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5
Women in Australian rock 
art research: The legacies of 
Andrée Rosenfeld and Patricia 
Vinnicombe
Sven Ouzman and Claire Smith

Introduction
Australian rock art research, management and advocacy have enjoyed significant shaping by female 
practitioners. The strong and enduring female participation and shaping of rock art research is a 
noteworthy feature in an otherwise historically androcentric archaeology, at least in the northern 
hemisphere in erstwhile colonial centres (cf. Fredengren 2018; Hays-Gilpin 2000). Significantly, 
as one moves away from Europe, female participation and shaping of archaeology in general, 
and rock art research in particular, is a hallmark of disciplinary development. Indeed, in the last 
decades this trend is marked (e.g. Mate and Ulm 2016, 2021; Ulm et al. 2013). We examine the 
lives and contributions of two remarkable rock art researchers – Andrée Rosenfeld and Patricia 
Vinnicombe. Both scholars were extremely good at what they did – though their expertise and 
opportunities differed. Their work offers insights into how today’s rock art research developed, 
and where rock art research may go in the future.

Archaeology and gender
In its early development, archaeology, at first in its guise as antiquarianism and like most Western 
scholarship, was predominantly an androcentric pursuit, beginning with wealthy eighteenth-
century European amateurs before evolving into a structured scientific enquiry in the early 
1900s (cf. Bolger 2013; Fagan 2018:122–127, 261–265). Awareness of gender as a research 
pursuit was late in being recognised (e.g. Conkey and Spector 1984), as was the case also of 
many academic disciplines, though it is now integrated into much – but not all – research. 
Awareness of gender bias in research is still a matter of concern (Fredengren 2018), together with 
the wider issue of the under-recognition of BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and people of colour) 
and other subaltern and subjugated voices (e.g. Franklin et al. 2020), especially in Australia. 
Encouragingly, archaeology and related fields of enquiry have undergone a marked feminisation 
in this millennium, though in Australia and South Africa this arguably began in the last decades 
of the previous millennium. This is evident in a more self-conscious positioning of perspectives, 
eschewing a single authoritative narrative and embracing a greater concern with social factors 
such as race and class (see Conkey and Gero 1997). It is notable that gender as either research 
pursuit or area of bias recognition seems to have subsided, at least in comparison with levels 
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of activism in the 1980s–2000s. Australia largely mirrors this trend, and of the approximately 
1000 archaeologists currently working here, more than 55 per cent are female,1 though a 36 per 
cent gap in wages between females and males persists (Mate and Ulm 2021), and there are still 
significant gender-based challenges (Smith and Burke 2006). The earlier male-dominated history 
masks a small but persistent and influential group of female scholars in the development of 
archaeology globally and in Australia (see Allen 2019; Bowdler and Clune 2000; Du Cros 1993; 
Macfarlane et al. 2005). Women have always contributed to archaeological knowledge, though 
an under-researched question is how gender influences knowledge production (but see Cullen 
et al. 2019; Engelstad 2007).

Rock art research and gender in Australia and southern Africa
For many years rock art research operated at the fringes of mainstream archaeology due to an 
inability to date or excavate it, which relegated rock art largely to an illustrative and peripheral 
form of material culture studied by avocationalists (Chaloupka 1993; Walsh 1994). In the early 
days, dedicated male practitioners tended to be ‘heroic blokes’ such as Harold Coates, George 
Chaloupka, Percy Trezise and Graham Walsh in Australia and Burchard Brentjes, Cran Cooke, 
Neil Lee and Herbert Woodhouse in southern Africa. However, there were many significant 
female researchers. In Australia, Phyllis Kaberry recorded women creating rock art in the 
Kimberley (Kaberry 1939:398) while numerous women, including Ursula McConnel, Olive 
Pink, Nancy Munn and Ellen Murray-Prior, were involved in learning directly from Aboriginal 
communities, though without a clear focus on rock art (see Marcus 1993; Smith 1991). In 
southern Africa, people like Dorothea Bleek and Lucy Lloyd – the latter being the first woman to 
receive a PhD in South Africa – were active in the early twentieth century (Skotnes 2007). They 
were followed by people such as Maria Wilman – first female museum director in South Africa 
– the McGuffie sisters, Helen Tongue, Joan Simpson, Patricia Vinnicombe, Jeanette Deacon, 
Anne Solomon and many others (see Mitchell 2002:Chapter 8). Rock art research in Australia 
started later, in the mid-to-late twentieth century, but had equally influential and numerous 
researchers such as Noelene Cole, Phyllis Kaberry, Lesley Maynard, Andrée Rosenfeld, Josephine 
Flood, Patricia Vinnicombe and many others (Bowdler and Clune 2000; Griffith 2018:48–49, 
157–158, 268–269). Similarly, even large male-led expeditions were frequently shaped and 
furthered by their female members. For example, the Frobenius expeditions to southern Africa 
(1928–1930) and northern Australia (1938) consisted mostly of female copyists and researchers 
such as Agnes Schultz and Gerta Kleist (Porr and Doohan 2017), who did the bulk of the work 
and who had their own interactions with Indigenous women in the areas they were working.

By the 1970s, Australian archaeology was becoming more scientific, partly through the use of 
processualism and human behavioural ecology, combined with the need to ‘document’ sites and 
artefacts. Isabel McBryde, who had been appointed to a lectureship in prehistory and ancient 
history at the University of New England in 1960, the first titled position of its kind in Australia, 
became the first female head of an archaeology department, at The Australian National University 
(ANU; Macfarlane et al. 2005). In a parallel development, more female practitioners, such as 
Sharon Sullivan, Betty Meehan and subsequently Josephine Flood, were appointed to senior 
government positions at the Australian Heritage Commission. Concurrently, rock art started to 
be recognised by Australian archaeologists as both an artefact and a legitimate field of research 
(Griffith 2018:177–179; Morwood and Smith 1994). The increasing professionalisation of 
rock art studies in Australia led to an increase in the pace and calibre of research, and also 
to a greater emphasis on quantitative work by researchers – as seen in Lesley Maynard (1976, 
1977) and John Clegg’s (1979) studies of rock art in the 1960s and 1970s – as was being used 

1  We acknowledge a female–male binary is not always useful as humans have multiple gendered and other identities, but we 
retain it for historical purposes and because few researchers, especially historically, publicly self-identified in non-binary ways.
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in the United Kingdom and United States (see Chapter 4, this volume). The arrival of Peter 
Ucko in Australia in 1972 to take up the position of principal of the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies was a turning point. Supported by his partner and rock art specialist in her 
own right, Andrée Rosenfeld, he was primarily responsible for the 1974 ‘Schematisation in art’ 
symposium, which was highly influential in the development of Australian rock art research and, 
among eight volumes, produced Form in Indigenous art (Ucko 1977). In addition, he promoted 
a change in the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies’ funding priorities, so rock art was given 
greater precedence than it had previously, and he encouraged other European researchers with 
a commitment to rock art studies, such as Robert Layton and Michel Lorblanchet, to come to 
Australia. These key moments and interventions eventually led to Australia becoming a world 
leader in rock art research and, more recently, Indigenous engagement. Another legacy has been 
that rock art research continues to have high levels of female participation. It is an opportune 
time, as archaeology in general, and rock art research in particular, reach maturity to consider this 
history of research in more detail, to better understand the challenges and opportunities faced by 
early female contributors and the legacies they left to us today.

In this chapter, we discuss the legacy of two key, highly influential researchers in Australian rock 
art – Andrée Rosenfeld and Patricia Vinnicombe. We identify each scholar’s key areas of impact 
and assess how their ideas were received at the time they were published. Finally, we consider their 
long-term impact upon archaeological knowledge production, both in Australia and globally. 
While their individual contributions are distinct, they have much in common. Almost identically 
contemporaneous, neither was Australia-born and neither chose archaeology as their first choice 
of study, yet both had influential intellectual careers on two continents, ending their careers in 
Australia (cf. Lewis-Williams 2009; Mountain 2014).

Andrée Jean Rosenfeld (1934–2008)

Early life and education
Andrée Rosenfeld was born in Liege, Belgium in 1934. Her mother, Dr Yvonne Rosenfeld, was 
one of the first women in Europe to obtain a PhD in physics (McBryde 2008:58). Her father, 
Professor Léon Rosenfeld, was a world-renowned physicist and founder of the journal Nuclear 
Physics. When the Nazis invaded Holland in 1940, he secretly gave seminars to Jewish students in 
his home and supervised young Jewish scholars, including Abraham Pais, the American physicist 
and biographer of Alfred Einstein (Smith 2009:83). The languages that Andrée Rosenfeld 
mastered over her lifetime included French, Dutch, Danish, German and Spanish. In an obituary 
for his colleague, George E. Brown wrote that Léon Rosenfeld:

had a thorough knowledge of many languages and a few years ago was still able to write 
in Latin to his daughter Andrée to punish her because she had written to her mother in 
English rather than in French, which was the home language. (Brown 1974:iv)

The household was upper middle class, middle-century European – cultured, ordered, understated. 
Andrée Rosenfeld carried these qualities with her all her life.

In 1947, the Rosenfeld family moved to Manchester in England. Andrée Rosenfeld and her 
brother Jean followed their father into science. Andrée enrolled in a Master of Science at University 
College London, and later upgraded to a PhD. Her thesis topic was the sedimentology of cave 
deposits from sites in Devon, England. In 1960, she graduated with a PhD in environmental 
archaeology from the Institute of Archaeology, London, under the supervision of Professor 
Frederick Zeuner (McBryde 2008:58). She worked as his assistant until 1964, when she was 
appointed as a curator at the British Museum in London (Mountain 2014:6380).
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Career in Europe
While in London, Andrée Rosenfeld gave guest lectures for the Department of Anthropology, 
University College London. She was an accomplished teacher who mentored young scholars 
who later became leaders in the anthropology and archaeology of art, including Howard Morphy 
and Robert Layton. In collaboration with her partner Peter Ucko, Andrée Rosenfeld undertook 
experiments in archaeological and ethnographic science:

We experimented with the cutting properties of stone tools; and cooking the meat 
thus butchered both by pot-boiling with hot stones (the results were lukewarm and 
undercooked) and somewhat more successfully in an earth oven. Andrée devised a series of 
experiments in which we measured the heat at the centre of the fires to discover something 
about the fracturing properties of different types of stones. The purpose and the results 
of the experiments have faded with time but the raw materials of antiquity proved highly 
explosive! (Morphy and Mulvaney 1999:93)

Andrée Rosenfeld and Peter Ucko were a major force in the establishment of material culture 
studies at the Institute of Archaeology and, later in Rosenfeld’s own right, at ANU. While based in 
Britain, Andrée Rosenfeld undertook extensive visits to rock art sites in Europe and also travelled 
to Nigeria to work with Ekpo Eyo, a former student at the Institute of Archaeology, where she 
undertook an analysis of microlithic industries from the Rop Rock Shelter (Rosenfeld 1972).

Andrée Rosenfeld’s international reputation in archaeology was established through two books. 
Her first, The inorganic raw materials of antiquity (Rosenfeld 1965), was a groundbreaking 
exploration of the sourcing and transportation of raw materials to chart the trade in turquoise, 
tin and lapis lazuli between Egypt and western Asia. Her second book, Palaeolithic cave art (Ucko 
and Rosenfeld 1967), deconstructed popular interpretations of rock art (e.g. art for art’s sake; 
sympathetic magic; totemism) and offered a sophisticated methodological rethinking of how to 
analyse Upper Palaeolithic cave art. This work analysed both parietal (art on fixed rock surfaces) 
and portable art, arguing that both religious and secular themes were at play. This work received 
critical acclaim:

Ucko and Rosenfeld have produced a valuable introduction to the study of Paleolithic art 
whose modest format and price belie its importance. They survey the Paleolithic epoch, 
canvass the mural art, offer a compact and brilliant review of the interpretative traditions, 
and conclude with a critical analysis of interpretations. Nowhere, on any level of erudition 
or seriousness of purpose, will one find as sensitive and clear-headed a discussion of 
methodology as in this book. (Levine 1968:151)

In a separate review, Movius (1968:808) stated: ‘They are certainly to be congratulated for having 
produced what is undoubtedly the most scholarly and provocative book on the subject that has 
been published to date’. Not only was this work influential at the time, its legacy is lasting, as 
evidenced by being cited by over 400 subsequent works. This work shifted research focus from 
entrenched concerns with pattern recognition to consideration of the ways in which style might 
encode social information and towards the problem of pattern generation.

Career in Australia
Andrée Rosenfeld moved to Australia in 1972 with her partner Peter Ucko, and in 1973 she 
accepted a post at the newly established Department of Archaeology and Anthropology at ANU, 
where she remained until her retirement in 1997. She taught courses on the archaeology of art, 
material culture and the prehistory of Australia (Mountain 2014:6381). Rosenfeld established 
rock art research at the ANU and actively promoted it as a serious field of research in Australia. 
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She applied the analytical skills she developed to analyse European Upper Palaeolithic cave art 
and integrated ethnographic dimensions into the study of rock art. For example, she was a weaver 
herself and hosted an Iban weaver as a scholar in residence at ANU.

While based at ANU, Andrée initiated projects that were critical to the development of 
archaeology and rock art research in Australia. For example, she was one of the first archaeologists 
in Australia to attempt to understand relationships between rock art and excavated archaeological 
deposits by undertaking pioneering excavations at Early Man rock-shelter near Laura in Cape 
York Peninsula (Rosenfeld 1975; Figure 5.1). This project produced the first firm demonstration 
of Pleistocene age for Aboriginal rock art in the form of engravings covered by archaeological 
deposits dated to ~13,000 BP, although the excavation’s uncovering of broken engraved items was 
also significant (Rosenfeld et al. 1981). Rosenfeld, influenced by work at La Mouthe in France, 
was very much attuned to the importance of buried art for both dating and understanding the 
contexts of the art. Furthermore, by relating stylistic differences in the rock art to changes in the 
distribution of ochre in the excavations, Rosenfeld presented a convincing case for significant 
technical and stylistic changes in the art around 4000 BP. Her work informed a broader program 
of rock art research where, by the 1980s, detailed information had begun to be published on 
the frequency of rock art motifs and design conventions, their diversity and character, for many 
parts of Australia. In many cases, extensive site recording programs led to more specialist work 
on rock art chronology and excavation of associated cultural deposits. For example, the rock art 
recordings undertaken by Percy Trezise over the 30 years since the 1960s in south-east Cape York 
Peninsula provided a platform for Rosenfeld et al. (1981) and later rock art researchers across the 
broader region (e.g. Cole 1988; David 1992; Flood 1987; Flood and Horsfall 1986; Morwood 
and Hobbs 1994).

Figure 5.1: Andrée Rosenfeld at Early Man Rockshelter, Cape York Peninsula, 1974.
Source: Darrell Lewis.
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This early relative and stylistic dating work, begun before Rosenfeld’s work in the Laura district but 
refined and expanded to include minimal radiocarbon ages for the art by Rosenfeld, established 
a solid and systematic foundation for the subsequent and, at times, spectacular developments 
in the scientific dating of rock art (David et al. 2013; Finch et al. 2021). More than anything 
else, the difficulty in dating rock art had been a major impediment to its acceptance as useful 
archaeological data, and to the taking of its practitioners as serious contributors to archaeological 
research. The invention of radiocarbon dating in the late 1940s allowed dates to be produced 
for materials associated with rock art in various ways (e.g. as minimum or maximum (statistical) 
age calculations), such as when engraved fragments of rock art were found in archaeological 
excavations (e.g. Mulvaney 1975:289; Rosenfeld et al. 1981). In the late 1980s through the 
1990s, developments in accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS) radiocarbon dating enabled the 
‘direct’ dating of rock art by directly dating the materials that paintings were made of (items 
in ‘paint pots’, as sometimes called in Europe), and by dating carbon-bearing mineral or 
biogenic coatings that had accumulated (sometimes in stratigraphically differentiated micro-
strata) above or below engravings (e.g. Dragovich 1984; Watchman 1987). Spurred by a torrid 
debate regarding the relative utility of stylistic chronologies versus direct radiocarbon dating of 
engraved rock art in the Cóa Valley, Portugal (see Bednarik 1995a, 1995b; Watchman 1995, 
1996; Zilhão 1995a, 1995b), Andrée Rosenfeld once again took on the role of impartial reviewer 
of competing theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches. Her review paper argued 
that the conflict between the two dating methods demanded an evaluation of the advantages and 
the limitations of both:

While the advent of radiocarbon methods constitutes a methodological breakthrough, it 
does not follow necessarily that stylistic methods should be discarded in favour of ‘scientific’ 
direct dating. Rather, archaeologists need to face the problems inherent in the uses of both 
radiocarbon and stylistic methods more determinedly and critically, and to move beyond 
simple correlations that do not address the complexities of each approach. This needs to be 
done at the levels of theory, method and interpretation. (Rosenfeld and Smith 1997:409)

In parallel with her scholarly work, Andrée Rosenfeld also contributed to early developments 
in the conservation and management of rock art sites. Coinciding with her arrival in Australia, 
in the mid-1970s and early 1980s heritage institutions became increasingly concerned with 
conservation issues, including those relating to rock art (Rosenfeld et al. 1984). Under the auspices 
of Australia’s Joint Academies’ Committee on the Protection of Prehistoric Places, a symposium 
on rock art recording, management and conservation was held in Sydney in 1980. A year later, 
a smaller meeting was held in Canberra, formulating proposals for directions and priorities in 
rock art conservation (Rosenfeld et al. 1984; Hall 1999:163). One proposal was to commission 
a review of the present state of knowledge on rock art conservation applicable to Australian 
conditions. This study, undertaken through the Australian Heritage Commission, resulted in 
the book Rock art conservation in Australia (Rosenfeld 1985), which laid the groundwork for the 
development of rock art conservation as a serious field of endeavour in Australia. This book was 
an important step that drew together all existing research and experimental data. The book was 
designed for heritage professionals in state agencies and National Parks services as well as others 
concerned with, but not necessarily working in, the field of rock art conservation. Since then, 
a new generation of researchers have continued to build on Andrée Rosenfeld’s foundational 
work on rock art conservation in Australia, a lead that emanated from what could be called the 
‘ANU school’ of rock art research led by Andrée (e.g. Hall 1999; Marshall and Taçon 2014.)

In this same spirit, Andrée Rosenfeld was one of the many supporters of the establishment of the 
Australian Rock Art Research Association (AURA). She and Paul Bahn co-convened a symposium 
on rock art and prehistory at the first AURA Congress in Darwin in 1988, and this seeded 
the establishment of the International Federation of Rock Art Organisations (IFRAO). Among 
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the publications that emerged from this congress was Bahn and Rosenfeld’s (1991) Rock art 
and prehistory that questioned established concepts and proposed new ones (Huchet 1992:87). 
Immediately following her retirement, AURA acknowledged Andrée Rosenfeld’s contribution to 
rock art at a 1998 symposium in Canberra. The resulting festschrift took the form of a special 
issue of Archaeology in Oceania (Frederick and Wilson 1999).

While Andrée Rosenfeld was ‘an archaeological scientist before the term had been invented, 
using scientific knowledge and methods in the solution of archaeological problems’ (Morphy 
and Mulvaney 1999:93), her work traversed and connected the sciences and humanities, 
something that she was herself passionate about doing, and doing sharply. She also was a key 
proponent of the importance of social archaeology and the humanity underpinning rock art, 
a social anthropological dimension that also came to deeply underpin the ANU school of 
rock art research. Much of Andrée Rosenfeld’s research focused on a detailed and systematic 
analysis of style. A deeper understanding of this topic was pursued by many of her students. 
One outstanding example, sometimes overlooked, is Kelvin Officer’s doctoral research (1991). 
He developed a system of graphic motif analysis that crossed the artificial boundary between 
figurative and nonfigurative that Rosenfeld (1992:236) argued was a fundamental problem in 
Australian rock art research since Maynard’s key works of the 1970s (including her broad tripartite 
division of Australian rock art, which came to significantly influence some, but not all, Australian 
rock art researchers). Officer (1991) argued for the very different nature of cultural information 
embodied in those analyses based on motif (subject matter) and those based on the grammar of 
graphic constructions (topics also influential in Western European rock art research, and that 
had come to deeply influence Andrée’s own rock art training). Andrée Rosenfeld’s analysis of 
rock art in terms of territoriality and corporate landowning groups (influential topics at the more 
socially oriented ‘Department of Archaeology and Anthropology’ in the ANU School of General 
Studies, where Andrée was based), combined with minimum Pleistocene dates associated with 
rock art in her Early Man excavations, and later evidence for regionalisation of rock art systems, 
provided important evidence for major developments in Aboriginal land use and the emergence 
of corporate landowning groups:

It is not until the terminal Pleistocene, however, that symbolic activity can be shown to be 
regularly focussed on places fixed in the landscape rather than between individuals, who 
are presumably mobile within the landscape … In view of the co-existence of corporate 
and individual gestural systems up to the recent past, it is probable that the integration of 
corporate territoriality was an addition to the earlier ideational system, not its replacement. 
However, there seems to be a shift in focus from the mediation of power relationships 
expressed essentially at the individualised level to its expression in corporate relations to 
territory. (Rosenfeld 1999:32)

Legacy
Andrée Rosenfeld’s legacy can be divided into two parts: (1) her theoretical and methodological 
contributions to the discipline, including systematic analysis of rock art, the combining of 
excavation with details of on-wall rock art, and the systematic application of social anthropological 
insights to rock art, all through influential case studies and synthetic analyses; and (2) the impacts 
that her students (and their students) have had on rock art research, arguably at least in part 
through her promotion and mentoring of precise, accurate, reflective and systematic research. 
Her ability to balance the scientific and the conceptual allowed her contributions to rock art 
research to range from dating and conservation to deep theoretical conceptualisations of the 
meaningfulness and social roles of rock art. For example, Rosenfeld’s (1992) article on then-
recent developments in Australian rock art research (see also Rosenfeld 1993), contributed to 
archaeologists understanding that ‘meaning’, which lies at the core of social anthropology as 
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a disciplinary practice, requires understanding of the social and ontological contexts of cultural 
practice, rather than being singular and frozen in time (Rosenfeld 1992:232). Using style as an 
analytical tool, her research focused on identifying archaeological signatures of social contexts of 
rock art production (e.g. Rosenfeld 1997, 1999). Paul Taçon characterised her approach in the 
following terms:

Rosenfeld, in many of her publications, has actively pursued certain forms of meaning. 
However, she has not done this in an ad hoc or subjective way. Instead, her approach is to 
first gain a thorough understanding of the nature of a rock-art’s structure, form, subject 
matter and ‘style’, to explore the best use of ethnography or analogy, to see how chronology 
and dating can assist with understanding and finally to tease out different levels of meaning 
from the data. It is only in this way that we can begin to more critically examine and more 
fully understand ancient imagery with any form of confidence. (Taçon 1999:95)

Andrée Rosenfeld was an accomplished teacher who supervised and mentored a plethora of young 
scholars, many of whom became leaders in the anthropology and archaeology of art. At ANU 
her students included Ian Coates, Bruno David, Sarah Forbes, Ursula Frederick, Nicholas 
Hall, Darrell Lewis, Jo McDonald, Mahirta, Kelvin Officer and Paul Taçon. This training has 
produced lasting legacies. For example, in 2021, Professor Jo McDonald is the director of the 
Centre for Rock Art Research + Management at the University of Western Australia. McDonald 
holds the Rio Tinto Chair in Rock Art Studies, funded by Rio Tinto’s Conservation Agreement 
with the Commonwealth for the Dampier Archipelago National Heritage Listed Place, and 
UNESCO World Heritage Site nominee – the first such nomination for an Australian rock art 
site (McDonald 2021). This conservation agreement also established the Patricia Vinnicombe 
Scholarship, with Ken Mulvaney being the inaugural recipient. Andrée Rosenfeld also supervised 
the doctoral research of Professor Paul Taçon, who is chair in rock art research and professor 
of anthropology and archaeology at Griffith University. Taçon holds a prestigious Australian 
Research Council Laureate Fellowship (Taçon 2021) and is director of Griffith University’s Place, 
Evolution and Rock Art Heritage Unit. The legacy of Andrée Rosenfeld’s influence can be found 
in the people she mentored and the colleagues with whom she conducted fieldwork, including 
Julie Dibden, Howard Morphy, Mike Morwood, June Ross and Claire Smith. She undertook 
extensive fieldwork in Central Australia with Mike Smith and Winifred Mumford (Rosenfeld 
and Mumford 1996; Rosenfeld and Smith 2002). The legacies of these researchers is also at least 
in part the legacy of Andrée Rosenfeld.

Andrée Rosenfeld’s scholarship is recognised internationally. She held fellowships at the Getty 
Institute in Los Angeles in 1988 and at Oxford University in 1989 (McBryde 2008:60). She was 
elected as a Fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. A portrait of Andrée Rosenfeld 
by Robin Wallace-Crabbe and Diane Fogwell is held in the collections of the National Gallery of 
Australia (Figure 5.2). In a more subtle, less easily quantifiable way, Andrée’s influence on scholars 
young and old was also marked by her many unassuming but deeply impactful ways of respectful 
two-way discussions, sitting quietly with scholars in extended discussions about cutting edge 
research directions, away from the ‘maddening crowd’, leaving her colleagues looking forward 
to their next opportunity to meet. A feature of Andrée’s mentoring was this kind of one-on-one 
discussion, never boisterous but deeply intellectually impactful. Rosenfeld’s work transcended 
the  divide between the humanities and sciences. At the celebration of her life in Canberra 
on 6 March 2009, her friend and colleague, Mike Smith, mentioned that she had described 
rock art research as a field with ‘a lunatic core and a sane fringe’ (Smith 2009). Rosenfeld’s 
steadying influence on the archaeological study of art, and her application of scientific rigour to 
this study produced level heads and substantive outcomes for rock art research, both nationally 
and internationally.
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Figure 5.2: Portrait of Andrée Rosenfeld by Robin Wallace-Crabbe and Diane Fogwell.
Source: National Gallery of Australia, courtesy Robin Wallace-Crabbe and Diane Fogwell.

Patricia Joan Vinnicombe (1932–2003)

Early life and education
A contemporary of Rosenfeld, Patricia ‘Pat’ Vinnicombe had a very different life and career 
trajectory but was equally influential. She was born in 1932 on the electricity-less farm ‘West 
Ilsley’ in rural Mount Currie, adjacent to the uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park where her pioneering 
work would later take place. Rock art formed part of her daily life (Ward 2003:223), as did 
‘speaking the Zulu click-language of her playmates’ and her brother John (Buxton 1977:169). 
In high school she made rock art tracing and copying a hobby, and this would later develop 
into the substantive archive of southern African San (‘Bushman’)2 rock art copies curated at the 

2  We reject any pejorative connotations the terms ‘San’ or ‘Bushman’ may have, recognising both terms are exonyms.
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University of the Witwatersrand’s African Digital Rock Art Archive (African Digital Rock Art 
Archive 2021). Her diligence at school led to her studying at the University of Witwatersrand 
and qualifying as an occupational therapist in 1954 (Deacon 2003:223). Her studies also brought 
her into contact with Australian-born Raymond Dart and Philip Tobias (Hallam 2003), and she 
focused again on rock art. Even during an interlude in London where she worked as a therapist she 
was able to exhibit her rock art copies at the Imperial Institute (Deacon 2003:223). Sylvia Hallam 
noted that when Patricia Vinnicombe met the renowned French rock art researcher, Abbé Breuil, 
he told her: ‘You just go ahead and do the job. It doesn’t matter how you do it. Nobody knows 
more than you do. Develop new ideas, new techniques’ (Hallam 2003:48). As Hallam pointed 
out, she did. Together with subsequent analytical work where she divided each painted motif into 
attributes, her reputation as a skilled thinker and copyist led to an invitation in 1958 by South 
Africa’s Human Sciences Research Council (the equivalent of the Australian Research Council) 
to conduct a more methodical survey of Drakensberg rock art under the aegis of archaeologist 
B.D. ‘Berry’ (Barend) Malan (Ward 2003:80). In 1961 she met and married Cambridge-trained 
Patrick Carter, an archaeologist active in excavations in Lesotho and based at the Natal Museum 
where Patricia was then conducting her archival and rock art research. Her career would from 
there be distributed across Africa (South Africa, Ethiopia, Ghana and Tanzania) and Australia 
(New South Wales and Western Australia).

Career in Africa
Patricia Vinnicombe was able to enter southern African male-dominated archaeology through 
rock art. Viewed as more artist than archaeologist – and, more specifically, as a rock art researcher 
– by most of her male peers, she was able to use her skills at copying to better understand and 
interpret San rock art, which at that time was thought to be a simple record of everyday life 
(Lewis-Williams 2009:17). Her meticulous field tracings and subsequent copies came to number 
868 sheets of tracings with nearly 8478 individual painted motifs that she produced over 40 years, 
constituting a national treasure (Deacon 2003:224). Vinnicombe realised that rock art research 
was, indeed, a ‘Cinderella’ endeavour in southern African archaeology (cf. Deacon 1993), largely 
because it was perceived as data-poor and seldom interrogated in terms of specific attributes. Her 
work with Berry Malan developed one of the first computer punch-card systems for categorising 
rock art image attributes (Vinnicombe 1967a; Lewis-Williams 2009:26). This helped integrate 
rock art and excavation-centric archaeology as well as influencing the development of fellow rock 
art researchers David Lewis-Williams, Harald Pager, Dora and Gerhard Fock, and Lucas Smits. 
Vinnicombe not only challenged deficient and simplistic interpretations of rock art but also 
proposed viable alternatives. She wrote at a time when the major accepted motivations for the 
creation of rock art in southern Africa were ‘sympathetic magic’, whereby an image was drawn 
with the hope of effecting a successful hunting outcome (Brentjes 1969), or ‘art for art’s sake’, 
which assumed that, given sufficient leisure time, art was executed for the pleasure of the artist and 
beholder (Willcox 1963:84), created purely for its aesthetic qualities (Cooke 1969:50). In two 
separate, mutually reinforcing review essays of several books published in the 1960s, Vinnicombe 
(1972a, 1972b) produced a devastating critique of such Eurocentric interpretations. Drawing on 
observations by Ucko and Rosenfeld (1967:130) concerning the Abbé Breuil’s interpretations of 
Upper Palaeolithic rock art, she powerfully deconstructed attributed motivations of rock art as 
sympathetic magic:

 … paintings of predators may be engendered through fear or through a desire to emulate, 
because they are undesirable food competitors or desirable food providers; they may be 
badly drawn or altogether avoided because they were not desired as food, or because they 
were regarded as an embodiment of evil. In short, sympathetic magic may be the basis for 
all of the art, some of the art, or none of the art. (Vinnicombe 1972b:128)
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Figure 5.3: Patricia Vinnicombe tracing uKhahlamba-Drakensberg rock art.
Source: Rock Art Research Institute: University of the Witwatersrand.

Together with her field skills and technical virtuosity (Figure 5.3) came an analytical adeptness 
that produced a series of groundbreaking papers in southern African rock art research 
(Vinnicombe 1960, 1967a, 1967b, 1972a, 1972b, 1975). The key to these interpretations was 
the relative frequencies of different animal species in rock art and in excavated deposits. Eland, in 
particular, were found to occur in around 43 per cent of rock art motifs while smaller antelopes, 
the faunal remains of which were much more dominant than eland in archaeological deposits, 
comprised only 18 per cent of the rock art images (Vinnicombe 1976). This mismatch between 
iconography and faunal remains strongly suggested that animal species were depicted not for 
their economic value, but because of how they were woven into religious and social practices; 
an approach also followed by Laming-Emperaire and Leroi-Gourhan, but without the benefit 
of relevant ethnography. Vinnicombe argued that the ‘ritual importance attached to various 
animals may be reflected in the numerical emphasis on the animals selected for portrayal: the 
less important they were ritually, the less frequently they may appear in the art’ (Vinnicombe 
1972a:199). Vinnicombe did not eschew the economic, but embraced the role that innovation 
had in generating new ritual and technological advances in hunting techniques, both in Africa 
and elsewhere:
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New technologies instigate social changes which are in turn reflected in ritual, and so the 
whole cycle of life is structured by inter-related factors. In attempting to solve the eternal 
problem of man in relation to this cycle, the stone-age artist selected items for portrayal 
which symbolized his interpretation of life. By creating a feeling of cohesion and security in 
the face of uncertainty, by expressing and ordering social relations, man sought to maintain 
the necessary balance between himself and his environment that was fundamental to 
survival. This, I suggest, is the framework within which we should assess the products of his 
artistic creativity. (Vinnicombe 1975:202)

These ideas led Patricia Vinnicombe to her enduringly influential book, People of the eland: Rock 
paintings of the Drakensberg Bushmen as a reflection of their life and thought (Vinnicombe 1976). 
Supported by spectacular illustrations based on Vinnicombe’s meticulous tracings of the rock 
art, this book broke new methodological and theoretical ground in rock art research in southern 
Africa and internationally in two ways. First, it drew on nineteenth-century ethnographic and 
historical accounts of San people to interpret rock art in emic terms, relating to rituals and 
belief systems in addition to economics. In doing so, Vinnicombe extended the idea put forward 
by Levi-Strauss (1966) that some animals were depicted because they were ‘good to think’ 
rather than because they were of economic importance. Her work parallels that of Laming-
Emperaire and Leroi-Gourhan but while generally informed by them, diverges markedly in 
seeking to match up relevant San ethnography as a ‘test’ of the schema, whereas the French 
approach largely eschewed ethnography in favour of structuralist findings per se. Vinnicombe’s 
approach paved the way for later researchers, such as David Lewis-Williams, Janette Deacon, 
Thomas Dowson, David Morris, Anne Solomon, Edward Eastwood and Catelijne Cnoops, Sven 
Ouzman, Geoffrey Blundell, Jeremy Hollmann, Lara Mallen, Ghilraen Laue, Dawn Green and 
many others (cf. Mitchell and Smith 2009) to delve deeply into San belief systems to interpret 
the rock art. The second way in which Vinnicombe’s research was groundbreaking was in the 
use of statistical methods to compare the frequencies of depictions of species in rock art and 
their occurrence in the local environment. This was a major step in the acceptance of rock art as 
a useful form of archaeological data and prompted other southern African researchers to apply 
statistical analyses to rock art (e.g. Davidson 1999).

In 1977, the University of Cambridge awarded Patricia Vinnicombe a doctorate for this work, 
and People of the eland, recently reprinted with a companion volume (Mitchell and Smith 2009), 
remains a standard and much-cited reference work and model in southern African rock art 
research and beyond.

Patricia Vinnicombe was not taken up into the museum or university sectors despite her 
qualifications and will, but began a peripatetic career with then-husband, Patrick Carter, moving 
to central and East Africa to work on archaeology, rock art and heritage, including the excavation 
of sites that would have been flooded by the Aswan High Dam project (Deacon 2003:224). 
For many years, her work was largely tethered to her husband’s employment. However, after 
their divorce, her career trajectory changed and what followed was 25 years of work, especially in 
Australian Aboriginal cultural heritage and advocacy.

Career in Australia
Patricia Vinnicombe emigrated to Australia with her son Gavin, seeking to make a new start after 
her divorce from archaeologist Patrick Carter who had taken up a post as assistant curator at the 
Archaeology and Anthropology Museum at the University of Cambridge (Chapman 2005:68). 
In 1978, she took up a contract position with the New South Wales (NSW) National Parks 
and Wildlife Service to work as a project archaeologist on the large North Hawkesbury Project 
to salvage archaeological sites prior to inundation by a large dam (Veth 2003:49), while also 
working for the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies in Canberra. This was the first large-
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scale regional commercial archaeological project in NSW, if not in Australia (Ward 2003:82). 
Vinnicombe’s ability to mesh multiple sources of evidence – archaeological, ethnographic and 
documentary – reached perhaps its greatest expression in this project. In a short time, she produced 
a voluminous 740-page, two-volume report (Vinnicombe 1981) that is still used as a template 
for similar work, especially in NSW. This work challenged and extended her skills to include 
the recording and analysis of engravings on sandstone pavements as well as paintings, drawings 
and stencils (Deacon 2003:225). Vinnicombe brought to bear her technical and analytical skills 
to introduce new and more meticulous forms of recording for both rock art and archaeological 
deposits, in the process introducing to Australian archaeological nomenclature the PAD (Potential 
Archaeological Deposit), to designate sites with excavation potential, enabling decision-making 
on research strategies across a wide landscape (see Veth 2003:49).

Vinnicombe’s NSW work prepared her for more rock art–focused work in Western Australia. 
Some of the first rock art recording programs in Australia were initiated as impact assessments, 
such as occurred in the Pilbara in response to industrialisation of the Burrup Peninsula. In 1980, 
Vinnicombe took up what was to be her final job at the Department of Aboriginal Sites at the 
Western Australian Museum. She was also drawn to the Kimberley in Australia’s north-west both 
for its rock art and because it had a living Aboriginal rock art tradition and living Dreaming 
cosmology – in contrast to her putting together San lives from archival mentions and fragments. 
Here she could talk to people about their rock art past and present. This immediacy and also the 
stark reversal from South Africa – with its Indigenous majority – confirmed to her that research 
is only one part of a larger process of reconciliation for which advocacy for heritage as a human 
right was a logical extension (Vinnicombe 2001). As part of this conviction, Vinnicombe became 
committed to the rights of Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders to manage their own 
cultural heritage and to facilitating Indigenous voices. At the 1988 Congress of the Australian 
Rock Art Research Association in Darwin, she memorably and powerfully co-presented two 
papers with Aboriginal Elder David Mowaljarlai, of the Mowanjum community near Derby 
in Western Australia. One paper was on the significance of rock paintings in the north-western 
Kimberley (Vinnicombe and Mowaljarlai 1995; also Vinnicombe 1992), and the other was as 
part of a symposium on retouching rock art that was initiated as a result of the controversial 
Gibb River repainting project (Mowaljarlai et al. 1988).

While based in Western Australia, Patricia Vinnicombe developed close relationships with female 
Aboriginal artists from Turkey Creek and facilitated wider understandings of their views on 
art and land. Her close friends included the late artist Queenie McKenzie, of, and for, whom 
Vinnicombe wrote a moving tribute that provides deep insights into the artist’s relationship 
to country:

‘Yarlka, this white mountain, this my spirit place. My mother, old Dinah, she found 
white porcupine la swag la Yarlka. That porcupine [echidna] was me. That white stone 
from that hill, they break him up for spear. Good spear, that one.’ (Queenie McKenzie, 
tape 1994) … Queenie was therefore focused on a locality from which she never moved, 
a landscape that she knew intimately: ‘Every rock, every hill, every water, I know that place 
backwards and forwards, up and down, inside out. It’s my country and I got names for every 
place.’ It was this singularly close relationship with her country, that prompted Queenie to 
take up painting. (Vinnicombe 2000)

In her work on Aboriginal sites at the Western Australian Museum, Patricia Vinnicombe became 
known as a fair, empathetic and fierce worker for Aboriginal heritage and rock art. Her tenure 
coincided with one of Australia’s major rock art crises – the industrial development of the Burrup 
Peninsula, Western Australia (Vinnicombe 1987). It was this advocacy work, informed by scientific 
research and by taking seriously Aboriginal knowledge and perspectives, that rounded out Patricia 
Vinnicombe’s career (see Vinnicombe 1992). She synthesised her understanding of Australian rock 
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art research combining emic and etic views (Vinnicombe 1995). She retired in the same year as 
Andrée Rosenfeld, 1997. Like Rosenfeld, she remained active in research and advocacy. This work 
started immediately upon her formal retirement, with a 1997 Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) grant to study Bardi ceremonial and dance artefacts 
(Deacon 2003:225). In 2000, Patricia Vinnicombe returned to South Africa as a visiting research 
fellow at the Rock Art Research Institute of the University of the Witwatersrand (Veth 2003:49) 
to work on ensuring that her legacy of tracings was digitally preserved and accessible (Vinnicombe 
2001), completing the circle of her career on two continents.

Legacy
Patricia Vinnicombe’s legacy lies both within and beyond academia and rock art research. 
Her early life and career are instructive of how closed academia often was to women and 
how determined and skilled women needed to be, even just to be admitted to the fringes of 
institutionally supported rock art work, often having to deal with an ascribed status as the partner 
of an archaeologist. Rock art research offered a different pathway, one that combined technical 
skill with the ability to think creatively, using ethnographic insights to justify the then-radical 
notion that San rock art was symbolic, spiritual and meaningful. Patricia Vinnicombe pioneered 
a new way of tracing and copying rock art through acetate sheets copied in the field to produce 
exact dimensions of motifs and their relationship to each other and the rock face. These acetate 
sheets were then used to make colour-correct ‘redrawings’ of the rock art, replacing many of 
the sketched or black-and-white copies that were then the norm, with the notable exception of 
Harald Pager’s work. The information she recorded in the field was entered into a database using 
a punch-card system, and later lucidly and accessibly written and published in works that both 
specialist and lay audiences could understand and enjoy. Her ability not just to adapt rock art 
recording techniques to surveys and excavation-centric archaeology, but to integrate rock art and 
excavation, remain models of work.

Most of the completed redrawings of Vinnicombe’s tracings are in the Rock Art Collections 
at the KwaZulu-Natal Museum and University of the Witwatersrand (Mitchell and Smith 
2009) and accessible to everyone via the African Digital Rock Art Archive. The lasting value of 
Vinnicombe’s research on southern African rock art is attested by the reprinting of People of the 
eland in 2009, with an accompanying volume that explored Vinnicombe’s legacy and functions 
as a belated festschrift: The eland’s people: New perspectives in the rock art of the Maloti-Drakensberg 
Bushmen. Essays in memory of Patricia Vinnicombe (Mitchell and Smith 2009). Alan Barnard’s 
(2010) review of People of the eland highlights the enduring impact of Vinnicombe’s work:

The book not only brought an extraordinary and dynamic body of art to the attention of 
a global audience, but also helped to lay the foundations for a new generation of research 
into the meaning of prehistoric art. People of the Eland aimed to gain an insider’s view of the 
rock art using San understandings of the world. While following this approach, it quickly 
became clear to Vinnicombe that the art was very far from simple depictions of daily life as 
had once seemed likely, but instead reflected the most deeply held San beliefs and symbols. 
This approach and this understanding has now become the standard for all those working 
with San rock art. People of the Eland remains a seminal work, the impact of which cannot 
be underestimated. (Barnard 2010:63)

Patricia Vinnicombe’s life – and perhaps more pertinently her death – are lessons in why 
archaeology matters, especially as regards using archaeology to establish meanings of art to local 
Indigenous people. Towards the end of March 2003, Patricia Vinnicombe and her colleague, 
Warren Fish, completed some fieldwork on the Burrup Peninsula, north of Dampier and 
Karratha in northern Western Australia. This was followed by a meeting with resource-extraction 
developers:
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A meeting in the area with the developers regarding the possible damage to the art by 
industrial emissions followed the fieldwork. Pat did not feel very well and at the end of the 
meeting left the room. Shortly afterwards she was found dead in the bathroom. Pat could 
not have arranged a better end: in a place that she loved and doing what she enjoyed – 
fighting heritage issues. (Ward 2003:82)

While much of Vinnicombe’s work on the Burrup remains unseen – field trips, reports on sites, 
advocacy, meetings, building relationships, outreach activities and the like – it helped shape the 
past two decades’ efflorescence of research and heritage management at Murujuga. The area that 
Vinnicombe was fighting to protect is now on the UNESCO tentative list for World Heritage 
Site status – the first such recognition of a rock art precinct in Australia (McDonald 2018).

Like Andrée Rosenfeld, Patricia Vinnicombe was internationally recognised and respected, and 
she brought that initial recognition to Australia. In the early 1970s, a research fellowship at 
Clare Hall, University of Cambridge, allowed Vinnicombe the time to develop her ideas more 
fully (see Vinnicombe 1972b). Later, a grant from Oxford University’s Swan Fund helped her 
to employ a research assistant, Justine Olofsson, of the University of Witwatersrand’s Rock 
Art Research Unit, to work up some of the remaining tracings that she had made 40–50 years 
previously (Ward 2003:81).

Discussion
Australian rock art research owes a debt to all of the people who have contributed to increasing 
the available data and to improving methods and ideas, and especially to female and other 
marginalised researchers, who had to carve a space to work both empirically and empathetically. 
Andrée Rosenfeld and Patricia Vinnicombe were pioneers in rock art research, not only in Australia 
but also internationally. Their work spanned three continents: Africa, Europe and Australia. As 
individuals they had tremendous impact on rock art research. Their work was associated with 
the use of new methods, theories and ideas. Though working largely independently, their work 
melded archaeological and anthropological practice and theory and this has profoundly influenced 
today’s rock art research in Australia in a fascinating regional and national mosaic. Working in 
different contexts and using different approaches (e.g. Rosenfeld published more and so has 
an easier-to-quantify influence, while Vinnicombe worked behind the scenes more, though she 
paved the way for the post-2000s influx of researchers from southern Africa to Australia), both 
investigated the possibility that rock art was created as part of ‘elaborate, religiously sanctioned 
relationships between people and place’ (Rosenfeld and Smith 2002:103). Both researchers drew 
upon using established ‘practice-based’ methods, such as tracing and drawing, for analytical 
and interpretative purposes and both were committed to ‘the judicious use of ethnographic 
parallels … to narrow down the field of plausible explanation even if patent demonstration is out 
of the question’ (Vinnicombe 1972b:130–131).

Finally, some comments on gender and opportunity. When assessing the legacies of Andrée 
Rosenfeld and Patricia Vinnicombe it is important to understand the contexts and confines within 
which they were working. While Rosenfeld’s work in Australia was solidly based in a university 
environment, Vinnicombe’s contact with the academy was more ephemeral and was largely 
undertaken as part of consultancies and a museum position. As Morwood and Smith (1994) 
point out, the appointment of researchers with a commitment to rock art research at Australian 
universities, museums and other institutions during the 1970s and 1980s was crucial in the 
development of Australian rock art studies. Such appointments were a necessary precursor to the 
establishment of rock art studies as a viable subdiscipline within archaeology. These appointments 
were the means by which this field of study was made available to students, providing a pathway 
for graduates to pursue rock art research and management studies in their own right rather 
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than via other disciplines or as an adjunct of excavation-centric work. Andrée Rosenfeld was 
fortunate. She moved to Australia in 1972 at a time that a new Department of Archaeology 
was being established at ANU. Arriving a few years later, in 1978, Patricia Vinnicombe faced 
a situation in which four positions in rock art research had been filled (Andrée Rosenfeld at 
ANU; John Clegg at the University of Sydney; and Mike Morwood and Iain Davidson at the 
University of New England). There would not be new university posts for rock art researchers 
until the late 1990s and early 2000s, with the appointments of Noelene Cole at James Cook 
University, Jo McDonald, firstly at ANU and then at the University of Western Australia, Paul 
Taçon at Griffith University, and Claire Smith at Flinders University and, later, Bruno David at 
Monash University. At AIATSIS, a sole post in rock art was established in the 1980s and was 
held by Graeme Ward. There is no question that Patricia Vinnicombe’s capabilities as a rock 
art researcher in Australia were constrained by not having the resources and student base of 
a university. As Lesley Maynard put it, for a slightly earlier time, ‘in early 1966 I was sweeping 
up the cold ashes of my undergraduate anthropology and contemplating with dread a year at 
Teachers College’ (pers. comm. to Sven Ouzman, October 2020; see Chapter 4, by McDonald, 
this volume). Faced by such constraints, Patricia Vinnicombe pursued her scholarly pursuits in 
Australia via consultancies and, finally, a position at the Western Australia Museum. She used her 
opportunities judiciously and produced groundbreaking research.

Rock art researchers today owe a debt of gratitude to both Andrée Rosenfeld and Patricia 
Vinnicombe. Their lives and careers allow us to better understand rock art’s disciplinary growth. 
In future, we can anticipate a pleasing diversity of practitioners, but they will still face challenges 
such as in making technological advances in research socially meaningful, in ensuring greater 
Indigenous leadership of research, and in making rock art – a national treasure in most countries 
– known and appreciated by the many publics we serve.
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