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  found with bones
‘written on the body’ focuses on the labelling 
of objects within the museum environment, the 
mark of the artisan and the pen of the inscriber. 
The institutionalized Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander objects still hold their power, 
they resonate and speak to us across vast 
distances of time and dislocation. They hold the 
trace history of their maker, the user and the 
collector. We imagine those collectors plotting 
the classification of the object, describing its 
function, its history, carefully adding the number 
that ties it into the collection. By writing onto the 
object, the collector asserts their ownership and 
authority, stamping it onto the cultural item. 

This can be read as a form of colonization, 
sterilization and desecration. The tattooing 

of numbers and scarification of labels onto 
objects in some way takes away from their 
natural beauty and form. It diminishes them 
to be curiosities within a museum. They are 
a token from another, stranger culture. Not 
able to exist for themselves and their people, 
they are branded and assigned to a forlorn 
existence within the holding collection. Now, 
these objects are being drawn into the gaze of 
the contemporary art museum, seen beyond 
their ‘otherness’ as fine art pieces in their own 
right. They are given a high art status, although 
still tinged by an element of the outsider. For 
the descendants of the people whose objects 
these belonged to, they are an extension of 
their family’s embrace, carrying messages  
from home. 

Cover
The visual parallels between the incised Morah stones 
from North Queensland and the cicatrices on the skin of 
Aboriginal people are intentional. The engraved stones 
create rough channeled ridges and grooves that process the 
rainforest foods rubbed across their surface. The welting of 
skin created by a cutting into the Aboriginal body, produces 
highly individual and distinctive marks. The raised scars are 
indicative of coming through Law, and may be a design tied 
to family, land or status. 



living beings, waiting to be fed by their keepers, 
starving, mewing and panting in the dark.
 
To the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
descendants of the places from which these 
museum-held objects came, the act of writing onto 
the objects can be seen as an act of vandalism, 
a sacrilege, an infliction of control by another, 
dominating culture.
 
As exhibitors, we are releasing them from the 
shadowy confines of drawers and shelves within 
the museum. Here in this viewing space, we are 
placing them alongside utilitarian wares from the 
op-shop, the wreckers or the collective hoards of 
friends and relatives. 
 
By rubbing these ‘things’ (the collected 
museum objects and the kitchen utensils), 
against each other in a visual display, a sort of 
friction is created: a new way of seeing. They 
elicit a solarisation of their outlines, and a new 
categorization within a group of forms. They 
gossip with each other, jostling their bodies and 

reworking the spaces around them. There 
is a sharpening of focus, a re-shaping 

of lenses, observing these different 
objects from different worlds and 

different times. There is an 
inter-connectivity of culture 

and purpose.
  

For the viewer, the label imparts a story, 
and locates the object within a construct of 
understanding, a place, a time, a mapping. For 
the visitor to the backrooms of the museum, 
the writing on the object serves as a pointer 
on a treasure map, encouraging the person 
to follow the trail, to discover the origin. Who 
made it, carried it, used it, collected it? Was it 
stolen, exchanged, traded, bought, and on what 
terms? Who was the collector? What was their 
history? How did they view this object and the 
people from which it came? Was it a curiosity or 
a trophy? Did securing the object in some way 
establish their sense of superiority over the other? 
Did they think they were rescuing remnants of a 
dying race? Or did they love this object and have 
some appreciation of the culture from which it 
came, the people who had owned it before them?

There are ‘holes in the land’, depressions in the 
ground that remain, when these things are taken 
from their country and their community.
 
Perhaps the object would have been ‘orphaned’, 
without a label and without the knowledge 
of its pre-existence within the world 
of the living. Now it is stranded, 
between worlds, in a half-life, 
on the shelf, tattooed and 
classified. I think of 
these objects as 

We remember our families using these 
ordinary things, making cakes in the 
kitchen, whisking the eggs, milk, flour, 
pouring of liquids, scraping of pans, 
washing and drying and putting away of 
plates and cutlery, smells of frying and 
baking. 

And then, a silence, a withdrawal, 
to a world of existing. A space of 
contemplation, or a waiting, an 
expectancy, for the turn of the 
object, to be lit again for the viewer. 
It will be handled with care, treated 
with respect and reverence. Then, 
taken out of the light, and put 
back into the dark again. Placed, 
alongside other objects, lying 
quietly together, exchanging 
spores, creating new liaisons.
.

Judy Watson



 The domestication  of things
In this exhibition are some Indigenous things, 
most collected prior to 1950 in Queensland, 
that have since been kept in the University of 
Queensland Anthropology Museum. Artist Judy 
Watson’s idea was to accompany this everyday 
paraphernalia for living of stone axes, knives, 
grinding stones, spears, dishes, throwing sticks 
with used kitchenware. Here is a cup full of sky, 
a colander of stars, ridged cake tins shimmering 
like the sea that also suggest bodies, their 
desires and needs, their consuming energies 
redolent of the early collectors’ homes, heaving 
with the specimens that will represent a ‘lost’ 
Indigenous way of life. The domestic environment 
of a collector is so often the decades-long 
waiting room for collections before they enter the 
institution of the museum. 

 Imagine those collectors spending soothing 
Sunday afternoons labelling and ordering 
their acquisitions, planning swaps of surplus 
items with other collectors2 whilst the smell of 
teatime sponge cakes cooling on the wire racks 
permeates their kitchens. How potent the need 
to label and classify, keeping things in their place, 
a prevention against the encroaching chaos of 
the world. 

Things in museum collections are at once 
proffered and withheld. These Museum objects 
might dream of home, is this landscape of 
kitchenware what they must settle for? You might 
mourn their loss from your Country yet here 
these things are still, dragging their secrets along 
into the present, their labels and the materiality 
of their bodies providing fragmentary clues about 
their journeys.

Many of the things in this exhibition come 
from the energetic collecting by The University 
of Queensland Anthropology Museum’s 
founder, medical doctor and keen ‘amateur’ 
anthropologist Lindsey P. Winterbotham. From 
the 1930s to late 1950s the last decades of 
his life, Winterbotham employed networks of 
other collectors, drawing on his professional 
connections to amass a considerable and 
high quality collection. From his written 
correspondence it seems he felt a moral 
imperative to do so3. 

Although this might seem half a century too 
late for the ‘salvage’ of Indigenous culture that 
Winterbotham aimed to perform, in Queensland, 
where there were no professional Anthropologists 
in any institution, he was ahead of his time.  

He 
helped 
create the 
Anthropological 
Society of Queensland (ASQ). 
For both Winterbotham and the 
ASQ committee having an ethnographic 
collection at the university was essential to 
the future establishment of anthropology as a 
discipline.4 

The collectors in this exhibition have appeared 
through their labelling techniques. The 
high period of writing on is predominantly 
Winterbotham’s. ‘LPW’, Winterbotham’s initials, 
and ‘ASQ’ are written onto many artefacts. This 
was a common practice. Anthropologist Ursula 
McConnel too handwrote on the things she 
collected from the Cape York peoples with whom 
she worked.

The desire to write directly onto collected things 
(flat wooden surfaces and stone tools are 
evidently most beguiling) must be thought 
through, but often it is not; black ink 
on dark wood, whiting out an area on 
dark surfaces, scrubbing out earlier 
numbers or just doing it better the 
second time. Here is evidence of 
the crowd of people who form the 
history of the collection; small neat 
printing and large extravert copper 
plate, red chalky Roman numerals, 
tiny white numbers. The distance 
of decades provides an antique 
quaintness, an unintended graphic 
poetry. The successive labels 
show the hectic lives and frequent 
handling of these objects.

Labels are sometimes boldly written; ‘gin’s 
offensive weapon’ or ‘WOOMERA’ for example, 
in large white letters. By ‘woomera’ the labeler 
means a spear thrower; a timber prosthesis that 
gives a man’s spear increased leverage and 
velocity. This word is from an Aboriginal language 
spoken in South Australia. The spear thrower 
was made by a man living on Cape York, who 
spoke an entirely different language.

In these 
early collectors’ 
labels there is a serious 
concern for the question   
‘what is this?’ Perhaps the geographic 
location is noted too but the language or 
culture to which the owner belongs is elusive. 
Only the collectors who have lived alongside 
Aboriginal people attempted these details.

In 1959 Winterbotham ordered professionally 
hand written labels for the newly relocated 
Anthropology Museum5. It is clear that he 
liked to pin these labels directly to the objects. 
Some survivors are in this exhibition. We do 

not expect this collision of labels and 
museum or gallery exhibits today.  
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It is only in the behind the scenes part of 
museum collections that discreet tags with a 
number are strung onto objects rendering them 
more like goods in a shop. In the gallery labels 
are separate from things, nearby but not on 
them. 

Winterbotham courted anthroplogists T. G. H. 
Strehlow and Norman Tindale, and those who 
actively engaged in changing Indigenous people’s 
lives such as missionaries and station owners, 
medical officers and policemen. He also sought 
parts of earlier collections in a bid to get 
closer to the lives of people before colonial 
contact. 

In 1950 Ronald Hamlyn-Harris, director of the 
Queensland Museum from 1910-17, offered 
Winterbotham a set of Roth’s published 
anthropological 

papers and photographs. All have Roth’s 
marginalia or notes attached and form a part of 
this exhibition. These prizes were lodged initially 
in the Mitchell Library, Sydney, until such time as 
UQ created a chair in Anthropology. The material 
finally came to UQ in 1972.6 Roth too had been 
collected.

Walter E. Roth’s photographs7 are pivotal to this 
exhibition. Here are double portraits in which 
the Indigenous subjects have labels fixed to 

their chests. Roth, like Winterbotham, was 
a medic with an interest in anthropology, 
which was then an emerging scientific 
discipline. Roth became the medical officer 
at Normanton from 1896 and from 1898-
1904 he was The Northern Protector of 
Aboriginals in Queensland, under ‘The 
Aboriginals Protection and restriction of 
the sale of Opium Act, 1897’. This Act 

enabled the Queensland government 
to control all aspects of Indigenous 

Queenslanders’ lives. Roth 
became Chief Protector for 

all of Queensland from 
1904-1906. Roth used his 
government appointment 
to simultaneously assemble 
anthropological research 
which was published as 
bulletins between 1901 

and 1906 by the Queensland 
Government.8 These remain a rich 

source of information.

Magnifying the written chest labels in this 
set of portraits in UQ’s Hamlyn-Harris 

derived collection of Roth’s material 
reveals numbers and also names. 
Perhaps Roth has asked the women 

to pull down their dresses to make 
space for the labels. All the names are 

European. The numbers are replicated on 
the photographic negative in Roth’s hand 

and are just visible in mirror image in 
the bottom corners of the images. 

It seems likely that these are the 
‘7 males and 3 females’ that 

Roth writes about in his 
1898 report9 ‘I drew up 

the anthropometric 

measurements…and took down 
the vocabularies.’ Roth did not 
publish these photographs.

Among this group of 10 people are two 
men wearing king plates, another kind of 
label, but one that makes it easier for us to 
find out who they were in terms of their own 
society because their Indigenous names are 
engraved into the brass. Roth refers to them 
as, ‘ … the two chiefs whom the Queensland 
government presented last year with brass badges 
as pledges of friendship’10 They have been, he 
continues, valuable and influential informants.  
He measures them too, these two tall men, 
their king plates sufficing in his research as 
their identity badges, together with a number 
written on the photographic negative. 

From Roth’s same report we learn that all 
of these people camped at the Musgrave 
Native police camp, Princess Charlotte 
Bay on eastern Cape York in far north 
Queensland. Perhaps they are gathered 
after a funeral; Minnie and Jerry ( a married 
couple?) Polly and Topsy, Tiger and Euro, 
all have newly cut hair indicating the recent 

death of someone to whom they are related. 
The powerfully built man Euro is a police tracker 
who likely travels with Roth’s party. Probably 
this man’s name was ‘Hero’. Perhaps he has 

chosen this occupation to give himself more 
autonomy. Euro is dead well before 1914. 

His head is stolen from his grave, probably 
by a collector11. His wife and children 
move to Palm Island with Charlie 
Whitefoot sometime before 191812 
and here the trail for his childrens’ 
decendants loses its clarity.



How can the Museum collected things 

combat their objectification, the denial of their 

humanity and agency both that the writing 

on implies. These things have become, with 

the appropriation of their written on skins, 

something new that embodies their history 

of transit. In their labeled state they cannot 

go backwards and become purified. On their 

surfaces is a record of colonial history that is 

not just Australia’s but is echoed in different 

yet similar ways in museum collections all 

over the world.

 In this exhibition through the ricochet of 

relationships between the kitchen implements 

and the museum collection with its layers 

of information, we want to destabilize and 

remake the spaces between things. 

Diana Young

Our writing  on your things

Morah stone, Atherton,Queensland

Carved pearlshells, Broome and 
Borroloola (top)
Background: “Gnarwin Chief of 
the Kokolamalama tribe,’1898, 
photographer Walter Roth, with 
anthropometric chart written by 
Walter Roth

Cross-shaped boomerang, North 
Queensland

Yandying or winnowing dish, 
Kimberley 

Ikka/Bark container, Aurukun 
Mission, Cape York, Queensland

 
Ooyurka grindstone, East 
Palmerton, Queensland

 
 
Pendant, Aurukun Mission, Cape 
York, Queensland 

Woman’s club, Drysdale River 
Mission, Kimberley 

Axe, Toorbul Point, Queensland

Man’s club, Weilmoringle Station, 
New South Wales 

Man’s club, Moongalba, 
Stradbroke Island, Queensland

1 Written on the body Jeanette Winterston, 1992, Jonathan 
Cape.

2 See Daniel Leo 2007, ‘An Arc of relics. The collecting 
practices of Dr L. P. Winterbotham’ in The Makers and 
Making of Indigenous Museum Collections, editors N. 
Peterson, L. Allen, L. Hamby, MUP epress pp 76-110

3 Ibid.
4 Ibid and R. Robins, 2007, ‘Reflections in a cracked Mirror’ in The 

Makers and Making of Indigenous Museum Collections, editors 
N. Peterson, L. Allen, L. Hamby, MUP epress, pp 61-75.

5 The Correspondence Collection of Lindsey Page 
Winterbotham 1946-1961 John Oxley Library. Letters to Miss 
Pegsus between November 1958 and December 1959.

6 Letter 12 January 1972 from then UQ Anthropology Museum 
Director Dr Peter Lauer to Mr Richardson, Mitchell Library, 
Typescript. The UQ Anthropology Museum records.

7 These formed part of the Hamlyn-Harris donation. The 
negatives are in the Roth collection of the Australia Museum.

8 See Khan, Kate, 1993. Catalogue of the Roth Collection 
of Aboriginal artefacts from north Queensland. Volume 1. 
Items collected from Archer River, Atherton, Bathurst Head, 
Bloomfield River and Butcher’s Hill, 1897–1901. Technical 
Reports of the Australian Museum 10: 1–205.

9 Page 1 of Roth, Walter E. A Report to the Commissioner 
of Police. On the Aboriginals occupying the hinterland of 
Princess Charlotte Bay together with a preface containing 
suggestions for their Protection and Improvement. Cooktown 
30th December 1898. Unpublished manuscript. 81 pages

10 Ibid.
11 Rigsby ibid, Lindy Allen pers comm., December 2013
12 Rigsby ibid. Thanks to Palm Island Council and to Christine Hero
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Man’s club, Cullin-La-Ringo, 
Springsure, Queensland

 
Spearhead made from shearer’s 
blade, Mount House Station, 
Western Australia 

Headband, Mornington Island 
Mission, Queensland 

Axe, Winton, Queensland

Shield, Palm Island, Queensland

Whetstone, Westcourt, 
Queensland

Two stone points with Penfolds 
labels attached, Kelvedon and 
Swan Point, Tasmania

Matchbox seed pendant, Torres 
Strait Islands

Throwing stick, Australia.  
Background: Ikka/Bark container, 
Aurukun Mission, Cape York, 
Queensland (detail) 

Nut anvil, Cairns, Queensland

 
Axe handle, Forrest River Mission, 
Queensland


