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Abstract: Between 1875 and 1923, the Australian anthropologists, Walter Baldwin Spencer 
and Francis James Gillen, conducted extensive studies of Aboriginal groups in Central Aus-
tralia. In the course of their work, they amassed what is perhaps the most influential collection 
of Australian ethnographic material ever assembled. It is composed of some 60,000 items in-
cluding glass plate photographs, numerous artefacts, diaries, expedition journals, wax cylinder 
recordings and some of the first ethnographic film ever produced. Their work had a decisive 
influence on the early development of anthropology. In 1913, Bronisław Malinowki noted, 
“Since the publication of their first volume, half the total production of anthropological litera-
ture has been based on their work and nine tenths affected or modified by it”. Indeed, their 
influence was felt in several other branches of the social sciences. Emile Durkheim based his 
“The Elementary Forms of Religious Life” on Spencer and Gillen’s ethnography. Similarly, 
Sigmund Freud’s “Totem and Taboo” was inspired by Spencer and Gillen’s work on Aborigi-
nal religious belief. 
 Over the past 100 years, Spencer and Gillen’s significant collection has been dispersed 
throughout the world to more than thirty institutions. In 2009 the Australian Research Council 
funded the Australian National University (Canberra), Museum Victoria (Melbourne) and the 
South Australian Museum (Adelaide) to locate, digitize and place online the entire Spencer 
and Gillen collection in order to make it available to both surviving Aboriginal communities 
and contemporary researchers. The authors of this paper have been closely involved in this 
complex digitization project over the past three years. This has involved negotiating access to 
Spencer and Gillen material in numerous international institutions; producing and/or acquir-
ing digital copies; research and re-cataloguing of material; transcription of manuscripts; con-
struction of a customized database available through an online website; integration of the 
website with existing museum online services and numerous other tasks. In this paper we not 
only wish to discuss these developments, but also explore the complex issues of managing 
interlocking sets of textual, audio-visual and linguistically diverse data pertaining to the social 
and religious life of Central Australian Aboriginal people. Given the nature of this material 
the Spencer and Gillen site has been designed in order to represent the often overlapping rela-
tionships between geospatial locations, mythologies, individuals and the items of material 
culture and recordings collected. 
 
 
Like it or not, the internet is now an indispensable part of our lives. Indeed, one 
might as well admit that if you are not on the net, you are nowhere. And like so 
many other institutions around the world, museums have succumbed to the new 
digital regime. Digital technologies are not only consuming an ever increasing 
share of museum budgets but are radically reshaping their internal operations. 
They are also altering the way in which research is conducted into museum col-
lections. But to what extent are museums taking full advantage of these new 
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technologies? If you take a quick tour of major museum websites, you will see 
that most, if not all, have tried to put at least some of their collections online. 
Some, like the Museum of Natural History in New York, have taken an encyclo-
pedic approach and are placing as much of their collection online as possible. 
Others, like the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver, have taken a kind of 
boutique approach, focusing on a selection of high-end collections. While all of 
this provides easier access to some collections, it seems to us that most museums 
continue to replicate past practices in a digital form and still work within the 
narrow confines of their own individual collections, even though digital tech-
nologies now offer a far more creative approach to collection management and 
accessibility across institutions.  
 

Project Overview 
 
In this article, we focus on a project we have been developing over the past few 
years at Melbourne Museum, Australia. It involves the construction of an online 
database containing all of the ethnographic material collected or produced by the 
anthropologists, Walter Baldwin Spencer (1860-1929) and Francis James Gillen 
(1855-1912), both of who spent a life time studying the cultural traditions of the 
Aboriginal people of Central Australia (see figure 1).  
 

 
 

Fig. 1:  Seated: Francis Gillen and Baldwin Spencer. Standing: Warwick (Perrurle),  
Trooper Chance and Jim Kite (Alyelkelhayeka). Alice Springs, 1901. 

  
Their work had a significant influence on the early development of anthropolo-
gy, particularly in Britain and the United States. One of the most famous figures 
in anthropology, Bronislaw Malinowski, noted in 1913 that “half of the total 
production in anthropological theory has been based upon their work, and nine-
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tenths affected or modified by it”1. Their influence was also felt in several other 
branches of the social sciences. One of the foundational figures of modern soci-
ology, Emile Durkheim, remarked, “Spencer and Gillen’s work had a considera-
ble influence ... that both set the stage for studies and stimulated speculation”2. 
Indeed, Durkheim based his famous tome, “The Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life” on their ethnography. The large debt that Durkheim owed to Spencer and 
Gillen is reflected in the original French title of his book which is subtitled, 
“The Totemic System in Australia” (“Le système totémique en Australie”). Simi-
larly, Sigmund Freud’s, “Totem and Taboo”,3 was inspired by Spencer and Gil-
len’s work on Aboriginal religious belief. 

Apart from their influence on international anthropology, Spencer and Gillen 
amassed what is perhaps the most influential collection of Australian ethno-
graphic material ever assembled. It is composed of approximately 4,000 objects, 
2,000 glass plate negatives, 750 photographic prints, 35,000 pages of field notes, 
diaries, letters, drawings and some of the earliest ethnographic sound and film 
footage ever recorded. Yet, despite the importance of this collection, it has been 
haphazardly scattered throughout the world as a result of exchanges, sales and 
happenchance. It is now to be found in over thirty institutions as far afield as St 
Petersburg, Oxford, Vienna, Rome, Manchester, Geneva, New York, Chicago, 
Wellington, Melbourne, Sydney and Adelaide. Our task has been to gather this 
collection together in one digital space in a way that goes beyond the standard 
models of museum collection management. In fact, we have tried to create a 
unique, integrated body of accessible work, independent of any single museum. 
Even Spencer and Gillen would not have enjoyed the same ready access to their 
collection as this online database offers. 
 

Spencer and Gillen 
 
So who were Spencer and Gillen and what led them to embark on their ground-
breaking work in anthropology? Baldwin Spencer first met Gillen in 1894 when 
he arrived in Central Australia as part of the scientific Horn Expedition.4 He was 
then a professor of biology at Melbourne University, having left Oxford Univer-

                                           
1  Malinowski, Bronislaw: Review of: “Across Australia” by Baldwin Spencer and F. J. Gil-

len. In: Folklore 24 (1913), pp. 278–279, here 278. 
2  Durkheim, Emile: The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Trans. by Carol Carson. Ox-

ford 2001, p. 78 (original edition: Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse. Le système 
totémique en Australie. Paris 1912).  

3  Freud, Sigmund: Totem and Taboo. Resemblances Between the Psychic Lives of Savages 
and Neurotics. Trans. by A. A. Brill. New York 1918 (original edition: Totem und Tabu. 
Einige Übereinstimmungen im Seelenleben der Wilden und der Neurotiker. Leipzig 1913).  

4 The Horn Expedition, sponsored by William Horn, was the first major scientific investiga-
tion of Central Australia. 
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sity in 1887. Gillen, who had no formal training in any academic discipline, was 
the officer-in-charge of the overland telegraph station in Alice Springs, sub-
protector of Aborigines and local magistrate. Gillen had already spent twenty 
years in Central Australia and acquired a detailed understanding of local Aborig-
inal traditions. The two men hit it off almost immediately when they met and 
their friendship quickly evolved into the most influential partnership in the his-
tory of Australian anthropology.  

In 1896–97, just two years after they met, the two men embarked on an inten-
sive research project in Alice Springs. Gillen had persuaded local Arrernte 
groups to perform a major cycle of secret – sacred men’s ceremonies termed the 
‘Engwura’).5 The entire event ran for three months during which time they took 
several hundred photographs and reordered detailed information about the cere-
monies. Extensive information was also gathered regarding social organisation 
and kinship systems; totemic affiliations; initiation rites, burial rituals; ‘song 
lines’, magic, childbirth; food restrictions and many other subjects (see figure 2). 
 

 
 

Fig. 2:  Baldwin Spencer with senior Arrernte men. Alice Springs, 1896. 
Cover of “Native Tribes of Central Australia” (1899). 

 
In 1899, the results of this extensive project were published in a 670 page book 
entitled, “The Native Tribes of Central Australia”.6 It had an immediate impact 
on intellectual circles throughout Europe and America as noted above, with the 
first edition selling out. James Frazer, the celebrated author of “The Golden 
                                           
5 The ‘Engwura’ series of ceremonies constituted the final rites of male initiation in Arrernte 

society.  
6  Spencer, Baldwin; Gillen, Francis James: The Native Tribes of Central Australia. London 

1899.  
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Bough”, praised the book as one of the finest ethnographies ever produced.7 

Following this success, Spencer and Gillen undertook further research on the 
Aboriginal groups of northern Central Australia.  

During a twelve month expedition conducted in 1901–02, they travelled over 
2,000 kilometres from Oodnadatta in South Australia through to Borooloola in 
the Northern Territory of Australia. Remarkably, they not only took with them 
sound recording equipment, cinema and still cameras, but all the equipment 
needed to process their photographs in the field, including a makeshift dark-
room. As they passed through Alice Springs after an absence of four years, local 
Arrernte men provided a small welcoming party as a mark of respect. Given the 
often oppressive relationship between European settlers and Aboriginal people 
in Central Australia at the time, the warm regard in which local Aboriginal peo-
ple held the two anthropologists was exceptional. 

Among the many Aboriginal groups studied during the 1901–02 expedition 
were the Warumungu people with whom they spent several months. The exten-
sive collection of photographs, artefacts and information gathered about the 
Warumungu constituted one of the highlights of their ethnographic work. A fur-
ther volume was produced as a result of the expedition, “The Northern Tribes of 
Central Australia”8.  

 
Accessing the Collection Online 

 
Apart from gathering together all the Spencer and Gillen ethnographic material 
from some 30 institutions – which has not been easy – a large part of our job has 
been to document, catalogue, transcribe and populate the database with this ma-
terial. Of course, locating these widely dispersed items on one database, allows 
for a range of new research possibilities. Indeed, it will be possible to obtain 
ready access to all the relevant items relating to a single ceremonial ritual or 
event, something that would have previously taken a researcher many months of 
travel and negotiation with numerous institutions. This could include textual ref-
erences from the manuscripts; images of relevant objects; photographs and au-
dio-visual recordings of the same event. Here are some examples:  

First, we will focus on a selection of items that Spencer and Gillen produced 
and collected concerning an Arrernte ‘revenge party’, or ‘Atninga’, that they 
happened to witness while in Alice Springs in 1901. These parties were made up 
of warriors who were given the task of attacking and killing a person from an-
other, usually distant group, who had apparently committed a crime against their 

                                           
7 Spencer and Gillen dedicated their book, The Northern Tribes of Central Australia, to 

James Frazer.  
8  Spencer, Baldwin; Gillen, Francis James: The Northern Tribes of Central Australia. Lon-

don 1904.  
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own group. Spencer and Gillen took a number of photographs of this revenge 
party (as seen here in figure 3) both before and after they attacked their victim. 
They also produced copious notes and drawings; collected several related ob-
jects and shot film footage of the revenge party. 
 

 
 

Fig. 3:  Atninga party preparing for an act of ‘revenge’. Alice Springs, 1901. 
 
In preparing for the attack, the Atninga party went through a number of rituals 
including bloodletting. This was meant to increase the anger of the warriors and 
strengthen their will to carry out the killing. In figure 4, we see the warriors em-
bracing each other and dancing in solidarity as part of their ‘warm-up’ ritual be-
fore they go and attack their victim.  
 

 
 
Fig. 4:  Atninga party performing certain rituals before the launch of the ‘revenge’ attack.  



 Reconstructing the Spencer and Gillen Collection Online  35
 
Figure 5 is taken from one of Spencer’s 1901 expedition diaries in which he has 
produced notes on the activities of the revenge party as well as a set of sketches. 
The thin, stick-like object depicted in the centre of the document was worn by 
the warriors behind their ears. It was meant as a sign to anyone who might hap-
pen to see them that they were on a deadly mission and to stay well clear of 
them. The spears depicted in figure 5 were collected by Spencer and Gillen 
while they were recording the activities of the Atninga, although it is uncertain 
whether they were actually used in the actual killing.  
 

 
 

Fig. 5:  A page from Spencer’s 1901–1902 expedition diary detailing the events 
surrounding the activities of the Atninga or ‘revenge’ party. 

 
If the warriors were successful in their attack – in other words, if they had man-
aged to kill their victim – they would put leaves in their hair and through their 
nose after returning to their home base. As can see in figure 6, certain woman 
approached the actual men who had been responsible for the killing and hit their 
shields with clubs. If the shield produced the wrong kind of sound, it meant that 
the owner of the shield did not have long to live since the spirit of their victim 
had followed them back to their home territory. 
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Fig. 6:  Two women harangue the Atninga warriors and test their shields. 
 
Of course, the activity of an Atninga revenge party was far more detailed than 
we have briefly indicated here, and is only one of the many events that Spencer 
and Gillen recorded. The Spencer and Gillen web application will greatly assist 
in the complex process of managing the many interlocking sets of textual, audio-
visual and linguistically diverse data relating to the social and religious life of 
Central Australian Aboriginal people. Indeed, the site has been designed in order 
to represent the overlapping relationships. 

Unlike other anthropologists of their time, Spencer and Gillen were able to 
capture fast moving events as they unfolded, as can be seen in the remarkable 
series of photographs they produced of a Warumungu burial ritual in 1901. In 
this set of images, they were also able to capture, in a visual form, a religious 
belief system maintained by most Aboriginal groups in Australia. In very brief 
terms, this system revolved around the deeply entrenched notion that every liv-
ing person was/is a reincarnation of the mythic ancestor who inhabited the world 
during the ‘dreamtime’, or ‘Altyerre’. Such ancestors took the form of animals, 
plants or natural elements such as wind, rain or fire. So for example, a person 
who was the descendent of a wind ancestor was believed to have inherited spe-
cial powers over the wind. Similarly, someone related to a particular species of 
snake considered all such snakes as close relatives; a brother, sister or cousin. It 
was also believed that when one dies, the most essential part of one’s spiritual 
being – what might be called one’s soul – becomes, again, a part of the mythic 
realm from which one originated. In other words, one becomes, once more, a 
snake, or the wind. It was this cyclical pattern of birth, death and rebirth that 
Spencer and Gillen were able to capture while photographing the Warumungu 
burial ritual.  
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 In the first of these photographs (figure 7), we see a group of woman mourn-
ing the death of one of their relatives. Interestingly, Durkheim was particularly 
attracted to this striking image as it not only demonstrated a moment of high 
emotion, but, in his view, a ritualised form of communal solidarity that worked 
to cement the social structure of the whole group. In figure 8, a line of men 
straddle a trench as part of the morning ceremony. The decorations on their bod-
ies represent the totemic ancestor, Wollunqua, a giant mythical snake to whom 
the deceased was related in a spiritual/ancestral sense. 
 

 
   Fig. 7 (left): Group of Warumungu women mourning the death of a relative.  
   Fig. 8 (right): Group of Warumungu men straddling a trench. Mourning ritual. 

Tennant Creek, 1901. 
 
At a certain point in the ritual, a line of women begin to crawl between the 
men’s legs possibly representing the return of the dead person’s spirit to the an-
cestral world. As you can see in figure 8, one of the women is holding an object 
behind her back. This is the forearm bone of the deceased for whom the ritual is 
being performed. It is wrapped in bark and forms the centre piece of the ritual. 
(The Warumungu placed their dead on platforms in trees. Once the remains of 
the body have been reduced to a skeleton, the bone of the forearm is removed 
and used in the burial ritual.)  

Following several further ritual activities, the bone of the deceased is ceremo-
nially broken with an axe (see figure 9). On hearing the sound of the bone break-
ing, the burial ritual reaches a climax. 

In the final act, the bone is buried next to a sacred ground painting (see figure 
10). The painting represents the mythic activities of Wollunqua, the giant snake 
– which is echoed in the designs worn by the men.  
 The site contains all of these images but researchers will also be able to use 
the mapping facility to determine where exactly the ritual took place; delve into 
the extensive field notes and diaries Spencer and Gillen produced regarding the 
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ceremonies; examine in fine detail, the objects they collected relating to the ritu-
al and much more. 

 

 
 
  Fig. 9 (left):  Final breaking of the bone of the deceased. Mourning ritual. 
  Fig. 10 (right): The bone of the deceased is buried next to a ground painting. 

Tennant Creek, 1901. 
 
 

Classical Ethnography in a New Context 
 
Spencer, when preparing this collection for public display at the National Muse-
um of Victoria in 1900, pondered on the practical task at hand:  
 

“There is nothing like trying to arrange a big collection for revealing to you your colossal 
ignorance: when you sit down to write a descriptive label then you begin to realize how de-
fective your knowledge is.”9  

 
The challenge of reconstructing the Spencer and Gillen collection in digital form 
has however gone well beyond the patent challenges of managing collection size 
and providing accurate object descriptions. The process of ‘remediating’, which 
Bolter and Grusin describe as a process of refashioning of earlier media types in 
the digital age,10 raises boundless prospects for the reconfiguration of old muse-
um collections according to new perspectives. In re-compiling a collection of 
such profound import to anthropological thinking we have had to play very close 
attention to our interpretation of ethnographic content which we perhaps better 

                                           
9  Letter from Spencer to Howard Goulty, 10/7/1900. XM1033 in the P. Young Collection, 

Museum Victoria.  
10  Bolter, Jay David; Grusin, Richard: Remediation. Understanding New Media. Cambridge, 

Mass. 1999. 
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understood today than when it was originally collected.11 In the process of mov-
ing this collection into a public, online, context a number of decisions have 
therefore been made in regards to re-structuring classical, and at times antiquat-
ed, ethnographic data.  

From the outset of the project a decision was made to design the site specifi-
cally to exhibit the anthropological data of Spencer and Gillen with minimal al-
teration. We knew that we would have to think very carefully about structuring 
the site so that the primary information collected by Spencer and Gillen – deal-
ing with cultural life of Central Australian Aboriginal people – could be properly 
examined, and that a generic collection management database would never have 
had the required fields and relationships needed for the type of data captured by 
twentieth century ethnographers.  

We also knew what we did not want the site to be. Acknowledging the enor-
mous interest in this collection from a range of diverse audiences we did not 
want to construct a system architecture that focused solely on ‘Indigenous 
Knowledge’. The collection and preservation of so called ‘Indigenous 
Knowledge’ has been the focus of a number of Indigenous collection digitisation 
initiatives in recent years, particularly with the library and land management 
sectors.12 Many of these databases were designed specifically to record and store 
‘Aboriginal knowledge’ – usually knowledge of the natural environment – so 
that it could be preserved for future generations.  

Whilst this approach has gained some support with a number of projects in 
Northern Australia and Central Australia, it soon became clear that the objective 
of our research project would be to examine how this extensive collection had 
effectively shaped the production of ‘knowledge’ about past and present Aborig-
inal life in both anthropology and the popular imagination. Scrutiny of the reas-
sembled collection would enable one to explore the ways in which this 
‘knowledge’ has been produced – within specific contexts – and transmitted 
through particular social networks. The Spencer and Gillen collection, like other 
similar database collections, therefore does not attempt to encapsulate an ‘Indig-
enous worldview’ but rather, more modestly, represent “small, commodifiable, 
transferable parts of it”13.  

                                           
11 Our knowledge of the Arrernte language, for example, is now significantly advanced since 

Spencer and Gillen’s time. 
12  For details see Nakata, Martin; Nakata, Vicky; Byrne, Alex; McKeough, Jill; Gardiner, 

Gabrielle; Gibson, Jason: Indigenous Digital Collections. An Early Look at the Organisa-
tion and Culture Interface. Australian Academic & Research Libraries Journal 39 (2008), 
no. 4, pp. 223–236.  

13 Christie, Michael: Engaging with Australian Indigenous Knowledge Systems: Charles 
Darwin University and the Yolngu of Northeast Arnhemland. In: Learning communities. 
International Journal of Learning in Social Contexts (Indigenous Community Engagement 
Edition). December 2009, pp. 23–35, here p. 24.  
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The objective of this site was therefore to produce as a research facility – 
based on well-established collection management practices common to all major 
museums, libraries and archives – which would cast a light upon the production 
of ethnographic information. We had anticipated that by bringing together this 
primary collection material for the first time we would be able to attain an in-
sight into the way ‘cultural knowledge’ regarding the Arrernte had been pro-
duced by Spencer and Gillen, their interlocutors and the people they studied. 
And finally, we expected to create a website that would be relevant to people 
interested in historical or anthropological research but also to the descendants of 
the Aboriginal people with whom Spencer and Gillen worked. 
 
 

Developing the Web Application 
 

We began developing the site in the usual manner. An audit of existing online 
systems that might already meet our needs was undertaken, followed by the 
drafting of a specifications document outlining the required functionality and 
design of the site. Wireframes were used to visually outline the requirements of 
the system and ‘user stories’ were generated to target the software development 
to the expectations of our three principal user groups; the research community, 
the Aboriginal community in Central Australia and the general public. While this 
research was being conducted the enormous task of digitising collection objects 
from over twenty collecting institutions and across three continents was negoti-
ated and commenced.  

In early 2010 we began to prototype the structure of system using the widely 
used FileMaker Pro database software. The decision to prototype the system in 
this way was made so that we could begin to model metadata fields, test con-
trolled vocabularies and explore the most useful relationships between record 
types. The fields employed were for the most part modelled on Museum Victo-
ria’s collection management system (KE EMU)14 which complies with the Dub-
lin Core Metadata Standard, although minor modifications were made to ac-
count for particular to anthropological collections regarding ceremony types, 
totemic affiliations etc. By mid-2010 the FileMaker system had gone beyond 
being a ‘rudimentary’ prototype database to having more features than originally 
intended, including basic facilities for plotting collection points on a web map, 
an agreed set of controlled vocabularies and a facility for researchers to add their 
own research annotations to individual items. The system also contained test da-
ta for over five hundred objects, from more than ten different collecting institu-
tions. 

                                           
14 http://www.kesoftware.com/emu. 
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The FileMaker system, although we knew that it would never provide all of 
the functionality that we needed, proved to be a very useful platform for experi-
mentation. An online developer and a web designer from Museum Victoria in 
Melbourne were then engaged to take what was essentially an offline, prototype 
database and develop a functional, online system with advanced features. Once 
the web application’s architecture was in place, all of the data from the FileMak-
er system was mapped across. In a similar fashion, over five thousand collection 
object records (consisting of over 15,000 individual digital files) from Museum 
Victoria’s collection management system was mapped into the new web applica-
tion. The collection’s size continues to increase as more data is entered from the 
participating institutions and amendments are planned for both the site’s design 
and functionality as it is maintained over the coming years. 
 
 

Objects and Record Types 
 
As a principal challenge of this project was to find new ways of presenting this 
data, we were inevitably going to exhibit the materials in radically new ways 
that could never have been foreseen by Spencer and Gillen. As explained above, 
Spencer and Gillen had amassed a collection with the religious and ceremonial 
and religious life of Aboriginal people as its focus and it was our intention to 
represent first and foremost this primary information as they had originally col-
lected it. This was particularly important as not only had their work had a tre-
mendous impact on Australian anthropology but it has also become a very im-
portant to contemporary Aboriginal identity and heritage. Nonetheless, substan-
tial progress has been made in Australian anthropology and in Australian lan-
guage studies over the past 100 years and it would have been careless of us to 
present their data without some recognition of the advancements made in these 
areas.15  

A number of the key concepts utilised by Spencer and Gillen that continue to 
have relevance to contemporary Aboriginal Australia have therefore been re-
tained in the structure of the site. Each of these four main categories of infor-
mation we have called ‘record types’ and they include:  

(1)  the various language groups Spencer and Gillen worked with,  
(2)  the places/locations referred to in their work,  
(3)  the numerous ‘totems’ referred to in ceremonies, and  
(4)  each of the people (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) that are depicted or 

mentioned in the collection. 

                                           
15 As an example, it is unsurprising that last century has seen a significant improvement in 

our appreciation of Central Australian Aboriginal people’s languages/dialects, their rela-
tionships to particular tracts of land and their general philosophical outlook.  
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Fig. 11:  Relationships between the record types in Spencer and Gillen site. 
 

 
 

Fig. 12:  Screenshot of the Spencer and Gillen site (http://spencerandgillen.net).  
Horizontal menu bar displays key record types. 
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So while the collection contains these five object types – Artefacts, Specimens, 
Documents, Photographs, Audio and Film – each of these Objects can equally be 
associated with each of these other four ‘Record Types’ – Language group, Plac-
es, Totems and People (see figures 12 and 13).  

Spencer and Gillen, along with the early Hermannsburg missionaries, were 
some of the first people to record the languages of Central Australia and al-
though they were certainly not linguists they did collect very important infor-
mation particular to each of the groups they encountered during their various 
expeditions. In 1901 they worked across this 2,000 km stretch of arid Australia 
and collected linguistic information from over twenty distinct Australian lan-
guage groups.16 In some instances (e.g.: Binbinga, or Wakaya) the information 
that they collected is the only significant record of languages which became ex-
tinct some time ago. 

Contemporary Aboriginal people in this region continue to identify with the 
language that they speak or that their ancestors spoke and the wordlists, glossa-
ries and song transcriptions in this collection will remain invaluable and relevant 
to languages which, although still spoken, have only in the last 10–15 years have 
had comprehensive dictionaries produced. We therefore expect that many indig-
enous users, as well as academic researchers, will conduct searches of the sys-
tem using this very important ‘Language Group’ category function which calls 
up all of the data relevant to a one of the 37 groups cited in their oeuvre.  

The second important record category is ‘Places’. At present the Spencer and 
Gillen system contains records for over three hundred specific places referred to 
in the collection. Keeping detailed records of these places has been important as 
unfortunately Indigenous placenames were only sporadically recorded by Euro-
peans in Australia and often with varying degrees of accuracy in the reproduc-
tion of the sound of the word or its meaning17. Europeans arrived in Central Aus-
tralia in the 1860s, over seventy years after the establishment of Sydney on the 
eastern shores of the continent, and although Indigenous placenames were some-
times noted they were rarely used in any official capacity. The ‘Place’ records 
featured in the Spencer and Gillen system detail specific information about each 
location including its latitude and longitude coordinates, the European place-
name, the Indigenous name, any associated totems and whether the place was 
visited by Spencer and Gillen during an expedition. Each of these places has 
been plotted on a web mapping service application and in some cases is also 
shown on an historical map showing the route of a particular expedition (see 
                                           
16 In Central Australia a linguistic and/or cultural grouping is for the most part contiguous, 

notwithstanding significant mythological connections, which significantly transcend these 
boundaries. See Sutton, Peter: Native Title in Australia. An Ethnographic Perspective. 
Cambridge et al. 2003. 

17 Hercus, Luise; Hodges, Flavia; Simpson, Jane: The land is a map. Placenames of Indige-
nous Origin in Australia. Canberra 2002, p. 1. 
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figure 13). Plotting these locations and their relationship to collection items was 
particularly important to our Indigenous audiences in Central Australia. Regret-
tably, many Central Australian Aboriginal people have very low levels of Eng-
lish literacy and thus a non-text-based way of exploring the collections is highly 
desirable. Furthermore, Arrernte people also feel very strongly connected to 
places and exploring the collection as a whole via geospatial markers emphasise 
an object’s important relationship to locality. 
 

 
 

Fig. 13:  Places where artefacts were collected during the Horn Expedition of 1894. 
 
Many of the collection items collected by Spencer and Gillen also make clear 
linkages between a place and a particular ‘totem’. For example, hundreds of 
their photographs depict ceremonial performances that honour certain totemic 
ancestors belonging to or inhabiting a certain place. These photographs are giv-
en captions such as ‘Sacred ceremony of the Bat of Imanda’ or ‘Sacred ceremo-
ny of the witchitty grub Totem of Wathirka’. ‘Totems’ is a confusing and diffi-
cult concept to translate across cultures as it has been used in some many differ-
ent ways but in this context it refers to mythological totemic beings that emerged 
from the earth at the beginning of time. These totemic ancestors moved across 
the earth and brought shape to the continent and animated the landscape for the 
first time. After emerging from their eternal slumber in the earth these ancestors 
began to move throughout the landscape, bringing about all of the physical fea-
tures of the country including its mountain ranges, waterholes, rocks, trees, sand 
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hills etc. Stories of their doings feature in the vast song poetry and mythologies 
of which the Hermannsburg missionary Carl Strehlow and his son Theodore 
spent decades documenting. Spencer and Gillen described the intimate relation-
ship between people, places and totems in this way:  
 

“Every individual […] is born into some totem – that is, he or she belongs to a group of 
persons each one of whom bears the name of, and is especially associated with, some natu-
ral object. The latter is usually an animal or plant; but in addition to those of living things, 
there are also such totem names as wind, sun, water, or cloud – in fact there is scarcely an 
object, animate or inanimate, to be found in the country occupied by the natives which 
does not gives its name to some totemic group of individuals.”18  
 

The site allows users to group collection material according to each of the ‘to-
tems’ recorded across the entire collection (over 100 thus far) and as Aboriginal 
people will often identify with a particular totem, in fact many see themselves as 
being reincarnated from a totemic ancestor; we envisage that this will also be an 
important way of thematising this very large and complex collection. 

The last record type linked to totems, places and language group is that of 
‘people’. ‘People’ records have been created for each of the individuals identi-
fied in collection materials, the producers or makers of collection objects and for 
people referred to in collection documentation including international corre-
spondents like the influential anthropologists Sir James Frazer, Edward Tylor in 
the United Kingdom and Franz Boas in the United States of America. Most sig-
nificantly, compiling the field notes, photographs and journals of Spencer and 
Gillen in one digital collection has allowed us, for the first time, to build up a 
picture of some of the Aboriginal informants that enabled Spencer and Gillen’s 
research. In many cases the various names of a person – both English and Abo-
riginal – their personal totem and the language that they spoke is captured and in 
some cases brief biographical details have been ascertained. All of this infor-
mation, when drawn together in this way can provide novel perspectives on Ab-
original and non-Aboriginal relations on the colonial frontier and gives us a far 
better idea of who some of these people were as individuals. Establishing these 
details is particularly important as Spencer and Gillen never named Aboriginal 
people in their official publications and instead presented their informants as 
being representative of a racial type – not individuals in their own right.  

Accentuating associations between the primary descriptive categories origi-
nally used by Spencer and Gillen allows users to explore the complex relation-
ships between each of the records types. One collection object, an ulpere or 
‘trumpet’ for example, could be related to multiple place records, can be related 
to records for the language group/s to which the song belongs and the totemic 
ancestors that may feature in the song. It can also be related to other objects in 

                                           
18  Spencer/Gillen, Native Tribes (see note 6), p. 7. 
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the collection including photographs, or field diaries which might give us the 
names of the singers and so on. Users will then begin to make the necessary 
connections between, each of these elements that suit their particular interests.  

 
 

Community Consultation and Secret/Sacred Content 
 
Handling ethnographic data in a postcolonial milieu is however never straight 
forward and in Australia one of the defining characteristics of older 
anthropological collections is the presence of materials regarded as ‘secret’ or 
‘sacred’. 30–40% of the Spencer and Gillen photographic and object collections 
for example contain items classified as ‘secret/sacred’ or ‘restricted’. What this 
effectively means is that these items, including artefacts, photographs, films or 
sound recordings, cannot be freely accessed by the general public. The majority 
of this restricted material consists of photographs taken by Spencer and Gillen of 
sacred totemic ceremonies, but also includes a large collection of sacred objects 
which are often referred to as ‘tywerrenge’ (‘churinga’, ‘tjurunga’). These 
‘tywerrenge’ objects, often made of wood or stone, are seen to embody 
particular ‘totem’ ancestors and refer to mythologies which are secret to initiated 
men only. As many Central Australian Aboriginal people believe that they are 
the reincarnation of these mythological totemic ancestors they also claim to have 
the sole right to determine how ceremonial designs or photographs of these 
objects or totemic ceremonies are disseminated.  

Over a three year period we consulted with over 80 individuals; both men and 
women, young and old, from five of the language groups with connection to the 
Spencer and Gillen collection. The site will provide an invaluable cultural 
archive for the descendants of the Aboriginal people with whom Spencer and 
Gillen worked in Central Australia; the Arrernte, Anmatyerr, Kaytetye, 
Warumungu, Luritja, Arabana and other related peoples. In fact, these groups 
still have a substantial presence in the region. The indigenous population in 
Central Australia currently stands at approximately 38% of all inhabitants; this 
represents one of the highest regional concentrations of Aboriginal people in 
Australia. Selected film, photographic and artefact collection objects were 
reviewed and discussed with key individuals and we were also given advice 
regarding the perceived status of ‘restricted’ content in the collection. In figure 
14, you can see one of us (Philip Batty), discussing the project with one of the 
traditional Aboriginal owners of Alice Springs, Patrick Hayes.  
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Fig. 14:  Dr Philip Batty consulting with Arrernte man, Patrick Hayes Kemarre. 
 

During consultations with various Warumungu men near the township of 
Tennant Creek, we were taken to a tree that still contained the remains of an old 
burial platform, similar to the tree photographed by Spencer and Gillen more 
than 100 years before. The local men were keen to assist in our project and were 
more than happy to participate in consultations.  

Building a public collection site, which features a large proportion of 
‘restricted’ items, has been a significant challenge. After much deliberation with 
Aboriginal people and museum colleagues we decided to make all of the 
restricted record items discoverable online, however the public will not be able 
to access the actual item itself. This means that a general user will be able to 
read all of the information collected about an item marked as restricted but they 
will not be able see or listen to this item. Restricted material will only be 
accessible to men specifically selected by these communities. The other option 
of course would have been to conceal all of the restricted items from public view 
altogether but this would have effectively hidden a large part of the collection 
and given people a skewed impression of the collection’s size and its content.  
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Conclusion 
 
What Spencer and Gillen would make of their collection being reconstructed on 
a global, digital platform, with their notes being transformed into ‘data’, we will 
never know. Presumably, they would delight in the speed and ease of retrieve-
ability, even if they may disapprove of some of the reinterpretations of their raw 
data. Whatever the case, this database will provide an unparalleled opportunity 
for scholars of global anthropology to investigate a foundational moment in the 
development of the social sciences. It will also provide a hitherto unobtainable 
access for the descendants of the Aboriginal people Spencer and Gillen studied 
to their personal heritage.  

Breaking new ground in the amassing of ethnographic collections, we have 
endeavoured to move beyond the narrow confines of a single collecting institu-
tion’s imperatives. We hope that this work will facilitate further research, not so 
much into single institutions’ collections, but historical events or intellectual col-
laborations of great import.  
 

 




