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The KFA-initiated Rock Art 

Dating project has been 

underway for three years, 

funded by KFA and the 

Australian Research Council 

(ARC). The 3-year $1 million 

project is nearing completion 

(August 2017). But its  

gestation has been much 

longer. Professor Andy 

Gleadow, leader of the  

project, talked to Leigh  

Dayton about the journey. 

For over four decades Andy  

had nothing to do with rock art. 

“I’d seen a bit of rock art over  

the years, but had no particular 

interest in it.” 

Instead, The University of 

Melbourne geochronologist  

was busy pioneering techniques 

for dating ancient rocks, from 

Antarctica to Africa, and even  

the Moon. 

He even had a lead role in one  

of archaeology’s most heated 

debates – the age of a site in 

Kenya where prehistoric tools  

had been unearthed by a  

team led by celebrity paleo-

anthropologist Richard Leakey.

Along with another Australian 

geologist, Ian McDougall, Andy 

helped end the controversy.  

They demonstrated the site  

was 1.8 million years old. 

Today, it’s a very different story. 

Not only is Andy a frequent visitor 

to the rugged Kimberley, The 

University of Melbourne scientist 

now heads the Kimberley Rock 

Art Dating Project, funded by  

the Kimberley Foundation 

Australia and the Australian 

Research Council. Other partner 

organisations include the  

Dunkeld Pastoral Company  

Pty Ltd and Archae-aus Pty Ltd.

And it all began with a phone  

call in early (March) 2007.  

Mike Lisle-Williams, the KFA’s 

then CEO, was on the line. 

“He wanted me to join the newly 

formed KFA Science Advisory 

Council,” recalls Andy. “It seemed 

interesting, and different from  

my early work.”

But what finally hooked Andy  

was a trip to the Kimberley to 

assess the potential of dating  

rock art. Accompanied by KFA 

Chairman Maria Myers, the 

budding rock art enthusiast 

obtained an overview of the  

art, the geology, and the 

extraordinary cultural legacy  

of the Kimberley’s first  

occupants.

“I realised there was potential  

to work out the ages of the 

different styles of rock art across 

the region,” says Andy who 

promptly organised a second  

trip to the region, along with 

half-a-dozen Melbourne-based 

geoscientists and dating experts. 

The plan was to examine closely 

what was happening to the rock 

surfaces around, under and over 

the art – to look for erosion, mud 

wasp nests, nearby rock falls, and 

other geological, microbial and 

chemical clues to when the early 

painters created their works.

With this knowledge in hand,  

the little team was confident  

they could pull together a range  

of methods for dating materials 

above and below the art. This 

‘bracketing’ would produce the 

minimum and maximum age  

of the work, most of which is 

impossible to date directly. 

Images:  
(L-R) Helen Green,  
and Sven Ouzman 

taking samples – Rock 
Art Dating project.  

Photo: Andy Gleadow  

Jordy Grinpukel, 
Damien Finch and  

TO Ernie Boona taking 
samples – Rock Art 

Dating project. 
Photo: Paul Hartley

“The Dating 

Project partners 

include The 

University of 

Melbourne,  

the University  

of Wollongong, 

the University  

of WA and ANSTO. 

Partner 

investigators  

are Kimberley 

Foundation 

Australia, Dunkeld 

Pastoral Co Pty Ltd 

and Archae-aus 

Pty Ltd. The work 

is   undertaken  

in collaboration 

with Balanggarra 

Aboriginal 

Corporation. “

GETTING A DATE IN THE KIMBERLEY
On the eve of KFA’s 20th anniversary the Foundation is closer than ever  

to understanding how and when the Gwion rock art was painted. 


