and Catherine Berndt joined Elkin in his outcries.22 Their 

major criticism stemmed from Mountford’s promoting of Arnhem 

Land as ‘the great unknown’ to publicise the expedition.23 They and a 

handful of other researchers had been working in these areas for a 

few years. The Melbourne-based Sun, for example, ran a story 

concerning the expedition entitled ‘U.S. Allies for Assault on “Last 

Frontier”’.24 It was also important that Mountford’s films and not his 

expertise as a researcher led to his invitation to lead the AASEAL. 

Elkin constantly attacked Mountford’s lack of formal credentials and 

his style of writing (storytelling), not only before this expedition but 

also on many other occasions. For example, in 1938 Mountford 

applied to the Carnegie Trust for fieldwork funds that were granted, 

but were later withdrawn, following intervention by Elkin.25

Mountford, who was acquainted with Elkin, helped Dr Gilbert 

Grosvenor write a reply to the aforementioned insulting letter.26 The 

reply included the announcement of Mountford’s leadership role and 

Elkin was instructed to contact the leader directly regarding any 

problems.27

During the course of the AASEAL, Elkin arranged for Mr Coates, 

a Native Affairs Department Patrol Officer, to tail the party. Coates 

kept Elkin abreast of Mountford’s work in the field. Elkin was said to 

be delighted with the problems encountered by the fieldworkers and 

laughed at the leader’s research, stating, ‘I see Mountford is busily 

discovering things that have been known for years’.28

Mountford saw these attacks as jealousy and suggested in his 

diaries that Elkin wanted to lead the expedition.29 In Lamshed’s view, 

Mountford did not worry himself about these matters, although he 

was conscious of his lack of training and rarely referred to himself as 

an anthropologist but rather a fieldworker:

I have not had the academic training in philosophy for that 

[cultural interpretation]. Without such training, it would be 

presumptuous, as well as dangerous, to venture into such a 

field. I am content to have gathered and verified the basic 

material so that others working now, or those who will 

come after, may use it to further their studies on the origin 

and development of primitive man.30
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Collecting

After further negotiations, arguments, sickness and delays (including 

a one-year postponement) the first of the seventeen expedition mem-

bers left Adelaide on 18 March 1948 and headed for Darwin.31 Time in 

the field was divided fairly evenly between three main bases in 

northern Australia, which were chosen for their differences in topog-

raphy: Umbakumba (Groote Eylandt), Yirrkala and Oenpelli. Other 

camps visited for shorter periods included Milingimbi, Chasm Island 

and Winchelsea Island.32 Another camp was planned on the Roper 

River; however, due to delays in arriving at their first camp, the Roper 

River camp was abandoned.33 The AASEAL included researchers from 

the United States and Australia who came from a variety of scientific 

disciplines, including anthropology, archaeology, botany, ethnology 

Plate 16.2: The American–Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land, 

Oenpelli, 1948. Expedition members from left to right: Peter Bassett-Smith 

(cine-photographer), Reginald Hollow (cook), David H Johnson (mammalogist), 

William Harney (guide and liaison officer), Fred McCarthy (anthropologist), 

Herbert G Deignan (ornithologist), Bessie Mountford (honorary secretary), 

Brian Billington (medical officer), Margaret McArthur (nutritionist), Kelvin 

Hodges (biochemist), Charles Mountford (leader, ethnologist, film director), 

John Bray (cook, honorary entomologist) and Frank Setzler (deputy leader, 

archaeologist). Missing from photograph: Ray Specht (botanist), Howell Walker 

(photographer, NGS writer), Keith Cordon (transport officer), Robert Miller 

(ichthyologist).
Photograph: Howell Walker, National Geographic Society

Source: Mountford, ‘Exploring Stone Age Arnhem Land’, National Geographic 

Magazine, vol. 96, no. 6, 1949, p. 755
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and medical research. Mountford wrote: ‘Th[e] subject of the artist 

and his art in Australian aboriginal society is of particular interest to 

the art historian because the aborigines are probably the most primi-

tive of any living people’.34

In Australia, early researchers often collected contemporary 

ethnographic material culture from Aboriginal communities within a 

social Darwinist framework. Such people worked with the belief that 

these cultures (or culture, as they believed at the time) represented 

an earlier stage in human existence. In line with this view, up until 

the 1950s, researchers of Australian Aboriginal culture often collected 

with the underlying assumption that their study group was an 

unchanging people with an unchanging material culture.35 As  

W Murdoch wrote in 1917 in a widely used school text, ‘the dark-

skinned wandering tribes … have nothing that can be called a history 

… change and progress are the stuff of which history is made: these 

blacks knew no change and made no progress, as far as we can tell’.36 

The consequence for the holders of such views was that contempo-

rary ethnographic collections could be formed and used for studying 

ancient prehistoric cultures, since there had been no change. As 

Mountford wrote:

Surely the material culture of the aborigines is at no higher 

level, nor any more elaborate, than that of European Stone 

Age Man. Although we have no information about the 

philosophical and social life of Palaeolithic man, there does 

not seem to be any valid reason why it should have differed 

greatly from that of the primitive man of Australia.37

With colonisation and the destructive impact that this had upon 

Aboriginal cultures worldwide, people began to not only worry about 

the loss of unique cultures, but also knowledge relating to human 

development. Although at first the devastation of other cultures  

was accepted as progress, eventually, fear of losing something  

irreplaceable (for example, a view of the past) began to enter the 

minds of the colonisers. Simpson described the Australian Aboriginal 

as ‘a patient who years ago was marked down as “dying” and whose 

treatment since has consisted mainly of pillow-smoothing and doses 

of pity’.38
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This fear led to urgency in recording and preserving and was the 

overwhelming motivating factor in the collection of Aboriginal mate-

rial culture in Australia during the early to mid-twentieth century, 

and possibly extending further.39 Not only was there a compelling 

need to collect and record material culture before cultures were lost, 

but also before they changed through the influence of colonising 

cultures. Some researchers and collectors in Australia, including 

some working as recently as Mountford, considered their work as 

salvage.40

Evidence of Mountford’s anxiousness to collect and record can 

be found primarily in his funding applications during the 1930s and 

1940s, including his 1945 application to the National Geographic 

Society. He speaks of his fear of the disappearance or change of 

aspects of Aboriginal culture caused by European colonisation:

Plate 16.3: Biro advertisement featuring the American–Australian Scientific 

Expedition to Arnhem Land
Source: Advertiser, 17 March 1948
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this art is disappearing rapidly, thus the urgency to gather 

all details of the drawings, their significance and their 

relationship to the legendary stories … Arnhem Land is an 

aboriginal reserve, and before the war, except for a few 

missions along the coast, was uninhabited by Europeans. 

The native culture was not, at that time, influenced by white 

civilisation; it is unlikely that the present military 

occupation has changed them.41

Contrary to Mountford’s belief, Clarke has pointed out that ‘in 

reality, by 1948 Arnhem Land had become far less isolated, due to the 

large numbers of soldiers and airmen stationed there during World 

War II and through the establishment, since the early 1900s, of 

missions located around the coastline’.42 Dewar has also emphasised 

contact in the 1920s with Japanese trepanging crews who would 

frequently barter alcohol, tobacco, steel and other commodities for 

the sexual services of the Yolngu women.43 And expedition member 

Fred McCarthy expressed concern at the degree of change in his 

diary:

I went to bed at 9pm but, though tired out, couldn’t sleep 

because of our situation. Here we are, 16 of us, backed by 

the U.S. and Australian funds, but the natives are almost 

completely civilised, speaking English well and have 

dropped their ceremonial, hunting life.44

Even before reaching Arnhem Land, the deputy leader of the 

AASEAL, American Frank Setzler, suspected similar ‘problems’ to 

those of McCarthy, fearing Aboriginal cultures had already been 

polluted by the west and, therefore, were of no use to the researchers. 

He commented in a letter to Mountford, ‘In a recent article in Oceania 

I noticed that the natives around Army camps had taken to card 

playing. These natives may be so Europeanized that we would not be 

using them’.45

It is a little surprising to find that no stated collection policy 

concerning material culture was established before the expedition 

members left for Arnhem Land. Essentially, any decisions on what to 

collect were the domain of individual members of the expedition. 
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More specifically, it was the domain of Mountford, McCarthy and 

Setzler, who were concerned with anthropology and archaeology. 

These individuals were working out of the South Australian Museum, 

the Australian Museum and the Smithsonian Institution respectively. 

McCarthy and Setzler’s positions and roles in their respective 

museums were generally similar. Mountford, on the other hand, had 

ties to the South Australian Museum, as well as the Commonwealth 

Government of Australia, which complicated the collection process 

for him.

Mountford appears to have had a good idea of what he was 

going to collect in Arnhem Land. He had previously visited the Roper 

River area in the early 1940s, where he collected material culture, 

particularly bark paintings.46 McCarthy stated in his diary on one of 

the first days at Umbakumba on Groote Eylandt, that ‘Monty wants 

to do art and legends, and to get a collection’.47 Many months later, 

McCarthy had changed his view considerably: ‘He [Mountford] is not 

really concerned whether we get a collection or not so long as he gets 

a private collection of bark paintings which, I believe, he wants for 

the purpose of exhibitions and lectures in the United States’.48

The reasons for Mountford wanting this material require further 

discussion. His intentions for the material are not entirely clear. He 

had stated in the 1945 proposal to the National Geographic Society 

that ‘I would desire that the ethnological material collected on this 

expedition be lodged in the South Australian Museum, where it will 

be available for study’.49 However, McCarthy believed that he intended 

to sell it to the museum. The destination of the money realised from 

the proposed sale is unknown.

We had a talk about the ethno. [ethnographic] coll. 

[collection] Monty wants it split into three batches for 

Adelaide, Sydney and Washington, but this means that 

Australia gets 2/3 and the U.S. 1/3, Adelaide buys from 

Mountford his third altho [sic] it contributes no funds or 

salary to the expedition, and there is some doubt about 

where the money Mountford receives goes.50

Thus, although Mountford’s intention was always to collect 

ethnographic material, particularly bark paintings, his intentions for 
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this material were not what contemporary researchers such as 

McCarthy would have considered appropriate. It is difficult to deny 

that these intentions may have had a considerable effect on what he 

collected. Bark paintings, for example, would most certainly sell for 

larger amounts of money than other less ‘aesthetically pleasing’ 

ethnographic material. Indeed. Elliott indicates that Mountford was 

also more willing to trade tobacco or money for bark paintings, carv-

ings, painted paddles, bark coffins, spears and ceremonial objects 

than other less attractive objects.51

Another factor influencing Mountford’s collection strategies was 

his belief that artistic expression could be studied independently of 

social organisation, a view scorned by his colleagues.52 He once 

lamented that:

It was the scientist rather than the painter who studied 

‘primitive art’ and therefore approached the subject 

intellectually rather than emotionally … The designs are 

analysed, compared, their sequences ascertained, and their 

ages estimated. But in such painstaking investigations one 

finds little appreciation of beauty, of balance in colour and 

form, or of appeal to the senses.53

This supports the view that he entered the field feeling justified 

in ignoring the social structures by which art was surrounded, so that 

he could spend his nine months collecting bark paintings as art 

rather than artefact, and do the ‘research’ back in Adelaide. This 

approach was in marked contrast to the prevailing anthropological 

orthodoxy.54

The process of selection lies at the heart of collecting, and as 

we shall see, the act of collecting is not simple; it involves 

both a view of inherited social ideas of the value which 

should (or should not) be attached to a particular object and 

which derive from the modern narratives … and impulses 

which lie at the deepest level of individual personality.55

As no contract about the division of the collections existed, 

collecting in the field became difficult and competitive.56 At the heart 

of these difficulties was suspicion. Two months into the expedition 
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McCarthy recorded in his diary a discussion he had with Mountford 

about the collection of bark paintings:

I had a long discussion with Mountford in which I forced 

the issue regarding the number of bark ptgs [paintings], 

which he had limited to 15, that I was to get, and cleared 

the air regarding his suspicions about Elkin. It ended favor-

ably for me and now I can have as many ptgs [paintings] as 

opportunity permits. I have 22 to date.57

McCarthy had recorded in his diary just two days before this 

meeting that ‘the artists continue to produce up to five bark paint-

ings a day and my series is looking very promising’.58

Mountford’s diary suggests that he suspected that McCarthy, a 

former student of Elkin, was selected by him to spy for the him: ‘It is 

certain that Elkin recommended this chap [McCarthy], then 

persuaded Moy [Mr. Moy] to send him and writhe me. The levities 

will then be able to keep Elkin informed about the party’.59 However, 

while there is no evidence to suggest that this was the case in respect 

of McCarthy, it was the case for Coates, as Mountford had found out: 

‘I called to see Mr. Huthmance, the chief Secretary, who is acting 

Administrator, and found out that Coates had been recommended  

by Elkin’.60

At a meeting held between Mountford, McCarthy and Setzler on 

11 April 1948, the three had discussed plans for their work over the 

future months. It was decided then that Mountford would concen-

trate on art and legends, Setzler would focus on archaeology, physical 

anthropology and collecting material culture, and McCarthy would 

be concerned with archaeology, collecting material culture, food  

and calendar issues, art and string figures.61 The fact that there was 

overlap in these allocated areas of activity was to cause problems in 

the future regarding publication.

The collection strategy employed by Mountford on Groote 

Eylandt, and at the other two base camps, was to establish a tent 

(nicknamed the ‘shop’ by expedition members) for the Aboriginal 

people to bring goods they wanted to trade:

All of the bark paintings were taken to Mountford’s sort of 

shop. It was a big tent and the people took their bark 
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paintings and things to him and he talked about them and 

paid them whatever he [pause] I don’t know what he paid 

them. But he also got interpretations of them from the 

people.62

McCarthy’s diaries state that 10/- to £1 was paid for each bark 

painting, 4/- to 10/- for spears, 5/- to 10/- for baskets, 10/- to 15/- for 

mats, and painted skulls cost £1 each.63 On Groote Eylandt, Fred Gray, 

who worked as a trepang fisherman around the coast of Arnhem 

Land before establishing the ‘native settlement’ at Umbakumba, had 

already established payment scales for artefacts and for work which 

greatly assisted the AASEAL.64

Writing about the bark paintings collected, Mountford states 

that, ‘The bark paintings in the expedition collection, and, in fact, 

most of those housed in the various universities and museums, have 

never been part of a wet-weather shelter, but have been made at the 

request of the investigator’.65 Not only did he request the Aboriginal 

artists to produce bark paintings, but on more than one occasion it is 

recorded that he suggested topics for the artists to paint. The first 

painting Mountford collected, for example, was commissioned: ‘I 

suggested that he [Minimini] makes the first drawing that of the 

south-east wind mamarika’.66 In May, he recorded that ‘today, I asked 

for bark drawings dealing with astronomy, spirit children and guru-

muka, the spirit of the dead. They were certainly tough subjects, but 

brought some interesting results’.67 He was here speaking to Tatalana, 

who misunderstood Mountford’s request and painted something 

quite different, annoying him.

Other examples of commissioned works include Nanjiwarra 

being asked to draw spirit children and after two days producing a 

bark painting depicting a man, his wife and family. Mountford 

described this as ‘a most decorative sheet, but of little value for a 

greater knowledge of the origin of the spirit children’.68 Despite this 

evidence of commissioning, Mountford wrote that ‘the method which 

I adopted was to ask the men to make bark paintings for me, seldom 

suggesting a subject’.69

To assist in collection and filming, Mountford negotiated to have 

ceremonies, including the Arawaltja ceremony, held near to their base 

camp. He negotiated this by offering to supply food to the participants. 

This also pleased the missionaries, who objected to people leaving the 
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village for the ceremonies.70 As in his earlier fieldwork career, filming 

on an anthropological expedition to The Granites in the Tanami Desert, 

central Australia, in 1940, where he had handed out rations to persuade 

people ‘to discard their filthy Western garments … when he wanted 

them to pose for standard photographs’71, he was able to exert influ-

ence on dress in the Arnhem Land films.

During the expedition’s eight-week stay at Yirrkala, Mountford, 

with the assistance of McCarthy and Setzler, continued to collect bark 

paintings but also concentrated on carved animals and human 

figures.72 Once the supply of bark for painting was exhausted at 

Yirrkala and Oenpelli, Mountford supplied the artists with sheets of 

rough-surfaced dark grey and green paper.73

The individual collection strategies employed by the expedition 

members at each location were very similar. While Mountford’s 

collection of bark paintings usually involved a discussion with the 

artist concerning the subject of the artwork, two days for the artist to 

complete his (there are no records suggesting women painted for 

Mountford) work, and another discussion between him and the artist 

regarding an interpretation of the design, Setzler and McCarthy had 

no dealings with the artist before the purchasing of the artworks. 

They are not recorded as having paid cash for any items, unlike 

Mountford, but rather traded tobacco, razor blades and so on. In 

general, it seems the ethnographic material collected by the expedi-

tion members was not commissioned but rather what was presented 

was purchased or traded.

The AASEAL Collections

From a collecting point of view, the results of Mountford’s AASEAL are 

extensive, with over 50 000 items collected, including 13 500 plants,  

30 000 fish, 850 birds, 460 mammals, 2144 ethnological artefacts and 

1160 archaeological artefacts. Another 241 pieces of human skeletal 

material were acquired from rock-shelters and archaeological 

excavations. The ethnographic material comprised 198 spears, 198 

armlets, 193 string figures, 132 pieces of worked stone, 118 baskets, 

ninety-nine figurines, seventy-one paintings on paper and lesser 

numbers of spearthrowers, paddles, message sticks, dolls, shells, 

pipes, containers, didjeridus and belts. The largest component of the 

ethnographic material was bark paintings—484 specimens or 22.6  

per cent of the ethnographic collection.
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Table 16.1: Objects Collected by the American–Australian Scientific  

Expedition to Arnhem Land 74

Object Type Number

Bark painting 484

Worked stone 236

String figure 193

Fibre art 103

Figurine 99

Spear 99

Painting on paper 78

Armlet 65

Spearthrower 63

Paddle 42

Pipe 23

Bark container 21

Didgeridoo 20

Board 19

Pigment 19

Pole 18

Message stick 18

Cordage 17

Shell 17

Belt 15

Unspecified 12

Ceramic 12

Coffin 11

Stick 10

Bone tool 10

Net 8

Boomerang 8

Clap stick 8

Maraian 8

Club 8

Necklace 7

Scraper 6

Fire stick 6

Metal tool 6

Gum sample 5

Girdle 5

Dancing stick 5

Model canoe 5

Object Type Number

Paint brush 5

Plume 5

Totem 5

Button 4

Bow and/or arrow 4

Garment 4

Fan 4

Digging stick 4

Ornament 4

Bead 3

Bamboo 3

Harpoon 3

Propeller 3

Sail 3

Glass 3

Head ring 2

Phallocrypt 2

Nail 2

Bees wax 2

Croy 2

Cylinder 2

Axe 2

Bundle 1

Tin 1

Stone sample 1

Toy 1

Tjuringa 1

Tassel 1

Painted stone 1

Bull thrower 1

Doll 1

Mat 1

Marble 1

Knife 1

Clay sample 1

Feather 1

Drum 1

Model hut 1
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Table 16.2: Places from which Objects were Collected

Number Location

643 Yirrkala, Northern Territory, Australia

336 Groote Eylandt, Northern Territory, Australia

336 Oenpelli, Northern Territory, Australia

229 Milingimbi Island, Northern Territory, Australia

59 Not Specified

11 Cape Stewart, Northern Territory, Australia

11 Delissaville, Northern Territory, Australia

10 Port Bradshaw, Northern Territory, Australia

5 Elcho Island, Northern Territory, Australia

2 Chasm Island, Northern Territory, Australia

1 Bickerton Island, Northern Territory, Australia

1 Bremer Island, Northern Territory, Australia

1 Winchelsea Island, Northern Territory, Australia

The AASEAL fieldwork also produced thousands of monochrome 

and colour photographs, nine kilometres of colour film, and reel upon 

reel of sound recordings. Three colour films were also produced: 

Arnhem Land; Aborigines of the Sea Coast (also known as Life on the 

Sea Coast); and Birds and Billabongs.75 In addition to the physical 

collections, each researcher was supplied with diaries and kept a daily 

log of events. Finally, four volumes of the Records of the American–

Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land were published 

between 1956 and 1960.76

Post-AASEAL Collecting

The focus here has been primarily on one expedition, albeit an impor-

tant element of Mountford’s career. Mountford continued to visit 

Aboriginal communities throughout his life and he continued to col-

lect, though perhaps with less intensity than in 1948. Mountford spent 

many years after the 1948 expedition publishing general articles on 

the artefacts he had collected, and, as mentioned above, four volumes 

on the expedition were completed by 1960. While he was still pre-

paring the manuscripts from the 1948 expedition, the National 

Geographic Society funded another of Mountford’s research trips, this 

time to Melville Island off the northern coast of Australia.77 The 

Commonwealth Government begrudgingly gave him six months leave 
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without pay.78 Mountford’s relationships with the Commonwealth 

Government and museums in Australia had soured after the 1948 

expedition; however, it seems there were no such concerns from the 

United States. The National Geographic Society was clearly pleased 

with their 1948 outcomes, which included two articles in their maga-

zine79, hundreds of photographs and hours of film.

The 1954 National Geographic Society expedition to Melville 

Island once again brought together American and Australian scien-

tists. Along with Mountford, the team included Americans Jane 

Goodale (ethnologist), Dr Carleton Cook and his wife (anthropolo-

gists) and David Parsons (ornithologist), as well as Australians Brian 

Daily (geologist), William Harney (guide) and George Joy (cook).80 In 

the same way as he had in 1948, Mountford established a base camp 

and the team members undertook their research primarily from this 

base, at Snake Bay (now Milikapiti). Mountford chose to focus on 

Melville Island (and the Tiwi people) because of the belief they had 

been completely isolated from other cultural groups for thousands of 

Plate 16.4: Mountford and Professor John Bishop of the Elder Conservatorium 

of Music, Adelaide
Source: Lamshed, M, Monty: A Biography of C.P. Mountford, Rigby, Adelaide, 1972, p. 185
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years. He states, ‘the Tiwi tribe have been almost, if not completely, 

isolated from outside cultural influences’.81 Again, Mountford’s 

concern with purity and recording aspects of ‘unpolluted’ Aboriginal 

culture was a motivating factor in this 1954 expedition, as it had been 

in 1948: ‘It is my sincere hope that this study will be continued by 

another ethnologist before civilization has distorted or destroyed the 

interesting cultural life of the Tiwi’.82 In terms of collecting, Mountford 

once again focused on bark paintings and ceremonial objects. While 

his recording skills improved in their accuracy, he used the same 

‘shop’ method to acquire the pieces and made notes in his diary 

about the meaning of the works.

In the mid-1950s Mountford retired from the Commonwealth 

Public Service with the aim of concentrating his time on Aboriginal 

culture.83 In 1956 he was awarded a Nuffield Foundation grant to visit 

the United Kingdom for research. He spent a great deal of that year 

working at the Department of Archaeology and Anthropology at 

Cambridge University, as well as visiting academics in European 

centres such as Paris, Cologne and Munich. While at Cambridge he 

was offered the opportunity to study for a diploma and, at the age of 

seventy, he graduated with a thesis titled The Rock Art of Australia.

Conclusion

It’s better to be born lucky than rich.84

Mountford could be considered lucky but he also worked hard for his 

opportunities, often against stern academic opposition. He was a pro-

lific collector and his most significant, lasting legacies are the bark 

paintings from the 1948 AASEAL and the generalist books on 

Aboriginal Australian cultures that found their way into the homes of 

most Australians. The paintings he collected found their way into art 

galleries and museum collections around Australia and the world, and 

influenced public opinion of Aboriginal culture well before Aboriginal 

art was considered art. Like many researchers before him, Mountford 

was criticised for taking his learned knowledge of Aboriginal Australia 

and sharing it with the world through popular films, books and arti-

cles. Yet his writings and collections clearly had more impact on a 

larger number of people than the traditionally academic texts of the 
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time. This was the basis of a powerful relationship with the 

Commonwealth Government of Australia and this (usually) mutually 

beneficial relationship led to a long career as photographer, anthro-

pologist, expedition leader and collector. Joseph Burke tried to sum 

up Mountford’s career in his preface to one of Mountford’s most 

famous books, Before Time Began, by saying:

The story of Charles Mountford’s lifelong devotion to the 

culture of the aboriginal people of Australia is one of the 

romances of scholarship. He found his vocation to record a 

great heritage of our land early in his career, and has been 

faithful to it ever since despite many setbacks, difficulties 

and even hardships.85

In some ways Mountford did have a modern view of Aboriginal 

culture, but his collecting activities were undoubtedly imbued  

with already dated evolutionary beliefs. Despite the controversy 

surrounding his career, Mountford’s collections speak for themselves, 

telling stories of unique and memorable cross-cultural encounters 

from Australia’s past.
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