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Introduction 
 
Tucked away somewhere in the dark chilly underbelly of the National Library of Australia, there is a 

black-stained wooden box with brass clasps and a buckled leather strap. The box was crafted in the 

early twentieth century to hold a set of glass lantern slides, and 62 remain there today. On the mount 

of each slide written in a strident flowing script is the name ‘Law Hargrave’, identifying the object’s 

former owner.1 What the box also contains are the visual cues of Hargrave’s unusual and unlikely 

thesis regarding the early Spanish discovery of Australia. Together, they represent Hargrave’s Lope 

de Vega magic lantern lecture, a set of ideas that I suspect never actually saw the light of the projector. 

 

Together the slides appear as a strange confluence of images, gathered, edited and made by Hargrave 

from a variety of sources over several years with the intention of convincing others of his 

‘discoveries’ of a late-sixteenth-century Spanish settlement in Sydney, New South Wales. Although 

Hargrave clearly hoped to illuminate audiences with his passionate ideas on the topic, there is no 

evidence to suggest that ever happened. Hence, this chapter presents an account of a lantern lecture 

in the making, and the focus of my discussion is on how Hargrave went about constructing his visual 

argument.  

 

I propose that by examining Hargrave’s theory through the materiality of his process we may gain 

insight into his working methods and intellectual approach as well as the material evidence he 

assembled during his research. My particular interest in the slides and what drew me to the collection 

in the first place is their depiction and emphasis on Australian Aboriginal rock art. Representations 

and recordings of rock art comprise the largest component of the lantern slide lecture and as such 

their imagery forms a significant part of Hargrave’s argument. Hence, I approach Hargrave’s magic 

lantern slide collection from my perspective as an archaeologist with a focus on materiality who is 

concerned with the role that visual culture plays in the communication of ideas and interpretations of 

the past. I take this lantern slide collection as an artefact, of its maker and its time, which encapsulates 

specific material properties, production methods and techniques, but which is also embedded with 

the particular personal ideology and peculiarities of its producer. In the final section of the chapter I 

address why Hargrave’s lantern slides, and the line of thinking that underpin their assemblage, is an 



 

artefact with implications that requires critical interrogation. In conclusion, I suggest that there is 

some cause for celebration that Hargrave’s Lope de Vega never took flight.  

 

 
Lawrence Hargrave and Lope de Vega 
 
Today Lawrence Hargrave is recognised as an Anglo-Australian inventor and pioneer of aviation, 

particularly through his theory, modelling and testing of the box-kite. Hargrave presented his first 

paper exploring the challenge of propulsion in 1884 and sought to advance the pursuit of ‘manned’ 

flight via his own extensive experimentation and research into designing and building flying 

machines and the engines that might drive them.2 Prior to his work in the emerging field of aviation 

Hargrave had looked to the sky as an astronomical observer at the Sydney Observatory. Before that, 

as a young man Hargrave joined the Australian Steam Navigation Company in Sydney, and in the 

early 1870s set out on maritime expeditions to New Guinea. Both episodes in Hargrave’s life afforded 

him knowledge and experiences that would later inform the development of his theories about 

migration and the settlement of the Australian east coast. Hargrave was a keen observer throughout 

his life, as Inglis notes he ‘recorded everything which seemed new and interesting’.3 

 

Hargrave spent many years presenting papers on aviation-related topics to the Royal Society of New 

South Wales, a group of learned gentlemen and scholars who met monthly to discuss, hear and 

encourage investigations and discoveries. Hargrave had been a member of the Society since 1877 and 

published more than 20 papers through their proceedings,4 when in 1909 he reported a new research 

interest. In June of that year he stood before his Society fellows to deliver his account of what might 

have happened to the lost Spanish ship Santa Isabel.5  

 

The Santa Isabel sailing under the command of Admiral Lope de Vega was heading west from the 

Viceroyalty of Peru, as part of Alvaro de Mendaña’s expedition to colonise the Solomon Islands, 

when it vanished from the fleet on 7 September 1695.6 Despite efforts to find the missing vessel, 

Lope de Vega, his boat and the 180 people on board were never heard from again. Hargrave’s 

narrative of what happened to the lost ship is summarised below. 

 

Hargrave began his reading at the Royal Society with an historically-recorded detail: Lope de Vega’s 

galleon parted company from the Mendaña fleet in early September 1595. From that he offers two 

probable routes the ship might have taken. The first sees them catching a series of winds which leads 

Lope de Vega to find the reputed ‘Great Southern Continent’, including the land that became Sydney, 

before sailing back north by the Barrier Reef and towards the Torres Strait. The second course has 



 

them heading west as the Expedition originally planned, albeit overlooking islands they may have 

passed on route. Both scenarios culminate in the ship coming to wreck on Murray Island [Mer], off 

the northern east coast of Australia. In a sense of desperation of ever being found the survivors of the 

shipwreck made images of themselves in tortoiseshell ‘to perpetuate their memory and attract the 

attention of those they knew would seek them’.7 Some of the ship’s company would make their way 

south to Darnley Island [Erub] and settle there and further north with ‘one, if not the last of the 

pioneers’ dying on Stephens Islet [Hogar] in the Torres Strait. The so-called evidence of this journey 

is scattered through Hargrave’s convoluted narrative in piecemeal traces: the presence of the coconut 

palm and bow and arrow technology (both brought by de Vega, he argues), a lump of silver coins, a 

tortoise shell figurine later collected by the expedition of the H.M.S. Fly, the adoption of certain 

‘Spanish’ words by the Indigenous islanders,8 and a sophisticated fish trap supposedly ‘engineered’ 

by Lope de Vega but built by local Erub people under his direction.9 

 

In the published version of this paper, Hargrave added a postscript, introducing two petroglyphs in 

Sydney ‘within a few yards of my front door’10 as further evidence of a Spanish presence. His 

proposal follows that the tools the Spanish had brought to dig for gold were put to carving images on 

the rocks instead. These particular engravings were, he purported, the work of Peruvian slaves at the 

behest of their Spanish masters. A vast corpus of other petroglyphs brought to Hargrave’s attention 

he explained away as being made in mimicry by local Aboriginal people, with the tools discarded by 

the Peruvians.11  

 

At this point Hargrave’s thesis was essentially an adventure tale, thick with imaginative musings and 

enlivened with the first-person voice of Lope de Vega and his wife Mariana de Castro, as fancied by 

Hargrave. By the time he read his second instalment of Lope de Vega six months later Hargrave had 

made the petroglyphs a central feature of his argument. He focussed his attention on Sydney and 

promptly launched into discussing his recordings and interpretation of petroglyphs in his immediate 

environment of Woollahra Point, Sydney.12 Reading the rock as if it were a map he claimed to have 

‘easily recognised a track chart cut in the stone’ indicating the journey of a ship from the Tasman Sea 

and ‘a lengthened sojourn here’ (Sydney).13 The effect of this reading was to alter Hargrave’s 

interpretation significantly: no longer had the local Aboriginal people carved the rocks in imitation 

of enslaved foreigners. Instead, the vast corpus of engravings around Sydney Harbour became a visual 

testimony to the experiences of the late-sixteenth-century outsiders, pictured through the very eyes 

and hands of the visitors.  Hargrave describes several features to elucidate his narrative: whale motifs 

are seen to resemble the sacred manatee of Central America, footprints indicate direction and 

distances travelled, ‘the drawings of people are, in most cases, Australian natives who came to 



 

visit…the animals birds and fish are the game that stocked the larder’.14 In other words, rather than 

undermine his reasoning, Hargrave saw and used the petroglyphs as the principal ‘relics’ supporting 

it.  

 

The extended version and detail of Hargrave’s Lope de Vega narrative is too erratic and convoluted 

to describe or debunk in this chapter. Needless to say, the man was deeply committed to having his 

‘discoveries’ widely disseminated. To this end he made every effort to have his opinions on the matter 

heard by his learned peers and the public alike.15 On numerous occasions he offered summary 

portions of this theory to the public press, either by feeding an editor information or via direct 

correspondence to the paper as an identified author. Presumably this strategy was intended to generate 

and maintain interest in the notion of Spanish discovery and settlement in Australia, and ultimately 

encourage the public contribution of additional ‘evidence’ towards his proposition.  

 

Hargrave had first begun to formulate this theory in May 1906,16 and although the basic premise 

stayed consistent, the finer points were hardly fixed. Much like he might adapt the wing structure on 

one of his flying machine experiments or invent a better engine Hargrave was constantly seeking to 

amend and evolve the ‘facts’ of his argument. Indeed, he seems to acknowledge at some level the 

incredulity of his proposal, and the leap of faith he demands of his readers, closing his second 

instalment with words to that effect:  

 

It is self-evident that shadowy and more or less erroneous clues had to be published before 

any generous assistance at all could be obtained. And, as light is thrown on untenable 

suppositions, the truth is rendered brighter by seeing the inaccuracy from which it grew.17  

 

After the Royal Society rejected his offer (or request) to present further on the matter, Hargrave self-

published a third paper as a privately-circulated pamphlet.18 By July 1912 Hargrave had completed a 

full manuscript on the topic, complete with some 50 illustrations. Using his various contacts he 

promptly set about trying to get a publisher. He eagerly wrote to scholars, journals and influential 

figures, providing typed copies of his text to those he felt might assist. In short, Hargrave hoped that 

Lope de Vega, the book, would materialise quickly, but by early February 1913 he was somewhat 

dispirited by the lack of any keen response.19 Within a week he placed an order with respected 

commercial photographer Henry King for a set of mounted ‘pictures’ and 51 lantern slides. 

 
 
 
 



 

Unpacking Hargrave’s Lope de Vega lantern lecture 
 
When I first viewed Hargrave’s lantern slides and associated glass plate negatives there was no 

accompanying list of captions, titles or other descriptive material to deduce the nature of the content 

or its purpose. As I have discussed elsewhere I took this as an opportunity to deconstruct the narrative 

of the lantern slide collection (assuming there was one) based purely on the imagery to hand.20 At the 

time I was unfamiliar with Hargrave’s interest in rock art or his general pursuits as an amateur 

archaeologist. Since that time I have reviewed the National Library of Australia’s (NLA) four archive 

boxes of Hargrave’s papers relating to the production of his Lope de Vega manuscript.21 They 

incorporate correspondence, receipts, newspaper clippings, negatives, photographs, books and 

several drafts complete with extensive annotations, additions and edits. This material is a rich source 

of insight into Hargrave’s research process and provides a vital clue to his working methods in 

developing his lantern slide lecture and the plates that were to illustrate Lope de Vega. They also give 

some indication of why Hargrave felt compelled to have a lantern slide series made in the first place.  

 

There are two probable motivations for Hargrave developing this collection of lantern slides. The 

first is that he anticipated that his book would soon be published and he would be in a position to 

promote it through a magic lantern lecture tour, enlivening its visual content. A second possibility is 

that he developed the slide collection as a visual aid in order to elicit greater interest in his ideas and 

ultimately facilitate the publication of his manuscript. In both scenarios Hargrave clearly anticipated 

the persuasive power of this visual technology. 

 

As is clear from his archived papers, Hargrave was a dedicated news reader and record keeper who, 

no doubt, followed lecture events reviewed in the daily press. As an astute observer, the impression 

the lantern left on its audiences would hardly have gone unnoticed. Moreover, this was a time when 

other authors and scholars were using lantern slides to illustrate and promote their discoveries. For 

example George Collingridge, with whom Hargrave was in correspondence, delivered a ‘well-

attended’ lecture on ‘The Early Discovery of Australia’ illustrated with lantern views under the 

auspices of the Australian Historical Society.22 Readings at the Royal Society were periodically 

supported by lantern views, and Hargrave had witnessed first-hand how a fine story accompanied by 

projected images might bring ‘infinite pleasure to everyone’ when he shared a speaking event with 

well-known Sydney University geologist and lecturer, Professor Edgeworth David.23  

 

Hargrave himself had some success with this technology in 1908 when he used a complement of 74 

lantern slides to tell ‘in a graphic way the story of the inventor’s experiments in aeronautics over a 



 

period of some 24 years…’24 Following this address, he was ‘accorded a very hearty vote of thanks’. 

25 It is hard to know if Hargrave registered any difference in the response of his audience that might 

be attributable to the magic lantern, but he was aware that readings he delivered in the past were not 

always as well-received by his audience. According to fellow aviation enthusiast George Taylor, 

Hargrave was not the most persuasive of speakers: 

The meetings of the various societies of which he was a member and at which he was 

disclosing his great works, were poorly attended, and even before his lectures ended nearly 

all the members had slipped out.26 

Reflecting on the reception of his aviation experiments in 1903 Hargrave is purported to have said ‘It 

is like what happened twenty years ago, when I found I could not even say a word to a few scientific 

men without being smiled at.’27 Perhaps knowing that some of his colleagues disregarded his ideas 

and hypotheses Hargrave sought to employ the lantern lecture as a tool in establishing a more 

convincing argument. Not only was the affective experience generated by the magic lantern hard to 

ignore but the fact that it could be put to use as interpretive aid, educational tool and persuasive 

explanatory device was becoming apparent. As indicated by press reportage on a lantern lecture by 

the Rev E P Pigot and attended by Hargrave, ‘the reading of his notes with some fine lantern views, 

by the aid of which he was enabled to explain the intricate …’ 28 and complex workings of his topic. 

learly by the early twentieth century many lecturers were using the magic lantern to great effect.  

 

Based on correspondence in the NLA archives, on at least two occasions Hargrave offered his Lope 

de Vega lantern slide lecture for others to present on his behalf.29 A note on the back of one letter 

reads ‘Oct 28th no one came, therefore no slides lent’.30 What is plain to see, by its very existence, is 

that Hargrave had intended to project his lantern slides, and thereby his ideas and images, onto a 

wider audience.  Looking closely at Hargrave’s lantern slides as an assemblage we may begin to see 

the considerable time and effort he put into making it. 

 

 
Making Lope de Vega the lantern lecture 
 
Despite its unusual narrative, as an object Hargrave’s collection of lantern slides appear almost 

ordinary, much like any other set of professionally produced ‘lantern views’. Its coherence as a set of 

slides manufactured through a professional photographic process almost belies the various methods 

and techniques of image construction and interpretation that went into making it. Although Hargrave 

left the production of his lantern slides to a professional outfit, he was responsible for preparing and 

composing the images on which they were based. For this he deployed a range of tools and techniques 

which together reveal how Hargrave’s own making was a form of practice-based research. 



 

 

Read in conjunction with the rest of Hargrave’s Lope de Vega manuscript archive, it is possible to 

gain a deeper perspective on the raw materials that Hargrave acquired and mined to compile his 

images. Considering more closely how these images were constructed enables us to see the many 

sources Hargrave drew upon to develop his visual argument, as well as reflect upon how lantern slide 

lectures could incorporate a range of illustrative skills and types.  

 

There are four primary ways by which Hargrave obtained his images: illustrative drawing, direct 

tracing on site, reworking previously published material, and photography. In terms of the latter, 

Hargrave made photographs in the field and in a ‘studio’ home setting as well as incorporating 

photographs provided by institutions and individuals, most of which were sought through 

correspondence. Some of the images used in the slides demonstrate combinations of these methods. 

To provide a more detailed account of the working practices underpinning the development of 

Hargrave’s Lope de Vega lantern lecture, I have chosen for discussion several lantern slides, integral 

to his thesis, which represent different aspects of Hargrave’s process. 

 

 
Lantern slide # 28 / # 30 – ‘The Woollahra Point Figure’ 
 
One of the more elaborate compositing efforts undertaken by Hargrave corresponds to one of his 

more complicated readings – a petroglyph he refers to as ‘The Woollhara Point Figure’. Lantern slide 

# 28 / # 30 31 incorporates Hargrave’s two images of the figure, side by side, with a scale drawn in 

between. Hargrave must have imagined the slide as something of a ‘before and after’ diptych, in 

which his original tracing – ‘an accurate transfer from the rock’32 – was presented alongside his 

interpretive drawing of what he thought the petroglyph was intended to represent. As the title of the 

slide suggests (‘The Woollhara Point Figure, The Woollhara Point Figure Restored’) Hargrave saw 

his drawing as a ‘restoration’ of the original figure: that is, what the petroglyph would or should have 

looked like and what it meant, rather than an extraordinary leap of subjective ‘translation’ on his part. 

 

On the left side of the lantern slide there appears a photograph of Hargrave’s large-scale tracing made 

directly from the petroglyph using black ink on a pale fabric (Figure 1a). Hargrave’s observations 

on particular features of the figure appear in a smaller hand, and are unlikely to have been legible 

when projected. To the right (Figure 1b) is a line drawing Hargrave first sketched in pencil then 

finalised in ink. Hargrave clearly added crucial details to the figure – it now has hair and facial 

features and is clothed in a button-up tunic and breeches, a ruffed collar and strapped shoes he refers 



 

to as ‘sabots’. He has also converted the figure’s penis into a belted cod-piece/loin-covering and a 

circular indentation above the figure’s eyes into a bejewelled hair ornament.33 

 

 
Figure 1 An anthropomorph petroglyph recorded at Point Piper / Woollahra Point. The same motif was 
recorded (A) and reinterpreted (B) by Hargrave to reinforce his argument for Spanish settlement. ‘Woollahra 
Point Figure’ as traced from the rock by Hargrave (left) c.1911; ‘Woollahra Point Figure Restored’ as drawn 
by Hargrave (right) c.1912. The same petroglyph as documented by R. Etheridge Jnr, in 1893 as ‘Point Piper 
Male Figure’(C) and as (D) ‘Figure of a deity’ at Point Piper recorded and published by W.D. Campbell, 
1899.  
Image: Ursula K Frederick, 2019, photographed with kind permission of the National Library of Australia: 
Lawrence Hargrave, MS 352; W D Campbell, NLq 709.0110994 C192; and R Etheridge, NLA N 559.44 
NEW. 
 

A range of sources are reflected in Hargrave’s rendering of the ‘restored’ Woollahra Point figure. For 

example, he sought illustrative material on ‘Spanish trousers’ from Hampton Court (London, United 

Kingdom), noted ‘suits of armour that show the Spanish fashion in trousers’,34 a ‘groin shell’ 

mentioned by A C Haddon35 and an ‘Old copperplate etching of Two Huntsmen’ he found illustrated 

in a book, was presumably the inspiration for his drawing of the loin-covering.36 This reveals how 



 

Hargrave was quite dogged in his opinion and research pursuits, but it also demonstrates how he 

sometimes failed to reference the work of others or simply disregarded the plain reasoning of 

consensus judgement.37 

 

In fact, the particular petroglyph Hargraves refers to in slide # 28 / # 30 had been recorded many 

years previously and was the subject of varying interpretation (Figure 1c; Figure 1d ).38 Campbell 

described it as ‘a deity’, Etheridge as ‘the rude figure of a man, with a squarish head, and what is of 

rare occurrence, eyes depicted…and has the knees and elbows typically angulated after the usual 

aboriginal manner’39, whereas Watson saw it as a ‘convict triced up to the triangles to be flogged’.40 

What Hargrave saw in this figure, however, is by far the most unlikely: Mariana de Castro (Lope de 

Vega’s wife) masquerading in men’s clothing.41  

 
While lantern slide # 28 / # 30 is a result of Hargrave’s conceptual collaging – bringing ideas and 

image fragments together to inform his interpretive drawing – several other lantern slides reveal a 

physical process of cutting and re-purposing other people’s illustrative material. This is well 

demonstrated by Hargrave’s personal copy of the monograph Aboriginal carvings of Port Jackson 

and Broken Bay which remains in the NLA archive.42 As well as handwritten marginalia revealing 

Hargrave’s thoughts on the manuscript, the printed plates are riddled with holes (Figure 2 and Figure 

3) — physical evidence of Hargrave’s selective reading and cutting and pasting process.  

 
 
Lantern slides #4 and #10 – ‘Aboriginal Carvings’. ‘Man conquered with a javelin 
man shot by an archer’ 
 
Images such as that shown in lantern slides #4 and #10 reveal a staged editing process, whereby 

Hargrave selects, from a collection of hundreds of drawings, petroglyph motifs that appear to fit his 

theory. They reveal, first, Hargrave’s reading of the manuscript, scouring the imagery for evidence 

of his theory and annotating figures with his ‘translations’ (Figure 2).  

 

Particular petroglyph drawings were then precisely excised with a penknife or scalpel type instrument 

and then pasted onto a blank sheet of paper. In the original source, the figures appear on different 

pages, because they occur in different sites of the Sydney-Hawkesbury region,43 so that Hargrave’s 

reassembly in fact forges disparate figures into a new and direct relationship. Despite effectively 

removing these anthropomorphic motifs from their original site context, and their association with 

other petroglyphs therein, Hargrave retains some reference to the original drawings as denoted by the 

monograph’s author. In doing so, he recognises and signals his editorial process with the inclusion of 

their ‘original’ plate numbers (‘12.6’ and ‘16.1’). However, this link to the original source material 



 

is removed in the final stage of lantern slide production, when the reference numbers on the large 

glass plate negatives are obscured by orange cartridge paper and blocked out with paint. 

 
 

 
Figure 2 Excerpt from Hargrave’s personal copy of Aboriginal carvings of Port Jackson and Broken Bay by 
W D Campbell (1899), showing portion excised to make lantern slide #10. 
Image: Ursula K Frederick, 2019, photographed with kind permission of the National Library of Australia, 
Lawrence Hargrave, MS 352. 
 

As Figure 3 demonstrates, the two anthropomorphic figures that Hargrave presents in lantern slide 

#4 are not actually adjacent to one another in the original published source, or indeed, on the ground. 

In fact, one of the drawings has been excised from a grouping of three figures, only to be composited 

with a different anthropomorphic figure that came from a rock platform nearby. This example reveals 

an important point about Hargrave’s approach to assembling his argument and lantern slide lecture, 

because it reveals his understanding of the power of association. Professional archaeologists examine 

intra-site relationships and other aspects regarding the spatial configuration of rock art to assist them 

in making interpretations about chronology, motivation and meaning.  



 

 

 
Figure 3 Hargrave’s process of cutting and pasting to make a lantern slide.  
Top and middle left: pages from an original copy of W.D. Campbell’s monograph on Aboriginal Carvings. 
Top and middle right: pages from Lawrence Hargrave’s copy of W.D. Campbell’s monograph, showing 
excised drawings (darker background placed behind cutting by author for emphasis). Below: the result of 
Hargrave’s editing and reconfiguration of petrogylph drawings sourced from Campbell (1897) retaining 
reference to Campbell’s original numbering (left); final lantern slide with all source citation removed (right).  
Image: Ursula K Frederick, 2019, photographed with kind permission of the National Library of Australia: 
Lawrence Hargrave, MS 352, PIC/8531/1-61, PIC/11923/1-62; W D Campbell, NLq 709.0110994 C192. 
 
What Hargrave does in this instance, and several other lantern slides, is remove the petroglyph 
figures from their original context in place, and with other petroglyphs on site. He then reinserts it 
into configuration with an anthropomorphic figure from a different site that suits his preferred 



 

analysis. By the time the lantern slides appear the petrogylphs have not only been excised from their 
physical surroundings, they have been removed from the site context in which they appeared as 
tracings. 
 
 
Lantern slides #1, #23 and #39 – ‘Symbols of conquest’ 
 
In another example Hargrave combined disparate threads of evidence and different illustrative 

techniques across multiple lantern slides in order to establish a narrative arc and reinforce a single 

point. This is exemplified by his fascination with petroglyphs resembling Aboriginal shields, which 

he was convinced were in fact representations of the ‘sacred symbol’ of Spanish conquest. Indeed 

the very first slide of his lecture sets this tone by introducing petroglyphs recorded at Bora Bora, 

which show several examples of a circle enclosing a cross, via an image reproduced from a book on 

Hawaiian petroglyphs.44 In a later slide (#23) he reveals a number of petroglyph shield designs he 

assigns a similar meaning, and refers to as ‘Various Examples (more or less distorted) of the 

Spanish Symbol of Victory’45. These designs however have been lifted from Campbell’s 

monograph of Aboriginal petroglyphs and are in fact generally regarded (then and now) as being 

representations of Aboriginal shields.46 To expand on his point further Hargrave reveals his own 

discovery - and shows his work of excavating, chalking and photographing similar motifs in another 

lantern slide (# 39). 

 

As well as manipulating published materials, several of Hargrave’s photographic field recordings 

were reproduced for his lantern slide collection. This is exemplified by a photograph used in slide 

#60 which shows the ‘Meriverie Inscription’ at Bondi. Hargrave believed this petroglyph to be a 

Spanish proclamation — a combination of letters, emblem and ships, which he ‘translated’ as a 

gesture and symbol of Spanish conquest.47 By this point Hargrave was deeply influenced by a 

concept of ‘Aztec Picture Writing’ and proceeded to apply this approach to the engravings of the 

Sydney-Hawkesbury Region.48 What is notable here is that Hargrave prepared his recording for the 

camera by chalking the grooves of the engraving, the effect being to make the lines more visible 

through contrast. This method of enhancement was not uncommon in early petroglyph recordings 

and was designed to suit photographic documentation. Yet what the photograph also demonstrates 

is that even in the case of the rock surface Hargrave has no difficulty omitting certain details while 

elaborating others. For example, he fails to point out the adjacent carved letters and numbers, either 

by chalking, in his textual ‘explanation’ or in a drawing he subsequently derived from the photo and 

had published.49 

 

 



 

 
Figure 4 Various production stages of lantern slide # 23 ‘Symbols of Conquest’ as constructed by Lawrence 
Hargrave. Image: Ursula K Frederick, 2019, photographed with kind permission of the National Library of 
Australia: Lawrence Hargrave,  MS 352, PIC/8531/1-61, PIC/11923/1-62. 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 
A closer look at the makeup and production of Hargrave’s lantern slides reflects a research and 

interpretive process strongly directed by selective editing. There are several slides where Hargrave 

actually intervenes and reinvents the meaning of an original image source. The lantern slide thus 

mirrors another of Hargrave’s research strategies: a tendency to ignore or dismiss certain details 

while integrating others. Hargrave disputed W D Campbell’s observations and interpretations on 

Sydney petroglyphs while at the same time mining Campbell’s material in support of his own 



 

research. In his own copy of the monograph Hargrave annotated Campbell’s findings as ‘rubbish’ 

yet relied enormously on the drawings within them. In a similar vein Hargrave found a way to resist 

his critics while at the same time turning their attention to him as a kind of recognition and 

resource. The renowned anthropologist Alfred C Haddon, for example, was deeply critical of 

Hargrave’s Lope de Vega, labelling key aspects of the paper ‘far-fetched’, ‘not worth discussion’, 

‘entirely without foundation’, ‘absurd’ and offering several points of correction.50 Despite the 

scorching critique, Hargrave was undeterred and went on to link Haddon’s observation on ‘groin-

shields’ of the Torres Strait Islands51 back into his own interpretation about the Woollahra Point 

Figure and the cut of Mariana de Castro’s trousers.52  

 

As is evident from this brief analysis, Hargrave’s treatment of images for the production of his 

lantern slide lecture is consistent with his research process in that it is selectively thorough and 

thoroughly selective. The man went to great lengths to find and integrate material into his thesis but 

chose to search and see only those details which supported his argument rather than the whole body 

of evidence at his disposal. The most powerful example of which was his capacity to overlook the 

vast landscape of Aboriginal petroglyphs that defied his thesis. It is difficult to understand how 

Hargrave reconciled this evidence logically, though of course his argument hinged on a simple 

premise – that local Aboriginal people did not possess the tools or technology to produce such 

petroglyphs. More pertinently, Hargrave’s refusal to recognise that the petroglyphs had been made 

by local Aboriginal people and their ancestors was ultimately founded in racist perceptions and in a 

personal ideology deeply influenced by Social Darwinism.53 

 

Representations and recordings of rock art comprise more than a third of the lantern slides in 

Hargrave’s collection, and are presented as central evidence in support of his Lope de Vega 

argument. Despite the fact that Hargrave relied on Aboriginal petroglyphs to illustrate his theory, 

the theory itself was grounded in his belief that someone else — namely non-Indigenous outsiders 

— were responsible for their existence. Just as Hargrave selectively excised certain petroglyph 

drawings from their broader physical context in Campbell’s monograph, Hargrave’s theory relied 

on separating the Sydney Basin petroglyphs from the agency of local Aboriginal people. Hence the 

awful irony of Hargrave’s thesis, like others who have followed this path subsequently, is that it is 

reliant on the work of ancestral Aboriginal peoples as proof to construct an argument that ultimately 

seeks to undermine their labour in the first place.  

 
 
 
 



 

Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I have sought to demonstrate the considerable time and effort Hargrave took in 

assembling the images that make up this lantern slide collection: they comprise and reflect a range 

of sources and image reproduction techniques and strategies, including direct tracings and 

photography of rock engravings and researches into found objects, the appropriation and editing of 

previously published illustrations and hand-drawn charts and maps. 

 

Despite the apparent absurdity of his theory, and its inherent denial of the merits and custodial 

relationship to place practiced by Indigenous communities, Hargrave’s lantern slide collection 

offers insights into how the past has been perceived and negotiated cross-culturally. For a start, it 

demonstrates the role that technologically-sophisticated instruments and visual cultures have played 

in generating and disseminating ‘scientific’ analysis. Reading Hargrave’s collection of slides as a 

concerted effort to construct and convey a visual argument, it offers an early Australian precedent 

in how archaeological evidence can be deployed in support of misguided interpretations about 

human colonisation and settlement of the continent.  

 

I set out to discuss Lawrence Hargrave’s lantern slides as an assemblage of images, designed and 

ordered with the intention of communicating and convincing others of his ‘discoveries’ of a late-

sixteenth-century Spanish settlement in Sydney, New South Wales. Hargrave recognised the power 

of this medium and put considerable energy into producing a sequence of images that he hoped 

might persuade others. Despite the effort and resources Hargrave put into making this lantern slide 

lecture, the opportunity to project the series in its entirety appears not to have eventuated in his 

lifetime. Hargrave died in 1915, without ever publishing his full Lope de Vega manuscript and his 

interpretation on the origins of Sydney-Hawkesbury Region petroglyphs continued to be disputed 

posthumously.54 Theories such as his effectively deny Indigenous people agency in and over their 

cultural heritage and disenfranchise Indigenous authority and connections to Country in the present. 

Hence, in spite of Hargrave’s obvious frustration and disappointment, it is in fact something of an 

achievement that this particular flight of fancy never actually took off. 
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