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2020 Leadership group:
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•	 Patrick Guinness, Education Convenor

•	 Justyna Miszkiewicz & Duncan Wright, Social Impact Convenors
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2020 Editorial staff
•	 Justyna Miszkiewicz

•	 Duncan Wright

•	 Vicky Saunders

•	 Yang (Sheehan) Xin

Special thanks to the Social Impact Directorate Committee –  in particular the  
discipline representatives: 
Anja Deppe, Evana Ho, Dougald O’Reilly, Sofia Samper-Carro and Fouzieyha Towghi

Special thanks to CASS Marketing & Communications team for their support in the production 
of this magazine. In particular: 
Emily Downie and John Hughes.

Cover art: 
SoAA end of year celebration – staff gathered 
outside the Canberra Southern Cross Club on the 
shores of Lake Burley Griffin.

From left: Peter Bellwood, Dougald O’Reilly, 
Nicolas Peterson, Francesca Merlan, Stacey Ward, 
Duncan Wright, Jane Coultas, David McGregor, 
Maggie Otto, Simone Dennis, Tim Denham, 
Yang (Sheehan) Xin, Alison Behie with daughter 
Georgia, Vicky Saunders, Justyna Miszkiewicz, 
Nicholas Skopal, Chris Gregory, Patrick Kilby
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Message from 
Head of School

As I write this, Christmas 2020 is fast approaching. For me, the end of the year 
is usually about tying off loose ends, signing a billion things, gearing up to 
grant-writing season, and preparing for fieldwork over the summer. It’s also 
about pushing people out of the way in the shops on Christmas Eve, which 
is when my Christmas shopping is generally undertaken. It’s a time I usually 
approach with some dread. After all, you can only push so many people out of 
the way in Myer before you come to the attention of store security and have to 
start shopping elsewhere or are unceremoniously arrested. I was only joking 
when I remarked last week to an elderly lady who was standing in front of the 
confectionary section at Coles, ”Move quietly off to the side and nobody will 
get hurt.” She didn’t laugh. Or move.  

Yes. Normally, it’s a time of anxiety. This time, I’m thrilled it’s the end of  
the year. 

It means that some pretty intense work is behind us; work that, no matter what 
happens from here, forms a strong and enduring foundation for spelling out 
our labour commitments to teaching in particular. In any workplace, the maths 
for that have to be right. There is a certain amount of work that has to be 
done. There are a certain amount of people to undertake the work. There are 
a certain amount of hours within which it can be accomplished, as enshrined 
in legislation and our Enterprise Bargaining Agreement (EBA). This year, we 
had to figure out how we’d get that math right in the absence of sessional 
support. It was absolutely critical that the ‘certain amount of people’ part of 
that math did not change: there could be no job losses. And, of course, there 
could be no breach of our conditions. The result has been a workable model 
that still sees us teaching well below what is set out in the EBA, with the 
added benefit of approaching teaching less like an individual activity and 
more like a community. That spirit of engagement, and the commitment to 
seeing students as contributors to the key valuable of the university: research, 
will undergird our new teaching strategy, to be developed and unveiled in 
2021. It will be the second piece of strategy to emerge from the School, taking 
its cue from our strategic plan for research that has culminated in $90K 
worth of funding being awarded in a range of exciting areas that will produce 
generative, rather than terminal, projects (see story on page [insert page 
number with info on strategic grants] for details). 

Although none of us wanted to engage in making a workload model with 
respect of teaching, it’s delivered us some good things. Chief among these is 
that the ongoing savings  produced have kept us all safe, the main aim of the 
exercise. It has promoted a new awareness about what’s actually in our EBA, 
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and what can be asked of us, and all of us can rest assured that the workload model we use is well 
within those parameters. It’s also shown us that in order to deliver our programs we need to be 
entailed in one another’s successes. That’s the best thing about us: we’re a team. Our professional 
staff members have been an absolutely fundamental part of the teamwork that produced the 
model that led us to safety. That kind of commitment (that saw dedicated people collecting data, 
crunching numbers and analysing patterns) is something from which every single one of us has 
benefitted. Our whole story is built on this kind of entailment in one another’s work, and when our 
model goes live in 2021, our students will be its chief beneficiaries. I know this will work because 
I’m not asking for anything new: we’re already all about supporting each other. This is evidenced 
in many ways, but perhaps most tellingly in the fact that many of us nominated one another for 
teaching awards this year. Our school faced a huge challenge in getting things online that were 
never imagined to go there. Not only did we do it, we did it sufficient that our students and our 
colleagues considered it nomination worthy. 

At the end of this crazy year, in which we had to contend with so much, I say to all of you: I have 
never, ever been more grateful to work with colleagues such as you. I have never been more proud 
of anything in my career than I am of working together with you all to preserve all of our jobs. 
We’ve emerged at the end of this period without being torn apart. We’re all still talking to each 
other. And, we’re forging ahead with our bold research plan that will see a public launch in June 
next year, to be followed up with our equally intrepid teaching plan. There’s a lot to be said for that 
and I can’t wait to join with all of you next year to keep bringing our plans to life—after someone 
has put up the bail money from what is likely to be my worst Christmas Eve shop ever…

For that bail money, I turn to Alison Behie. She could get it because she’s resourceful, smart, 
supportive and can’t afford for me to be in jail because then she’d have to step in as Head. 
Excluding the last point, all these things make Ali a fantastic partner in leading the School.  
She could not have worked harder to bring our important structural work to fruition this year.  
That same sentiment also goes our Heads of Discipline and Portfolio leaders, whose steady hands 
supported and protected what we’ve built here in the School; to every academic who kept doing 
research, taught a class, supported a colleague or helped a student; and to every professional 
staff member who helped an academic organise, strategise or economise, advised or comforted a 
student, and kept our core business going. Let’s keep going in 2021.

 
Professor Simone Dennis 
Head of School
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2020 saw a number of staff changes in the School with contracts ending, people retiring and a few 
new staff arriving to fill the gaps.

Academic contract positions ended for the following staff but we were extremely pleased to 
be able to welcome them back as School visitors: archaeologists Sofia Samper Carro and Ash 
Lenton, and biological anthropologist Anja Deppe. Sofia is still working at the ANU with CAP doing 
archaeology research assistance. Ash is running his own consultancy with his most recent release 
being a ‘Foreign Countries’ podcast discussing archaeological research discoveries, and Anja is also 
currently lecturing for the University of Birmingham, UK.

The talented Mirani Litster and Tristen Jones completed their assistance on Matthew Spriggs’ 
Hidden History Laureate project, and Christine Huber completed her position with the Humanities 
and Creative Arts Editorial Board of ANU Press. We also bid a sad farewell to the lovely Sheehan 
Yang Xin who worked closely with the Social Impact Team revamping our website and raising 
awareness of the great work the School does.

2020 also sadly saw the departure of two longstanding fixtures of the School—Dave McGregor 
and Patrick Guinness. After 39 years of dedicated service as the School technician, Dave saw the 
light and escaped into the wonderful world of retirement in September. He has since been seen 
clinging to rocks in remote locations around Canberra. And while not yet technically retired, Patrick 
worked his last official day with us in December. He will be easing into his retirement over the next 
12 months and will hopefully pop in regularly so we can officially say goodbye (and wring out some 
of his valuable knowledge from his 26 years with the School). We sincerely hope to see plenty more 
of them both in the future. Yes that is a hint fellas!

In happier news, in early 2020 we welcomed Jane Coultas as our School Manager, who arrived just 
in time for us all to start working remotely! We secretly wonder if there’s a connection but don’t tell 
anyone...! Then in November Stacey Ward arrived fresh from the University of Otago to teach in 
bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology. In other good news, Clare McFadden transitioned onto a 
Postdoctoral Fellowship working with Marc Oxenham as part of his British Academy Fellowship.

In September, Dave McGregor retired after 39 years working in the School as the SoAA Lab 
Technician and general jack-of-all-trades. Dave is well-loved by all for his patience, kindness 
and ability to fix absolutely any problem. His hard work saw the smooth preparation of countless 
fieldtrips, the installation of numerous pieces of complex lab equipment, and contributed to the 
efficient day-to-day running of the school.

In 2018, Dave was awarded the CASS Award for Outstanding Leadership in recognition of his 
tireless work following the AD Hope flood and the School’s subsequent move to the Banks 
Building. Then in 2019, Master of Museum and Heritage Studies students curated an exhibition 
Dave’s Faves: A Life in and out of the Lab, which showcased stories from Dave’s career.

We held Dave’s retirement party by the lake on 25th September and it was attended by many 
current and past staff members—in spite of the very brisk weather. Many scandalous stories were 
exchanged and laughter ensued as Dave was presented with a This is Your Life book filled with 
entertaining contributions and photos of Dave’s long career from colleagues all over the globe. 

We all wish Dave a very happy and well-deserved retirement and hope he enjoys the extra time he 
now has to spend rock climbing.

Goodbye Dave!

Arrivals and farewells in 2020
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The lab shut down, but histologists continued  
image analysis remotely
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As the ANU campus shut its doors to all but 
essential staff at the end of March 2020, I had 
to close down our histology lab until further 
notice. As heart-breaking as it felt, it was, of 
course, the right thing to do. The analysis of 
tens of bone and tooth samples from various 
archaeological sites across Asia-Pacific had to 
be put on hold.

Thankfully, our group members could switch to 
remote histology image analysis. Throughout 
the lockdown period, we found ourselves 
doing histomorphometric analyses of bone 
cells and matrices from our own homes. PhD 
student Tahlia Stewart was accompanied by a 
very special home lab assistant (her puppy!). 
As histologists, not only did we feel lucky 
that we could continue ‘lab work’ remotely, 
we were also grateful for being able to use an 
open access image processing package (FIJI®) 
equipped with various bone analysis plugins.

I also had to make changes to some 
components of my ARC DECRA project. What 
were initially going to be a series of lab-based 
practical histology workshops delivered to 
early career researchers as part of my grant, 
I turned into online histology image analysis 
sessions. Realising that we are all in the same 
boat around the world, I opened up the series 
globally. To my surprise, we reached capacity 
(300 participants) within five days—hundreds 
of researchers from across North and South 
America, Europe, Asia-Pacific, the Middle East, 
and Africa signed up to study and practise 
analysing bone histology from archaeological 
and forensic contexts online. Working from 
home certainly made me appreciate that open 
access software is now truly more important 
than ever.

Dr Justyna Miszkiewicz, Senior Lecturer 
SOAA discipline: Biological Anthropology

Doing histology image analysis remotely – A: Assistance from Tahlia Stewart’s puppy, B: Tahlia Stewart, C: Karen Cooke’s 
set up, D: Screenshot from Justyna Miszkiewicz’s DECRA histology workshop recording
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Making the best of COVID

I’m sure I’m not alone in having had to do a lot 
of rethinking and re-tooling since we were 
told not to hold face-to-face classes last 
March. I’ve been taking advantage of multiple 
opportunities (at ANU and elsewhere) to follow 
online discussions of COVID-era teaching and 
research methods. We’ve all been busy, I’m sure 
too, in rethinking projects with our research 
students. I’ve had two research trips that have 
had to be cancelled, for now. 

On the brighter side, I imagine we’ve all also 
been rethinking our conference participation 
and travel, and realising that, COVID or not, 
it requires some reorganisation. Not so many 
distant trips for a few short conference 
days. Let’s reimagine our get-togethers and 
conferencing, and how they can work best 
academically and environmentally!

Also, on the bright side, I’ve continued 
participating in language and other 
maintenance activities with people and 
communities I’ve long known in northern 
Australia—and found that some of the Zoom 
activities work quite well for those purposes 
too! Of course, one misses being there, and the 
personal contact,but perhaps, with established 
relationships especially, things can work 
out. Here’s a picture [on right] of one of the 
workshops for which I was a long-distance 
participant.

Professor Francesca Merlan,  
Professor of Anthropology 
SOAA discipline: Anthropology

(L): On the personal side, both huge plus and COVID minus, my new grandson Bruno Tomas who lives in Colombia, so I 
haven’t been able to see him yet in person!!!
(R): For those of us impacted not only by COVID but by the US election, my favourite US T-Shirt
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Barunga senior girls  
(photo K. King)
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Chocolate knapping for “Archaeology Uncovered” laboratories
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Flaking chocolate artefacts!

Anthropologists in the footsteps of Boccaccio
If Covid brought one good thing, it 
was an out of the blue invitation I 
received in early April 2020: Would 
I be interested in being part of 
an anthropological ’Decameron 
Relived‘ and write one of ten short 
stories with a plot borrowed from 
fieldwork? Heck, yes! Delving into 
narrative anthropology was a blissful 
diversion indeed. Turns out, the other 
nine contributors had just as much 
pleasure in this exercise this as I did, 
and collectively, we came up with 
such a fine collection that the Society 

for Cultural Anthropology decided to 
open a new section called “Fictions” 
in their online “Fieldsights” edition 
and, following Bocaccio, published 
one story a day for ten days. If you 
need a little diversion in these testing 
times, you can find them at the 
Society website:  
culanth.org/fieldsights/series/
decameron-relived

Dr Yasmine Musharbash,  
Senior Lecturer  
SOAA discipline: Anthropology

One of the many challenges faced by SoAA staff and students in 2020 has been how to move 
the laboratory into the lounge room! Online lectures and tutorials are all well and good, however, 
these forums are less useful when students engage with objects and artefacts.

For Archaeology Uncovered (ARCH1111), it was decided that practical workshops were preferable 
to online exercises. Students could complete pottery analysis with little trouble by smashing 
an old cup and bowl scrounged from the shed and then quantifying this ‘assemblage’. Students 
might also complete rock art exercises should they visit local graffiti walls but how on earth 
might they complete stone artefact analysis? The answer (particularly appropriate in the build up 
to Easter)—flaking frozen chocolate!

So for those of you who feel like analysing your own ‘artefact assemblage’, here is a recipe for 
success:

•	 Buy a slab of milk chocolate (I’m being serious here)

•	 Melt in a saucepan over the stove or put in plastic cup and microwave. Should you choose the 
former, the chocolate will crystallise so you will need to use the Bêche à Melle approach. That 
means placing a small saucepan of chocolate in a slightly larger one with water, stirring as it 
heats (see photo).

•	 As soon as chocolate has melted pour this into a (preferably plastic) cup. You may wish to line 
this with baking paper.

•	 Put cup into the freezer and leave for at least 12 hours

•	 Remove chocolate ‘core’ from the cup and place on a wooden board (or equivalent).

•	 Using a hammer hit the top of the chocolate core (if you want to trial indirect percussion try 
using a hammer and chisel/ screwdriver). Please be careful not to damage yourself or kitchen 
surfaces as you do this. 

Complete exercises as noted in the worksheet and then pig out once the exercise is complete! 

Dr Duncan Wright, Senior Lecturer 
SOAA discipline: Archaeology

https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/decameron-relived
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/decameron-relived
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ABACUS Year in Review 2020

As I’m sure we all understand, 2020 has 
been complex and unexpected, filled with 
challenges, distance learning, and a brand new 
understanding of the word ‘zoom’. Because of 
this, our ABACUS year in review looks a little 
different to usual. We started off the year on a 
high, with an excellent Market Day, wholesome 
first morning tea, and successful OGM and 
welcome bbq in the Banks Building courtyard. 
Unfortunately, it was immediately after this 
bbq, as we were just packing up the last of the 
tables and leftover bulk-buy salads, that the 
email came through from the Vice Chancellor 
announcing the cancellation of all further 
events due to COVID-19. ABACUS quickly 
started to adapt to a new, socially distanced, 
life. 

This began with the creation of an expansive 
online resource list on the ABACUS website, 
covering everything from free online courses, 
virtual exhibitions and site tours, to interactive 
apps like Potbuilder, where you can create and 
decorate your own virtual ceramics! It was a 
pleasure to curate and share these resources 
during a period of computer-bound isolation. 
Additionally, sharing ‘Field Facts’ for National 
Archaeology Week via our social medias 
allowed us to reminisce on our travelling days, 
and look forward to better times to come. 

An unexpected bonus of the move to online life 
was that many universities began holding their 
public seminars via Zoom, meaning students 
could tune into fascinating presentations 
happening across Australia, and even 
internationally. It has been exciting to share 
this diverse array of free online events with 
our community! Finally, and most excitingly, 
this year we secured a CAP-CASS Discipline 
Leadership Group grant to run a student 
conference and exhibition next year, we have 
formed an excellent committee and begun our 
planning—so watch this space!

We are so proud of each one of our students 
and what they have achieved this year, be it 
finishing theses or research projects, making 
the change to online learning, or simply taking 
care of their physical and mental health. We 
have all adapted so much this year, and so we 
are sure that 2021 will bring great things for 
ABACUS and the student body of the School of 
Archaeology and Anthropology.

Bella Shaw, Student & ABACUS President

A good representation of our online life this year!
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Research collaboration with the 
Max Planck BirthRites Group
Research in palaeodemography frequently intersects 
with other biological anthropology foci and disciplines. 
The BirthRites Group at the Max Planck Institute for 
Evolutionary Anthropology is a multidisciplinary team 
seeking to better understand the relationship between 
sociocultural variables and reproduction throughout time 
and into the future. In October 2020, I became a research 
affiliate of the team, sharing my expertise in estimating 
fertility in past populations through the study of human 
skeletal remains. The collaboration, which is anticipated to 
span several years, will focus on collation and analysis of 
palaeodemographic data in the Pacific region, with a view 
of gaining insights into the influence of its diverse cultures 
and ecologies on fertility rates. My affiliation with the 
BirthRites Group has provided me with an exciting network 
of collaborators spanning statistical modelling, cultural 
evolution, anthropology and demography.  

Dr Clare McFadden, Postdoctoral Research Fellow 
SOAA discipline: Biological Anthropology

Students reimagining the food system through an  
anthropological sensibility

Food for Thought (ANTH2132/6518) is a 
course that examines how the fate of the 
human condition, multispecies life, and the 
environment is intimately tied to how we have 
eaten, what we eat now, and why we need to 
eat differently in the future. Food is entangled 
in historical, political, economic, social, and 
ethical systems that shape our behaviour, our 
identities, and our communities. Attention to 
the production, availability, and consumption 
of food has been heightened along with 
research into effects of climate change, the 
global incidents of the adulteration of food 
causing death and injury, growing rates of poor 
nutrition leading to chronic disease, rising food 
prices due to energy costs that threaten food 
security in impoverished communities, and 
the controversial development of genetically 
modified foods. The course brings together 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
from a variety of disciplines to collaboratively 
create food advocacy social media campaigns.  

The projects this year spanned a wide 
range of topics that included food justice 
for Aboriginal communities in Australia, 
regenerative agriculture, prison food 
reform, hunger among the elderly, street 
food safety in China, reducing food waste, 
the importance of immigrant labour in food 
production, encouraging homegrown produce, 
combating fad diets, recognition of indigenous 
stewardship of the land, and stopping 
consumption of exotic meats to protect wildlife. 
Each group created engaging and informative 
content in the form of logos, slogans, 
infographics, videos, memes, and podcasts 
that were posted on their own websites and the 
platforms of Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, 
TikTok, WeChat, and Weibo. 

Dr Trang X. Ta 
Lecturer in Medical Anthropology 
SOAA discipline: Medical Anthropology

Dr Clare McFadden in the lab
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Constructing a ‘Communiversity’: Grass roots  
partnerships in response to bushfire damage of  
cultural heritage in the Blue Mountains.
On the 14th and 15th of November 2020, as part of strategic SoAA funding, a multi 
skilled group of archaeologists, anthropologists and local community members 
gathered at Dargan for a forum on fire affected Aboriginal sites in the upper Blue 
Mountains, west of Sydney. 

The gathering brought together a broad range of stakeholders, sharing viewpoints, 
experience, and strategies for the protection of rock art from the effects of future fires.

It identified:

•	 the importance of local community (both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) involvement 
in future management of rock art

•	 the acknowledgment of the link between cultural burning and the management of 
cultural features throughout the landscape

•	 the sensitive nature of rock art conservation 

•	 a structure for building partnerships with Aboriginal community, scientists, 
government agencies, and local community members (a Communiversity)

The forum recognised the real-world benefits of sharing expertise with local 
communities taking leadership roles and a holistic approach to the protection and 
promotion of ‘at risk’ cultural features. Science and culture, side by side, two ways of 
walking together. 

This is particularly important in the Blue Mountains, a region that boasts a remarkable 
record of human presence dating back at least 40,000 years and which faces a 
significant bushfire risk.

Collaboration was symbolised at this event through a painting by the author (Brennan) 
which represents the 20-year (and continuing) history of this project (see fig 1).  
This acknowledges all the contributors to rock art research in the Wollemi/ Blue 
Mountains since 2001. Attendees at the forum contributed to this painting by adding a 
feather or fern underneath the coolamon, continuing the process of rock art protection 
and renewal.

The next stage of this project involves further consultation with local Traditional (and 
more recent) Blue Mountains Custodians. Next year our Communiversity will undertake 
surveys and training events to better understand heritage values for this region and 
plan for future bushfire seasons.

Wayne Brennan  
(Burramoko Aboriginal Association) 
Dr Duncan Wright 
Dr Amy Way (Australian Museum) 
Prof Francesca Merlan 
Dr Patrick Guinness
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(Right): Building partnership and strong relationships 
between science and culture is based on the Central 
Australian Tjukurpa (land lore and people) concept, a 
complex but complementary system used for caring 
for understanding self, family, clan and nation and our 
responsibilities for country.

(Above): Figure 1: Community painting—Wollemi Rock Art Project
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Despite the many challenges we faced this year, we are very pleased 
to have awarded the School’s first round of Strategic Research 
Funding. This funding is part of our newly-established school 
strategic research plan where the school identified key research 
themes that cross across all our disciplines to promote and facilitate 
collaborative, interdisciplinary research projects.  
These themes include: Climate Change, Environment and Health; 
Intrepid Methodologies: People, Technology and Beliefs; and 
Indigenous Partnerships. This year’s successful projects covered 
all themes and promise to deliver novel and innovative outcomes. 
Successful projects included:

Project Title: First Nation and Academic Futures: Emplacing genuine  
partnerships within SoAA

Investigators: Dave Johnston, Duncan Wright and Patrick Guinness

Funding Awarded: $15,000

Summary: This project explores intersections between Indigenous and academic knowledge, 
specifically the role of archaeological and anthropological data for addressing wider priorities.  
It aims to identify key themes, showcase emerging technologies and initiate/cement 
partnerships. The significance of this project is in its institutionalisation of multidisciplinary and 
multi vocal partnerships within SoAA. The project seeks to amplify Indigenous participation and 
integration within the School, and support Indigenous self-representation in the storytelling 
element of historical and anthropological projects. A related goal is clarifying broad impact of 
archaeological and anthropological research, including how our data can contribute to a process 
of truth seeking and reconciliation in Australia. This project can test the ways that different 
approaches to knowledge and stories about the recent past can influence people’s sense of 
identity and connection to place for both First Nation communities and subsequent arrivals. 
The main output of this project would be the organisation of an online-streamed symposium 
coordinated by Indigenous community organisations (e.g. Australian Indigenous Archaeologists’ 
Association) with assistance from SoAA academics. This will involve archaeologists and 
anthropologists from Australia and SE Asia, and government organisations (e.g. AIATSIS) 
addressing key themes raised by First Nation partners. Some of the expected outcomes will be to 
inform policy makers about the challenges communities encounter to preserve and transmit their 
cultural heritage and to create a network of researchers and First Nation representatives working 
towards the preservation of culture. It would also involve the emplacement of the Indigenous 
Australian Archaeologists Association within SoAA, thereby increasing First Nation voices within 
our disciplines.
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Project title: Fire hit heritage: An on-country training workshop in the  
Blue Mountains

Investigators: Wayne Brennan, Duncan Wright, Francesca Merlan, Amy Way and Dave Johnston

Funding Awarded: $10,000

Summary: In 2020, the international community received the shocking news that Rio Tinto had destroyed 
two Western Australian rock shelters, containing dated evidence of habitation from 46,000 years ago. 
Traditional Custodian (and project collaborator) Wayne Brennan noted, however, that this “is only a more 
obvious and violent example of the slow neglect and destruction of art and symbols left in the landscape 
across Australia by the First Australians” (https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-07/bushfire-exposed-
indigenous-art-we-must-save-from-neglect/12322258). In NSW, hundreds (if not thousands) of sites are 
lost each year to bushfire, development, and neglect. The rate of destruction is particularly distressing 
because it is occurring “before sites have been properly documented or understood” by First Nation and 
wider Australian communities (Wayne Brennan pers. comm. 2020).The Blue Mountains (NSW) is one such 
threatened area, containing a spectacular corpus of rock art and other cultural sites known to date back 
40,000 years. The Aboriginal community fear that thousands of rock art sites were destroyed during 
the last year alone, however, with few resources they do not have the capacity to assess the extent of 
this damage or plan for the future protection of remaining sites. The Dharug Elders Group, supported by 
cultural heritage officers in National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) and the World Heritage Indigenous 
Advisory Committee, have requested SoAA support this to host an “on country” workshop aimed at 
upskilling local communities so they can monitor and conserve fire hit heritage.

Project Title: Concatenation – Developing and applying analytic and methodological 
frameworks for understanding convergent crises

Investigators: Alison Behie and Simone Dennis

Funding Awarded: $20,000

Summary: The majority of past disaster research and public efforts have focused on disasters as singular 
events that produce compartmentalised theorising and practical responses. This singular focus has also 
prevailed in terms of the sorts of questions that are asked where people focus on one key area ranging from 
physical monitoring to preparedness to the immediate response of the disaster on one group of people. 
This project seeks to address omissions and flaws in this approach by recognising the need to understand 
the complexity and rapidly changing circumstance of ‘convergent crises’ (Fergie, Lucas and Harrington, in 
press). Through active collaboration between the School and LocuSAR (a private interdisciplinary research 
company) we aim to develop a conceptual and methodological framework for understanding convergent 
crises as informed by at least two substantive case studies—one adding biological perspectives and data 
to explore how physiological response and biological experience shapes ones experiences of crises, and 
the other building from LocuSAR’s existing project which focuses on community responses in south eastern 
NSW and the ACT where crises of drought, bushfire, flood, tempest and COVID-19 have converged. This 
research will enable us to provide advice to government, business and other industry on how people engage 
with disaster policy and how they persist during complex crises.

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-07/bushfire-exposed-indigenous-art-we-must-save-from-neglect/12322258
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-07/bushfire-exposed-indigenous-art-we-must-save-from-neglect/12322258
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Project Title: Creative Communication Cluster (CCC) – Rethinking and sharing 
science with games, graphic novels and interactive NTROs

Investigators: Katharine Balolia, Mathieu Leclerc, Caroline Schuster and Guillaume Molle

Funding Awarded: $16,144

Summary:  The aim of this project is to develop and produce three cross-disciplinary  
non-traditional research outputs, namely a board game based on the settlement of the Pacific, 
a graphic novel on anthropology of finance and weather disasters in Latin America, and an 
illustrated interactive 3D online resource on the evolution of social behaviour in our early hominin 
ancestors. These three projects (with clear deliverables and defined outputs) set the groundwork 
for a wider framework within the SoAA that supports novel research approaches that can 
produce innovative and public communication pathways for key research results. Furthermore, 
these three projects are scalable in that each has the capacity to serve as prototype outputs 
to communicate research findings of other SoAA staff members and HDR students, spanning 
all SoAA disciplines, beyond the life of the current project. Not only will these three projects 
significantly contribute to the reputation of the School as a creative research environment, 
it will also create a precedent for more intrepid outreach strategies that can communicate 
advances in archaeological, socio-cultural and biological anthropological research to the wider 
public. Inclusive outputs will be developed in collaboration with Indigenous co-creators and will 
incorporate past and present populations with contents gravitating around their technologies and 
beliefs. To ensure that the outputs achieve the aims of accessibility and impact, we build  
cross-disciplinary collaboration into the output design. All three projects will benefit from 
extensive workshopping within the collaborative CCC, comprised of archaeologists, socio-cultural 
and biological anthropologists. 

Project Title: Polythetic Micro-analytical Toolkit (PMT) for archaeological and 
bioanthropological sciences 

Investigators: Mathieu Leclerc, Justyna Miszkiewicz and Tim Denham

Funding Awarded: $16,420

Summary: The aim of the project is to develop a suite of complementary analytical methods 
based on microscopic visualisation. This analytical approach will allow bioanthropologists 
and archaeologists to conjointly analyse various types of archaeological materials (e.g. bones, 
teeth, pottery, soil/sediments, plant remains). The objective of this inter-disciplinary project is to 
cross the bridge between sub-disciplines and develop a holistic and integrated methodological 
approach able to yield valuable data from a wide range of archaeological material. The key 
objective of the project is to devise a decision tree-like methodological protocol that will guide 
the micro-analytical process through steps and relevant microscopy instruments based on 
the research questions asked and the material used. This methodological cascade will have at 
its source data from four techniques: micro-computed tomography (microCT), laser confocal 
topography, automated scanning electron microscopy (SEMEDS), and thin section analysis. Our 
protocol will challenge and advance research approaches, strategies and narratives within and 
across archaeology and bioanthropology. Both of these disciplines traditionally rely on basic 
microscopic observations and/or naked eye descriptions of material culture, stratigraphy, and 
skeletal remains of modern and ancient animals (including humans). However, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that these methods overlook the information yielded by sophisticated 
microscopic techniques recently developed. This information is crucial to explaining some of the 
major changes and trends in the history of humanity. 
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Project Title: SoAA collections in 50 objects

Investigators: Guillaume Molle, Maggie Otto, Tim Denham, Mathieu Leclerc, Duncan Wright and  
Yasmine Musharbash

Funding Awarded: $9,620

Summary: The SoAA archaeological and ethnographic collections reflect the history of our department 
and the continuing engagement of researchers towards understanding material culture and beliefs 
systems of indigenous communities, especially in Australia and the Pacific. Since 2017, the School has 
been at the forefront of new collections management initiatives at the ANU with three of our collections 
now officially recognized by the ANU advisory committee. These collections provide us with exciting new 
opportunities for innovative, cross-disciplinary research that would eventually lead to major publications 
and symposiums. The proposed project will serve as a steppingstone to achieve such goals in the longer 
term. Our project aims at coordinating and fostering a multifocal, cross-disciplinary approach towards a 
selection of 50 items (artefacts, fieldnotes, photographs etc.) from our collections. It will actively bring 
together archaeologists and anthropologists around the investigation of these items, thus highlighting 
a diversity of theoretical and methodological perspectives. We intend to develop a digital platform that 
will present the history of the School and its collections, some key figures in the institutional history, and 
showcase the expertise of our staffs through 50 vignettes describing and contextualising the selected 
items. This website will grow in the future and feature more items from the collections. This project will 
contribute to the building of the School’s identity through a transdisciplinary initiative and position the 
SoAA as an innovative leader in Collections research at ANU. It will develop existing and new collaborations 
within CASS, but also across ANU and beyond, as well as with indigenous communities. We also expect this 
project to establish a strong working group for preparing future grants applications and generate interest 
from philanthropists to develop larger Collections research projects in the future.

Project title: Online Centre for the multidisciplinary approach to rituals and religions in 
Australia-Pacific-Asia

Investigators: Duncan Wright and Guillaume Molle

Funding Awarded: $4,000

Summary: The study of ritual and religion is of great international importance and a key-research area for 
many scholars at the ANU, especially in the School of Archaeology and Anthropology. Current projects in 
this field span archaeology and anthropology in Polynesia, Torres Strait, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, 
Philippines, Laos, and Cambodia, with an annual conference on the subject happening each year. However, 
very little cross-disciplinary discussions and initiatives occur, and our research projects lack visibility. 
We here propose to develop an SoAA-driven Online Centre for the multidisciplinary approach to rituals 
and religions by creating and growing a dedicated website that will serve as a hub and a forum for all 
associate collaborators. This online Centre will formalise and increase visibility of an existing research 
strength within SoAA. It will reach out to colleagues at ANU and internationally, providing a forum for 
multi-disciplinary discussion thereby broadening research impact and collaborative networks. We expect 
that this initiative, initially planned over a two-year period, will be renewed, and brought to the attention of 
the ANU Board. This may lead to the potential development of an ANU research pole in the long-term which 
would position us at the forefront of innovative studies in ritual and religion worldwide.
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Matthew Spriggs is second author among  
13 of a major new paper ‘Three phases of 
ancient migration shaped the ancestry of 
human populations in Vanuatu’, by Mark Lipson 
et al., published on 21 December 2020, but 
available online a few months before. He also 
wrote a two-page article for the Vanuatu Daily 
Post to provide a ‘plain English’ summary of the 
results for interested Ni-Vanuatu. 

The paper comes from a long-term 
collaboration between the Vanuatu Cultural 
Centre and the local indigenous population 
of the Chief Roi Mata Domain UNESCO World 
Heritage area on Lelepa and Efate Islands, 
the ANU and Harvard University in trying 
to examine the origins of the population of 
Vanuatu. The latest results document an 
initially East Asian population as the first 
settlers of Vanuatu about 3000 years ago, 
genetically similar to southern East Asian 
Neolithic farming population and those from 
Taiwan. They are associated with the Lapita 
culture spread from the Bismarck Archipelago 
through to Tonga and Samoa. Given that the 
origin of all Vanuatu languages is ultimately 
from the early Austronesian languages of 
Taiwan, the genetic and linguistic evidence fits 
nicely together. 

This initial population was joined within a few 
centuries by genetically ‘Papuan’ populations 
from the island of New Britain in the Bismarck 
Archipelago. They followed the same route 
as the earlier East Asian settlers and were 
presumably arriving on later Lapita canoes.  
The ancestry of modern Ni-Vanuatu comes 
from the intermarriage of these two groups. 
Later still within the last thousand years 

there was further mixing with 
Polynesian populations on some 
islands in Vanuatu that today speak 
Polynesian ‘Outlier’ languages 
and on adjacent islands showing 
Polynesian linguistic and cultural 
features; again, the linguistic and 
genetic evidence fits well. 

There are implications too in this 
research for the ancestry of modern 
Polynesian populations, who also 
derive much of their ancestry from 
the same mixture of Southern East 
Asian and New Britain Papuan 
origins, with the Papuan element 
in much lower proportions in 
Polynesia at around 25%. 

As yet it is not known when the 
Papuan ancestry entered Polynesia 
but it must have been before the 
settlement of the apices of the 

Polynesian ‘triangle’ of Hawaii, Easter Island 
and New Zealand, about a thousand years 
ago, as a similar ancestry mix is found in these 
Eastern Polynesian island groups.

Books Edited in 2020

Edited issue of World Archaeology 51(4), eds 
Matthew Spriggs and Naomi Sykes (University 
of Exeter): ‘Ancient DNA: Blessing or Curse for 
Archaeology?’ 

Professor Matthew Spriggs,  
Professor of Archaeology 
SOAA discipline: Archaeology
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Graph to show the mixing between East Asians (green) and New Britain  
Papuans (blue) in various populations. Solomon Islands Papuan is pink,  
New Guinea Highlands Papuan is black, The Kankaneay are a Philippines  
people and the Atayal are an Indigenous Taiwanese people. Graph from Lipson et 
al. 2020 in Current Biology.
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The late 19th industrialist Andrew Carnegie, 
in his paper The Gospel of Wealth, argued 
corporate philanthropy was an obligation of 
the very wealthy. This is mirrored one hundred 
years later with Bill Gates’ Giving Pledge, a 
similar call for the very wealthy to give half 
their wealth to philanthropic causes.  These 
Foundations also represent the idea of ‘private 
authority in global politics’. The COVID-19 
pandemic and the role of the Gates’ Foundation 
in its response is but a recent manifestation 
of this. It is the sheer scale of resources that 
these Foundations can throw at their work, that 
make governments pay attention.  
The Gates’ Foundation has an endowment in 
the order of $50b, and is the second largest 
funder of the WHO, as well many vaccine 
initiatives. The Gates’ work follows earlier work 
of the Rockefeller Foundation in the 1920s and 
1930s, which then was the largest funder of 
both its own global health programs, and the 
League of Nations Health Organisation, the 
forerunner of the WHO. 

This was followed by the Ford Foundation in 
the 1950s and 1960s, very much in the Cold 
War mould of advancing liberal democracies, 
and liberal education and research institutions 
across the developing world. This new book 
(Philanthropic Foundations in International 
Development: Rockefeller, Ford and Gates. 
Patrick Kilby: In Press; Routledge Focus series) 
tracks the story of the very large philanthropic 
Foundations Rockefeller, Ford and Gates’ 
in global development over 100 years and 
concludes with a discussion of the emerging 
foundations of the Global South and their work 
with COVID-19, such as Ali Baba from China, 
which may end up having a similar role in global 
politics as their US forebears.

Dr Patrick Kilby, Senior Lecturer 
SOAA discipline: Development Studies

Philanthropic Foundations in International Development

Clockwise from top left, George Soros, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Henry Ford, John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie 
Image courtesy New York Times Oct 20, 2017
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2019 saw a gathering of Islanders and archaeologists to commemorate completion of 
the Waiat Archaeology Project. People from New Guinea, Western and Eastern Torres 
Strait came together to impart stories and songs about a wandering Ancestor who 
brought new ritual knowledge to their communities. At the same event they listened to 
archaeological stories following my excavations along Waiat’s track-way. 

The project was initiated in 2014 when Mabuiag Islander, Cygnet Repu, approached 
Meriam community and an archaeologist (DW). A meeting was organised at the 
Queensland Museum in Brisbane. For the safety of all concerned it was important 
to introduce this project and personnel to Waiat himself—a near life-size turtleshell 
model, strung with human bones. After this meeting archaeological excavations were 
hosted by both communities who were keen to find out what was under the ground at 
Waiat’s place.

Archaeology field seasons

Meriam and Dauareb assisted a team of archaeologists excavating Waiat Lodge on 
Waier in the Eastern group of Torres Strait islands. This site, flanked by towering 
volcanic cliffs, was once used during a seven-day-long initiation ceremony brought 
by Waiat. Stories about this Ancestor in the Murray group of islands incorporate key 
features (his fireplace, lookout point etc). These were sampled for radiocarbon dating 
alongside an ochred shell collected from within dense scatters of human bone (all of 
which was left in situ). Dates were comparatively recent (<300 years old), however, 
excavation revealed a much older phase of funerary activity suggesting Meriam have 
long used this island as a place for their Ancestors (Wright et al. 2018).

The second field season took place on Woeydhul (near Mabuiag in Western Torres 
Strait), where huge mounds of dugong bone created walls within and around the site. 
Excavation of three mounds revealed onset of mound activity around 630-540 years ago 
with no activity after 370-273 cal. BP (Wright et al. In press). Inside these mounds were 
a number of surprising discoveries. These included spear heads fashioned from stingray 
spines also large numbers of Tiger, Hammerhead and other shark teeth. In addition, 
glittering pearl shell and large bailer shells were excavated alongside a’bead‘ that 
retained suspension marks from its previous owner.

Implications

This project provides the first systematic, archaeological timeline for “a mythological 
geography of ceremonial exchange” that continues to structure Torres Strait Islander 
relationships and cultural identities (Alo Tapim pers. comm. 2016). It also demonstrates 
the important role that partnership archaeology plays in studies of human history. Such 
an approach may reveal nuanced and multi-vocal stories about the past. Archaeology 
may provide elements of a story that does not survive in contemporary memory  
(e.g. prominence of shark at the Woeydhul site), while oral history provides human 
stories that will never be accessible through analysis of stones or bones. 

In 2021, COVID willing, I will rejoin friends on Murray Islands as we expand our search 
for the Culture Heroes! 

Dr Duncan Wright, Senior Lecturer  
SOAA discipline: Archaeology
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Dr Patrick Kilby from SoAA and Dr Joyce Wu from 
the ANU School of Sociology are part of a research 
project to assess a UK Aid supported ILO program 
Work in Freedom Phase 2 (WiF-2) which aims “to 
reduce vulnerability to trafficking and forced labour 
of women and girls across migration pathways 
leading to the care sector and textiles, clothing, 
leather and footwear industries of South Asia and 
Arab States”. The focus countries for this research 
have been Nepal and Bangladesh as sending 
countries, and Lebanon and Jordan as receiving 
countries. While plans for local surveys and focus 
groups with women migrants who have returned has 
been put on hold due to COVID, we have been able 
to interview key informants from NGOs and official 
organisations on the issue that women migrants 
have faced. This has been expanded to how they 
have been affected by COVID-19.  

In the case of Lebanon, this is on top of an economic 
crisis and the Port explosion in Beirut, which has left 
many of them stranded with little or no work in the 
host countries, or facing further stigma and no work 
when they return home.  

For more on this see: Kilby, P., & Wu, J. (2020). 
Migration and the Gender Impacts of COVID-19 on 
Nepalese Women: Global Development Working 
Paper 1. Humanitarian and Development Research 
Initiative (HADRI) At Western Sydney University.  
https://doi.org/10.26183/59d6-7s16 

Dr Patrick Kilby, Senior Lecturer  
SOAA discipline: Development studies 

Gender-sensitive Risks and Options Assessment for Decision  
Making (ROAD) to Support Work in Freedom Phase 2 (WiF-2)

The Waiat gathering on Mer

https://doi.org/10.26183/59d6-7s16
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My ethnographic fieldwork took place at a 
wrestling stadium in Sudan’s capital, Khartoum, 
where young, working class, and typically 
unemployed men gather weekly to compete in 
the country’s indigenous martial art. My year 
spent living and training inside this fraternity 
was equal parts intoxicating, exhausting, and 
awkward. My pale scrawny muscles were the 
object of bemused ridicule; guys I barely knew 
would throw me into the air, slamming my 
sunburnt back into the hot, coarse dirt; I’d vomit 
from exercise-induced nausea in the 45°C heat. 

Sudan’s wrestlers are obsessed with enhancing 
their virility. This means demonstrating 
muscular strength and stamina, an intense 
sex drive, and, usually, a large, muscular or 
corpulent body. By mastering certain body 
techniques—combat manoeuvres, respectable 
demeanours, skilfully using dust, sweat and 
anti-sorcery amulets, observing dietary and 
carnal precepts—the wrestler creates a moral, 
masculine, hyper-virile self. Through sustained, 
skilful work on his own and his opponent’s 
bodies, he produces himself. 

Wrestlers sense the transformations in their 
personhood through and with their bodies: 
changes in his musculature, in how he senses 
his body’s movement and position, his growing 
confidence in the arena, and feeling addicted 
to the endorphins, adrenaline, testosterone, 
violence and intimacy of wrestling. Thus, the 
wrestler’s virility is cultivated, sensed and 
mastered within him. 

Hyper-virile personhood has a magnetic 
appeal to these men for two reasons. First, 
most are young and unmarried; they are not 
considered ‘men’ until they have married. 
Sudan’s collapsed economy means it takes 
much longer to save money for marriage dowry. 
Wrestling gives ballast to their masculinity 
during their prolonged pre-marriage life. 
Second, wrestling is a kind of corporeal 
meritocracy. Opportunities for socio-economic 
advancement are scarce, and predicated on 
access to patronage networks and political 
connections. Becoming an admired wrestler 
requires nothing more than your own body, and 
athletic discipline.

Paul Hayes, PhD Candidate 
SOAA discipline: Anthropology

Wrestling with ethnography

Sudanese wrestlers competing at Khartoum’s East Nile stadium.
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Alannah Pearson published two research 
articles in collaboration with external PhD 
supervisors Professor David Polly (Indiana 
University, Bloomington) and Dr Emiliano 
Bruner (CENIEH, Spain) using virtual anatomy 
to study temporal lobe evolution in living and 
fossil primates including humans. Published 
in the journal American Journal of Physical 
Anthropology, virtual 3D models of the skulls 
were generated using Computed tomography 
(CT) scans and new measurement developed 
for the middle cranial fossa (MCF) associated 
with the temporal lobe of the brain. The 
temporal lobe is associated with memory, 
language, and emotion, but no estimates of 
fossil temporal lobe size have been possible 
before. Using Magnetic Resonance Imaging 
(MRI) of the brain in 11 species of primates 
including humans, the size of the temporal lobe 
closely matched the size predicted by the MCF 
of the skull. This study provided a new reliable 
prediction of temporal lobe size from the skull 
in fossil and living primate species as far back 
as 35 million years. 

Published in the journal Quaternary 
International, 3D virtual skulls of fossil hominins 
from CT scans and a research quality replica 
held at our own ANU Biological Anthropology 

lab, Alannah developed a new method using 
3D photogrammetry to generate a virtual 3D 
model from the inside of the fossil replica skull 
to measure the MCF in fossil Homo erectus 
from Java and Homo ergaster from Africa. 
Palaeoanthropologists debate whether  
H. erectus and H. ergaster are definitive species 
with both species sharing similar anatomy but 
leading to wide variation, yet no more variable 
than observed within modern humans. MCF 
measurements provided a range of variation 
for modern humans to compare with H. erectus 
and H. ergaster. Despite similar total brain size, 
Homo erectus from Java had larger temporal 
lobes compared to African Homo ergaster 
requiring a different cerebral and cranial 
organisation in both species. Alannah continues 
her research on temporal lobe prediction in 
fossil hominins and monkeys and developing 
new approaches to estimate temporal lobe 
boundaries in endocasts using sulcal patterns.

Alannah Pearson, PhD Candidate 
SOAA discipline: Biological Anthropology

Virtual anatomy and primate brain evolution

From Alannah’s research showing virtual models using CT of the skull and MRI of the brain. The middle cranial fossae on 
the inside of the skull and temporal lobe of the brain (highlighted) in three primate species.
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In the first months of 2020 the Plain of Jars 
Archaeological Project team members Dougald 
O’Reilly (ANU), Louise Shewan (University of 
Melbourne) and ANU PhD student Nicholas 
Skopal, returned to Laos. The focus of the 
research was Ban Ang (Site 1) on the Plain of 
Jars. A large excavation unit exposed multiple 
interments around the impressive megalithic 
jars. The burials comprised secondary 
interments capped with white limestone 
boulders and several tubular ceramic burial 
jars. The work also saw the collection of 
numerous samples for optically stimulated 
luminescence dating (OSL) which we hope 
will provide dates for when the stone jars 
were set in place. The season ended with the 
excavation of a rare, buried stone jar at another 
site, Ban Pha Tai. This over a metre tall jar was 
buried to its rim and was found to contain bone 
fragments and glass beads, along with an iron 
knife which was discovered nearby.

While this work was being done Nick and his 
Lao team continued their site survey, trekking 
across arduous terrain, adding several more 
previously undocumented sites to the inventory 
of these mysterious megalithics. We are all very 
grateful to our Laos friends and colleagues 
for agreeing to work with us in their amazing 
country and hope to add something to the 
understanding of that country’s cultural 
heritage.

Professor Dougald O’Reilly 
Senior Lecturer 
SOAA discipline:  Archaeology

Return to Ban Ang

(L-R) Dr Thonglith Luankoth, Dr Louise Shewan, Associate  
Professor Dougald O’Reilly and Than Viengkeo Souksavatdy over a 
burial at Site 1, Xieng Khouang, Lao PDR, 2020.
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CBAP Project winds up

The general chaos of the end of March 
2020 meant that the Collective Biography 
of Archaeology in the Pacific (CBAP)  
didn’t quite end with the ‘bang’ that was 
expected, with its closing international 
conference and workshop for Pacific 
Island Museum and Archives specialists 
having to be postponed to 2021. The ARC 
Laureate Project led by Prof. Matthew 
Spriggs officially finished at the end of 
March, but many of its activities and, 
indeed, its legacy continues.

At the start of November 2020, both 
of CBAP’s postdoctoral fellows were 
successful in obtaining subsequent ARC 
DECRA Fellowships to continue projects 
they started during CBAP: Dr Emilie 
Dotte-Sarout with her project based at 
UWA on the history of women in Pacific 
archaeology and Dr Hilary Howes with 
her project based in CASS on Australian 
Indigenous human remains in Russian 
Imperial collections. Three of the four PhD 
scholars had completed their theses and 
the final thesis is due to be submitted by 
August 2021.

The related Uncovering Pacific Pasts 
exhibitions at over 30 museums around 
the world that were due to open on 1 
March 2020 were disrupted as museums 
closed because of the COVID epidemic. 
Some opened and soon closed, others 
weren’t quite complete when lockdown 
occurred and are yet to open, and other 
exhibits will stay open for longer than 
planned so that people get the chance 
to see them. Prof. Spriggs was ‘stranded’ 
in Vanuatu for the second half of 2020 
and used his time to get Part One of the 
‘History of Vanuatu’ exhibition ready for 
a 17 November opening at the Vanuatu 
National Museum in Port Vila on National 
Culture Day. The Exhibition covers from 
the early European explorers up to World 
War II, and Part Two is scheduled for late 
in 2021.

2020 saw several significant publications 
arising from CBAP including the French 
edition of a conference held in Marseille 
and sponsored jointly by CBAP and the 
French Pacific research institute CREDO. 
The English edition, For a History of 
Prehistory: Historiographic approaches to 
Francophone archaeology in the Pacific, 
also published in France, will be available 
in 2021. The major Uncovering Pacific 
Pasts exhibition catalogue, a 36-chapter 
blockbuster is currently going through 
the review process. A ‘virtual’ issue of the 
journal Historical Records of Australian 
Science resulting from the CBAP 
session at the Australian Archaeological 
Association meeting of 2018 is being 
assembled with several of the papers 
already available online.

Caption: The French edition of a 
conference held in Marseille and 
sponsored jointly by CBAP and the 
French Pacific research institute CREDO 
publication.

Professor Matthew Spriggs 
Professor of Archaeology 
SOAA discipline: Archaeology

The French edition of a conference held in Marseille  
and sponsored jointly by CBAP and the French Pacific  
research institute CREDO publication.
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A research study conducted by PhD Candidate, Alannah Pearson is nearing 
completion, with interdisciplinary collaboration in memory of her former 
supervisor and mentor, ANU’s internationally renowned primatologist, 
Colin Groves. Collaborators Professor David Polly (Indiana University, 
Bloomington), Dr Nicholas Malone (The University Auckland), Associate 
Professor Alison Behie (ANU, Biological Anthropology), Dr Rebecca 
Hendershott (ANU, Biological Anthropology alumnus) and Kayla Ruskin 
(ANU PhD Candidate, Biological Anthropology) are conducting research that 
integrates evolutionary hypotheses of speciation and morphological diversity 
combining virtual anatomy tools such as virtual 3D skulls generated using 
Computed tomography (CT) scans from ten species/subspecies of living 
great ape skulls from international museum collections. Cranial morphology 
between great ape species is distinct with more subtle differences occurring 
among subspecies. The effect of the size of a geographic range inhabited 
by great ape taxa, the environmental conditions and the diversity of diet 
have not been investigated before alongside skull size and shape variation. 
This interdisciplinary study combines collaboration of unique skills from 
evolutionary statistical analysis, skeletal morphology, virtual anatomy, primate 
ecology and fieldwork. Ultimately, the collaboration hopes to determine 
which or all factors of geographic range, environmental variation and dietary 
breadth are important to the evolution of the great apes and help understand 
how past environmental fluctuations might have affected primates and which 
of these species might be more affected by such changes in the future. 

Alannah Pearson, PhD Candidate 
SOAA discipline: Biological Anthropology
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Composite image from the research collaboration showing Google map satellite image of African 
geography with some localities of museum collection skulls plotted, virtual mountain gorilla skull 
showing shape variation (e.g. warmer colours, more variation) and juvenile western lowland gorilla 
from Melbourne zoo.
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In search of new stone jar sites in Lao PDR and Assam, India

In 2020, SoAA PhD student, Nicholas Skopal along with Souliya Bounxayhip 
and Dr. Tilok Thakuria, surveyed 25 new stone jar sites across Lao PDR and 
an additional four new jar sites in Assam, India, where similar megaliths are 
found. Discovered deep in remote and mountain forests of both countries, the 
researchers were able to significantly increase the database of known jars.

The jars of Laos are one of archaeology’s enduring mysteries. Experts 
hypothesize they were related to disposal of the dead, but nothing is known 
about the jars’ original purpose or the people who brought them there.  
Equally, the similar stone jars of Assam, India remain poorly understood, 
although the parallels with those in Lao PDR suggest some connection 
between the two cultures. The expansion of known sites in both countries is 
an important advancement in our understanding of the geographic extent of 
the jar sites. Further research is required to analyse the available data and 
investigate the possible links between the two cultures. Additionally, informal 
accounts have led Nicholas to believe there are still many sites yet to be 
rediscovered in the heavily forested upland landscapes of Assam and the Lao 
provinces of Xieng Khouang, Luang Prabang and Xaysomboun.

With the addition of the new sites, the archaeologists continue to create a 
relevant record of all jar sites available for Lao PDR and Indian government 
purposes, which will support the ongoing archaeological research of these 
unique cultural heritage landscapes.

Nicholas Skopal, PhD Candidate 
SOAA discipline: Archaeology

Nicholas in the field.
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A new ARC funded research project led by Prof. 
Philip Piper and Prof. Peter Bellwood in SoAA, 
and Prof. Lam Thi My Dzung of the Department 
of Archaeology, VNU University of Social 
Sciences and Humanities will commence in the 
second half of 2021 (deferred from 2020).  
This three to four year project focuses on 
a number of hitherto poorly understood 
archaeological settlement sites in northern and 
central Vietnam dating to c. 5000-3500 cal. BP. 

One of the main aims of the project is to 
create a solid chronological framework, so 
far lacking in detail, for the emergence of 
the first agricultural settlements in Vietnam, 
and more broadly across Southeast Asia. 
We also plan to examine in greater detail the 
socio‑cultural and economic relationships 
between the pre-existing indigenous hunter-
gatherers that occupied the lowland and 

coastal regions of northern Vietnam, and the 
first farmers to arrive in the region in the 2nd 
and 3rd millennia BC. This project is designed 
to build on our previous ARC Discovery grant 
(2015-2019) that had already started to 
identify some of the complexity in ‘Neolithic’ 
settlement, regional variability in material 
cultural traditions, and connectivity through 
trade between coastal and inland communities 
that appear to have developed their own social 
and cultural identities during this period of 
prehistory.

The initial fieldwork program will focus on a 
rich, but poorly understood archaeological 
landscape in the district of Quynh Luu, Nghe 
An Province, central Vietnam. Here, numerous 
large shell mounds associated with the Quynh 
Van Culture are scattered around the fringes 
of a former inland sea. Excavations at the sites 
of Ru Diep (Ha Tinh Province, 2014) and Den 
Doi (Quynh Luu District, 2018) demonstrated 
that these settlements preserve in situ remains 
of human habitation dated to the target 
period. The first sites to be investigated will 
be Go Lap Nam and Quynh Van. They have the 
potential to provide significant new insights 
into the dynamic lifeways of (predominantly) 

hunter-gatherers during the early phases of 
interaction with farming communities that 
were emerging in close proximity during this 
period. Further research projects will target 
other settlement sites that potentially overlap 
in their occupation duration with the Quynh Van 
culture but have very different material culture 
traditions and were potentially inhabited by 
communities of different social and economic 
trajectories. The objective will be to determine 
settlement patterning, mode of subsistence 
and relationships between the various 
archaeological communities in order to build a 
more informed picture of the diversity in human 
society during the Vietnamese Neolithic.

Professor Phil Piper 
SOAA discipline:  Archaeology

Understanding social, cultural and economic complexity 
during the period 5000-3500 cal. BP in northern and  
central Vietnam

Prof. Lam Thi My Dzung (Right; Department of Archaeology, VNU Social 
Sciences and Humanities, Hanoi) and Dr. Nguyen Thi Mai Huong (Insti-
tute of Archaeology, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences, Hanoi) at 
the c. 10 m high Go Lap Nam shell mound in Quynh Luu District, Nghe 
An Province.
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This year saw the completion of the 
project to move the School’s Tikopia and 
New Guinea Collections to the new Banks 
Building collection store. All 1,800 objects 
have now been pest-treated, catalogued 
and photographed. The collection has been 
rehoused in a dedicated collection store and a 
pest management and monitoring program has 
been implemented. The open shelving in the 
new store means the collection is easy to view 
and we are now able to welcome researchers to 
visit the collection.

The final stages of the rehousing project 
involved freezing the oversized objects as 
a form of pest treatment. The 4-metre-long 
spears and fishing rods were too large to fit 
in the University’s freezers, so they had to be 
treated off-site. The Australian War Memorial 
allowed us to use the large freezer at their 
Mitchell site for the spears, which were treated 
at minus 30°C for 3 days. The spears were so 
long that we hired a minibus to transport them.

2020 also saw three significant SoAA 
archaeological collections gain recognised 
status from the University. The New Guinea 
Collection contains over 1,000 artefacts 
collected by ANU anthropologists in New 
Guinea and surrounding regions since the 
1950s. The Mary-Jane Mountain Collection 
comprises material excavated from the 
significant site of Nombe in Papua New Guinea, 
and includes the only know specimens of 
several species of extinct megafauna. The 
John Mulvaney Collection contains material 
excavated from some of Mulvaney’s early digs. 
The collection management plans for these 
collections have been successfully endorsed by 
the University Collections Advisory Group and 
are now formally recognised ANU Collections.

For more information about the School’s 
Collections see our new website:  
archanth.cass.anu.edu.au/research/collections

Maggie Otto 
Collections Officer

The new collection store in the Banks Building

SoAA Collections Report

http://archanth.cass.anu.edu.au/research/collections
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University of Otago Research Grant $39,214 NZD 
Sian Halcrow, Stacey Ward, Charlotte King, Justyna Miszkiewicz,  
Marc Oxenham, Rasmi Shoocongdej

Living on the Edge: Health in a Marginal Community During the Protohistoric 
(500-800AD) Social Transition in Northeast Thailand

ARC Special Research Initiative $277,158
Matthew Spriggs, Lynette Russell

Aboriginal Involvement in the Early Development of Australian Archaeology 

National Geographic Society Research Grant $13,330 
Clare McFadden

Investigating social and gender inequality in past societies through the lens 
of infants and young children 

Australian Museum Grant $15,000
Duncan Wright 

Mapping fire hit heritage in the Blue Mountains

ARC Discovery Projects 2021 $597,284
Adam Brumm, Mike Moore, Philip Piper, Michelle Langley, Budianto Hakim, 
David Bulbeck 

Resolving the archaeological enigma of Indonesia’s ‘Toalean’ culture

ARC Discovery Projects 2021 $342,871
Duncan Wright, Geoffrey Clark, Jill Huntley

Waiet: Archaeology of a Torres Strait Islander ritual pathway

International Food Policy Research Institute consultancy 
$162,242
Patrick Kilby

Contract Research for the UN $63,125
Sverre Molland 

External funding
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Anthropology
•	 Penelope Bergen  

The Development of the Culture of  
non-Aboriginal Government Workers in Remote 
Aboriginal Settlements in Central Australia:  
A Grounded Theory Study

•	 Meng Cao  
Diverse efficacy and moral complexity:  
the religious revival in rural China

•	 Mohit Chaturvedi  
Changing Practices of Meat Consumption among 
Hindus in a North Indian Town

•	 Erlina Erlin  
The Healing Corridor: A critical phenomenology of 
severe illness, impairment and care in Java

•	 Fina Itriyati  
The Abandoned Survivors: newly disabled women 
after the 2006 Earthquake in  
Yogyakarta, Indonesia

•	 Jeffrey Kinch  
Changing Lives and Livelihoods: Culture, 
Capitalism and Contestation over Marine 
Resources in Island Melanesia

•	 Simon Theobald  
The possibility of perfection: Living utopia in 
contemporary Mashhad

•	 Miranda Tahalele  
State Ideology & Development Cooperation:  
The Symbolic Politics of Indonesia’s South-South 
Cooperation

•	 Kelzang Tashi  
Contested past, challenging future: an 
ethnography of pre-Buddhist Bon religious 
practices in central Bhutan

Archaeology
•	 Andrea Ballesteros Danel  

Trans-Pacific Contact: A History of Ideas on the 
Oceania-Americas Connection

•	 Elle Grono  
Settlement at the Micro-scale: Microstratigraphy 
and micromorphology of transitional Neolithic 
settlement sites in Vietnam (5000 cal BP to  
2500 cal BP)

•	 Tse Siang Lim  
Ceramic Variability, Social Complexity and the 
Political Economy in Iron Age Cambodia and 
Mainland Southeast Asia  
(c. 500 BC-AD 500)

•	 Victor Melander  
The Coming of the White Bearded Men:  
The Origin and Development of Thor Heyerdahl’s 
Kon-Tiki Theory

Biological Anthropology
•	 Yin Yang  

Feeding ecology and conservation biology of 
the black or Myanmar snub-nosed monkey 
(Rhinopithecus strykeri)

Warmest congratulations to our 2020 PhD Graduands 
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