












































































































































































































































native flora and fauna. He was a
genius, sensitive to Australia’s
unique beauty, with the knowl-
edge, aesthetic sense and tech-
nical skill required to capture its
true image for all time”.

—H. Bandler

Cathedrals of Science: The
Development of Colonial
Natural History Museums
During the Late Nineteenth
Century

By Susan Sheets-Pyenson.
McGill-Queen’s University
Press, Canada, 1988,

144pp. $US24.95.

Susan Sheets-Pyenson lays
out in lively detail the role of
“museum builders” during that
period of colonial expansion that
saw the development of
museums in Canada, Australia,
New Zealand and South Amer-
ica. Museums then, as today,
remain mirrors of social aware-
ness in the context of growing
political irrelevancies. Yet, like
a mirror, they are fragile, no
longer deemed relevant to the
workplace but rather items of
great indulgence. Such is the
image we have inherited from
the 19th century, the play-
grounds of dilettantes and art
collectors.

Sheets-Pyenson outlines the
rich and fruitful dialogue of that
age of scientific enlightenment,
heightened by tension of strong
convictions in personalities
driven by intense competition
and often coloured by deep per-
sonal animosities. In the colonial
expansion phase, the sheer im-
mensity of the collections to be
plundered, bought, cajoled or
exchanged at the time of the
great Darwinian debate, all con-
tributed to an atmosphere
within which the whole philos-
ophy of museology took uncon-
scious shape, driven by the am-
bitions of Fred McCoy in Mel-
bourne, Julius Haast at Christ-
church and John William
Dawson in Montreal. McCoy
and Dawson, ex-patriots from
the British Scientific Establish-
ment, both suffered at the hands
of their more aristocratic peers
within the intransigent frame-
work of British science.

Driven to jealousy by the
much more generously funded,
then pubescent, Australian
Museum, Sir Fred indulged his
Irish charm in blarney, se-
duction and sheer financial skul-
duggery to “‘grow a museum” in
the colonies. In so doing, he set

the scene for later remarkable
developments.

Backed by meticulous and
comprehensive notes, the
author has produced a scholarly,
breezy and very pertinent
account of the special relevance
of this planet’s objects, while po-
tential audiences wait in im-
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patient expectations until the
millions of objects that make up
our heritage may at last be ex-
pressed in imaginative edu-
cational contexts.

In so doing, she produces
some gems from the 19th
century that confirm the rel-
evance of the early collectors’
acquisition policies and sub-
sequent curatorial dedication.
The final product, produced
with a mastery of clarity and ex-
pression, brings the individuals
such as Fred McCoy to life; he
who “quibbled for 30 years with
the Rev. William Branwhite-
Clarke over the dating of New
South Wales coal deposits and
refused to concede defeat. . .”

In its pages many of the great
names of geological science
come to life. McCoy was allied
with his patron Sedgewick who,
supported by Charles Lyell,
entered into dispute with
Murchison over the Cambrian-
Silurian boundary. McCoy con-
tended that Murchison never
forgave him for supporting
Sedgewick, indeed he went on
to assert that Murchison “did
him much mischief at times”’.

It was in the context of such
debate in Britain that McCoy's
enterprises in Australia took on
additional significance. My only
regret is that the intensity that
fired the great debates and re-
sulted in McCoy’s three-hour
lecture in Melbourne against
the new evolutionary theories of
the upstart Darwin, is not re-
ported in more detail. Instead,
the sweep of history takes us
through the finances, staffing
and political frustrations of the
institutions themselves, reflect-
ing the state of the colonial so-
ciety.

Nevertheless, the product

recalls events of the 19th
century that are as relevant 100
years later as they were when
both McCoy and Dawson ex-
pressed their fierce antagonism
to the notion of Darwinian evol-
ution. Ultimately, in North
America, Dawson was to
achieve the reputation of being
the only scientist in that country
who had not “bowed the knee”
to evolution.

The challenge for the Des
Griffins, Bob Edwards and
Lester Russells and other direc-
tors of Australian museums
today is to lead us into areas of
comparable intellectual com-
mitment that enlivened the
museum philosophies of the
1880s and '90s. Future
chroniclers will ask how our
latter-day directors’ qualities
(?qualifications) measure
against those of their 19th-
century counterparts (“fiery,
impulsive, resilient, unsuited to
collective enterprises’’).

The great institutions,
through their collection objects
and their abilities to mount dra-
matic educational programs,
must respond with imagination
and enterprise. Those who do
will be restored to their proper
place at the centre of com-
munity awareness. Those who
do not may remain as magnifi-
cent but aging monuments. By
placing our museums in their
historical context, Susan
Sheets-Pyenson has sounded a
warning we cannot afford to
ignore.

—Jim Bowler
Deputy Director
(Natural History)
Museum of Victoria

Banksias, Waratahs &
Grevilleas and All Other
Plants in the Australian
Proteaceae Family

By John W. Wrigley and Murray
Fagg. Collins, Australia, Sydney,
1989, 584 pp. $75.00.

Joseph Banks would have
been proud of this book. It is a
comprehensive account, almost
600 pages in length, of every
banksia, grevillea and other
Australian member of the vast
family Proteaceae.

The Proteaceae well justifies
this pampered treatment. As
one of the characteristically
Australian families (although
taking its name from the South
African proteas), it has many
species of horticultural, ecologi-
cal and general interest. Im-

portant groups include the
hakeas, macadamias, geebungs,
cone flowers and lomatias.

Wrigley’s text provides a de-
tailed description of each
species, accompanied by eco-
logical data, a precise distri-
bution map, and comprehensive
notes on cultivation. Especially
commendable is the inclusion of
horticultural varieties such as
Grevillea ‘cascade’ and ‘Can-
berra gem’. The 140 colour
photos, mostly by Murray Fagg,
are sharp and diagnostic. Each
genus is illustrated by an excel-
lent line drawing.

Wrigley has gathered to-
gether so many fascinating facts
about the family one could
almost design a Proteaceae
Trivial Pursuit game. Did you
know that the Coast Bank-
sia (Banksia integrifolia) is
Australia’s most easterly tree,
growing at Cape Byron, and
that the Silky Oak (Grevillea
robusta) is known in Hawaii by
such names as he-oka, oka-
kilika, ha'iki and 'ke’oke'o? In-
cluded are illustrations of the
dead scientists after whom so
many genera are named—
Banks (taken from the five-
dollar  note), Macadam,
Persoon, Dryander and even
Robyn Gordon, the young girl,

BAnksias
WARATAKS &

GREVILLEAS

now deceased, after whom the
very popular grevillea hybrid is
named.

With a timely sensitivity to
conservation, Wrigley lists the
conservation status of each
plant. Of Australia’s 860
proteaceous plants, 182 are
considered rare and five extinct.
Of the latter, Grevillea
batrachioides is known only
from one collection made last
century somewhere in Western
Australia. Wrigley also dis-
cusses the problems of hakeas
as weeds, especially in South
Africa, where they threaten
African species of Proteaceae,
and he cautions against growing
them in Australia near natural
vegetation.

This is not a book without
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flaws. There are too few illus-
trations. Only 17 of the 75
banksia species are illustrated
and only about a quarter of the
grevilleas. There are no keys or
other quick aids for identifi-
cation. To identify a grevillea in
the hand one is obliged to
peruse through 330 species de-
scriptions, an impractical task.
Sadly, this cannot be considered
a book of identification. Alex
George’s The Banksia Book
(Kangaroo Press, 1984) is a
much better tool for identifying
that genus, providing colour
photos and line drawings of
every species.

Nevertheless, Banksias,
Waratahs and Grevilleas is a
very important work, well
worth a place in the serious
naturalist and gardener’s lib-
rary. Unfortunately the high
cover price will deter many
readers.

—Tim Low

Vampires, Burial, and
Death

By Paul Barber, Yale University
Press, New Haven, 1988,
236pp. $US25.00.

A book about the likes of
Count Dracula would seem to
be of limited interest, but don’t
be put off. This is a book for the
strong of stomach for it is
Barber’s thesis that the folklore
of vampires is inspired entirely
by observations of bodies de-
composing. Interestingly, each
of the signs of the folkloric
vampire is a feature well known
to modern forensic pathologists
and others familiar with the
decay of dead bodies.

But there is more to the book
than this, for Barber explores
why features now known to be
normal were taken to indicate
the presence of the ‘undead’. In
so doing he explores the ways in
which ancient peoples per-
ceived and interpreted the
world, some of which are still in
favour in modern societies. The
idea of the vampire—a corpse
risen from the grave to suck the
blood of the living—is but one
aspect of an apparently general
view that corpses can become
animated after death. Barber
points out that corpses do some-
times ‘rise’ from the grave, but
this has more to do with the
physics of water-laden soils and
the activities of scavenging
animals than with doings of the
devil or evil spirits. The present
recognition of a natural world

subject to impersonal laws, as
well as a social world subject to
the whims of personalities, is a
recent innovation. The alterna-
tive viewpoint, that the universe
is ruled by personalities in the
guise of gods and spirits, used to
be universal, and is still wide-
spread.

Barber shows how this view
led to a misunderstanding of the
world, which in turn resulted in
social conflict. Mischief could be
(and was) blamed on the re-
animated dead, and it is obvious
that demands for a body to be
dismembered or disinterred and
staked might not always be
favourably greeted by grieving
relatives. It was the overpower-
ing fear that death itself was
contagious that led to such be-
haviour. Of course, as the
author points out, death is con-
tagious under certain circum-
stances, such as epidemics or
even some murders. But these
circumstances were not under-
stood. This overpowering fear
of the dead (or undead) was
seemingly common in the
ancient world. The early
Christians overcame it with
their belief in a bodily resurrec-
tion and the beneficial effects of
relics of the saints. The elimin-
ation of this fear by early
Christianity may account for its
rapid early growth and its
success over apparently similar
religions such as Mithraism.

This small volume also deals
with superstitions still met
today: why it is bad luck to
break a mirror, and why ghosts
cannot cross water, for ex-
ample. There is some implicit
social comment, as in the Lapp
custom of sacrificing at the
funeral a reindeer that corre-
sponds to the status in life of the
deceased; a married man, for
example, was represented by a
castrated buck. But the book’s
greatest significance is that it
details the evidence that, when
misinterpreted in terms of a uni-
verse ruled by personalities,
may have led people to believe
in a ‘life after death’ in the first
place. Such a basic concern of
many people may seem a long
way from the dank halls of
Castle Dracula, but the connec-
tion is there. This is a book not
only for those interested in folk-
lore and fantasy, but for anyone
seeking an understanding of
how people perceive their
world, their life and, of course,
their death.

—Ralph Molnar
Queensland Museum
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“Support for such work would do much more to protect the Antarctic
environment than posturing in the media limelight waving the
‘Wilderness’ flag.”

ANTARCTIC
WILDERNESS:
A WILD IDEA

BY PHILLIP LAW

DIRECTOR, ANTARCTIC DIVISION, 1949-1966

HERE HAS BEEN MUCH PUBLIC DIS-

cussion over the last year or two

about threats to the Antarctic en-
vironment, culminating in the Australian
Government's decision not to sign the Con-
vention for the Regulation of Antarctic
Mineral Resources Activities (CRAMRA)
proposed by the Antarctic Treaty nations.
Instead, the Government has decided to
campaign for declaring the whole of
Antarctica a “World Wilderness Park”. In
my view, this is not only quite unnecessary
but absolutely impracticable.

A concept developed in populated conti-
nents, to preserve certain restricted areas
of virgin country from the depredations of
an expanding community, has been blown
up to encompass a huge continent whose
area is equal to the combined areas of Aus-
tralia and USA. The Antarctic continent is,
at present, not at risk and it is most unlikely
that it ever will be. More than 99 per cent
of it will always remain a wilderness, no
matter what humans may do, because of its
nature and its inaccessibility. If certain
partsof it are ever threatened, steps can be
taken to protect them as in other conti-
nents, including the option to declare them
‘wilderness areas’. Various conventions,
measures and recommendations already
cover the conservation of wildlife and his-
toric sites, the disposal of waste and the
effects of tourism. The one major gap in
these regulations is that pertaining to the
exploitation of minerals, and it is to fill this
gap that the CRAMRA was drafted.

In order to extend and refine these en-
vironmental protection measures, the
Treaty nations need more basic data on
Antarctic biology and ecology. Much work
is proceeding and much thought is being
given to conservation problems by the
Scientific Committee on Antarctic Re-
search (SCAR), which advises the Treaty
group on scientific matters. Support for
such work would do much more to protect
the Antarctic environment than posturing
in the media limelight waving the ‘Wilder-
ness’ flag. Simplistic romanticism is no sub-
stitute for hard work.

The whole treatment of conservation in
the Antarctic has been quite one-sided and
characterised by emotion, ignorance and
exaggeration. The threat posed by mining
for minerals is negligible for a number of
reasons: economics, no ore bodies near the
coast, no life of any kind inland etc. The
threat is more real for hydrocarbons but
still extremely small and, even in the un-
likely event of a major tanker spill (the
worst possibility), off-shore winds, oceanic
turbulence and the immense geographical
scale involved would result in limited and
localised damage. To say that it would
“destroy the Antarctic environment” is
equivalent to stating that an oil spill in Bass
Strait would destroy the whole Australian
coastline.

Articles on the threat to the Antarctic
environment invariably mention rubbish
dumps at stations. There are about 35 per-
manent stations dotted over an area one-
and-a-half times that of Australia. If each
station had a rubbish dump as large as a city
block, such dumps would pose no significant
threat to the Antarctic environment. Ad-
equate means of disposing of wastes will
demand research and innovation, but in-
genuity will undoubtedly solve the problem
involved. Returning wastes from our
stations to Australia (as we do now) is not
only a misuse of taxpayers’ money but an
abdication of our responsibilities—just stop
thinking about it down south and unload the
problem on the community back home!

The sheer absurdity of the Antarctic Wil-
derness proposal would lead us to regard it
as something of a joke, if it were not for the
fact that support by the Australian Govern-
ment for this proposal and the Govern-
ment’s decision not to sign the CRAMRA
could have very serious consequences.

There is, at present, no way of prevent-
ing a nation or a company from prospecting
or mining in Antarctica. There is a
‘gentlemen’s agreement’ between the Ant-
arctic Treaty nations for a temporary
moratorium on mining, but this does not
provide for any legally enforceable
measures and does not cover the non-

Treaty nations. Surely international agree-
ment for a minerals convention would be
preferable to the present vacuum?

It has taken over five years to reach con-
sensus on a document designed to control
the issue of licences for mining and to
govern the conditions under which it is
carried out, should the situation ever arise
where such activity becomes economical
and practicable. Although the convention is
not perfect—consensus documents rarely
are—it is one of the best industrial control
agreements ever reached by such a large
number (22) of participating nations and it
provides a fine platform for future improve-
ments. Geological experts believe it is un-
likely that mineral ore bodies capable of
being mined and of commercial significance
will be discovered in Antarctica within the
next 50 years. And, although the time
frame for the exploitation of hydrocarbon
resources is considerably shorter, the
world price of these products would have to
rise considerably before the marketing of
Antarctic oil or gas would be commercially
viable. There is thus plenty of time and the
treaty nations are quite prepared to con-
tinue their deliberations to strengthen the
agreement. Australia’s unilateral action has
jettisoned this idealistic effort.

The Australian Conservation Foundation
(ACF) has lobbied extensively to gain gov-
ernment support for the Antarctic Wilder-
ness proposal, believing that this ‘perfect’
way of preventing mining is preferable to
the ‘imperfect’ CRAMRA. But this is a ro-
mantic delusion. There is absolutely no
chance of the Wilderness idea being inter-
nationally accepted. Already the USA,
Britain and New Zealand have rejected the
idea and others like Chile, Argentina, South
Africa, Brazil, China, Uruguay and Japan
are likely to be even more blunt. Outside
the Treaty nations, there is no way that
“Third World’ countries could be persuaded
to support it. Their whole concern with
Antarctica is how to become involved in any
future developments for exploiting its re-
sources. The idea of the ‘resource-rich’
countries preventing their access to such
resources would evoke a furious response.

Regrettably, Australia’s refusal to sign
the minerals convention has discredited her
amongst the Treaty nations and she has
been branded as naive, ignorant and ob-
structive. Worse, it could ultimately
weaken the Treaty itself.

Given all this, and the fact that ‘politics is
the art of the possible’, why did our Gov-
ernment reject the CRAMRA? I am cynical
enough to believe that our Prime
Minister’s championing of the Wilderness
cause is a shrewd vote-catching bit of
grandstanding. He knows quite well that it
is impracticable. But he will do the rounds,
suffer the rebuffs and then announce to the
ACF and other proponents that he is sorry,
he did his best but was knocked back.

Meanwhile Antarctic conservation
suffers, and Australia’s image overseas. B

Dr Law is Consultant to and Hon. Curator of the
Museum of Victoria in regard to Antarctic col-
lections.
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Where would
the Great Barrier Reef
be without you?

Hopefully, the Great Barrier Reef will
always be there, and your help will
ensure that it is.

The Australian Museum through our
Lizard Island Research Station
provides scientific information, which
is the basis for good management of
the reef.

The Lizard Island Research Station is a
non-profit facility of the Australian
Museum. Running costs are met by the
Museum and some supporting
institutions, together with bench fees
paid by visiting scientists.

Capital works and equipment
purchases are funded through YOUR
donation to the Lizard Island Reef
Research Foundation.

Your support will help us to continue
our research into areas such as:

* Geology of the reef ® Sea bird
ecology ® Crown of thorn starfish
e Larval fish studies
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by Frangois Le Vaillant

Parrots from all parts of the world are featured in this work, first published 1794-1805, which includes
Australian parrots at a time when Terra Australis was relatively unexplored. Enlivened by 143 engravings by the
acclaimed artist Jacques Barraband the plates reflect vivid colour, expression and spontaneity.

Few complete collections have survived. One folio is unique for 14 magnificent watercolours by Barraband
and Barbiers and was a gift by the author to Count Lacépede. In 1989 Imprimé published 200 folio copies and
1000 library books, accompanied by an English translation.

The image, text and character of the original have been faithfully reproduced. It is disquieting to note that
three of the parrots illustrated are now extinct. Proceeds from this publication will help protect endangered species
through construction of a breeding centre in Broome, Western Australia.
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