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Shedding new light on an old mystery: 
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Introduction
The discovery of the fossil which became known as the Taung Child and its subsequent description 
and interpretation as a new hominid species – Australopithecus africanus1 – by the Australian-
born South African anatomist and anthropologist Raymond Arthur Dart of the University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, are now seen as some of the most significant events in the history 
of palaeoanthropology.2,3,4,5,6 Interestingly, some details concerning the history of the discovery, its 
announcement in February 1925 and the events that followed it, are still unknown.7,8,9 As Tobias 
noted: ‘Uncertainty exists as to the exact date of the find, while several other aspects of its early 
history are subject to conflicting accounts in the published history.’7 Any new information on 
the discovery and related events is therefore of considerable historical importance. In this paper, 
we deliberate on the origin and content of three early photographs which recorded the events 
surrounding this important episode in the history of palaeoanthropology. 

The University of the Witwatersrand Archives hold Raymond Dart’s papers, including many of 
the materials associated with the discovery of Australopithecus.10 Among these papers are three 
early photographs of the Taung Child (shown here by permission of the Archives). Although 
previously published – photograph 1 (Figure 1) in Wheelhouse and Smithford11, and photographs 
2 and 3 (Figures 2a and 3a) in Štrkalj12 – these photographs are not well known and lack reliable 
historical contextualisation. In this paper, we offer a detailed interpretation of their content.

The provenance of the three photographs remains a puzzle. Neither the person who took the 
photographs nor the exact date on which they were taken are known. The three photographs in 
question were deposited in the University Archives in the same envelope. The first photograph 
(Figure 1) shows Raymond Dart himself holding the skull, while the other two (Figures 2a and 3a) 
provide larger and more detailed views of the left lateral and frontal aspects of the skull. The 
fact that the photographs were filed together and depict the same subjects and theme (Raymond 
Dart in the same light-coloured suit holding the same object in his hands with the same light and 
shadow patterns) strongly attests to the photographs having been taken at the same time. 

Two dates – 1924 and 1925 – were recorded on the back of the photographs in pencil and in 
a handwriting which was not Dart’s. The dates were undoubtedly added at a later stage and 
reflect the uncertainty of the writer as to the exact date on which the photographs were taken. 
In this paper we attempt to present a more accurate account of when the photographs were 
taken as well as an analysis of the photographic content. To this end, we needed to determine 
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Although it was one of the most important events in the history of palaeoanthropology, 
many details of the Taung discovery and the events that followed it are still not completely 
elucidated. In this paper, we recount the events surrounding three early photographs (stored 
in the University of the Witwatersrand Archives) showing the Taung Child skull being held 
in the hands of the renowned anthropologist Raymond Dart. Having, what seems to be, a 
mosaic of evidence both for and against, we deliberate upon whether the archival photographs 
presented here are among the first photographs of the fossil itself or are of the first plaster 
cast of the Taung Child which was prepared for the 1925 British Empire Exhibition held at 
Wembley, London. We interpreted the photographs and determined their provenance through 
analyses which included historical examination of published accounts of the Taung discovery 
and archival materials, as well as comparisons of the photographed material in question with 
both archival and current (digital, high quality) photographs of the Taung fossil itself and 
Taung skull casts (as the skull underwent changes over time). We conclude that the early 
photographs presented here are of the original fossil itself and not of a cast. At the same time, 
these photographs represent some of the first pictorial depictions of the Taung Child skull. 
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whether the photographs presented here were among 
the first depictions of the Taung Child fossil itself or 
whether they were of the first plaster casts of the Taung 
Child prepared for the 1925 British Empire Exhibition at 
Wembley, London. 

Time
At the time of the discovery, Dart did not possess a camera, 
either at home or in his department.13 To obtain photographs 
of the Taung fossil for his first publication (in The Star issue of 
03 February 1925) he recruited a professional photographer 
– his friend – Len Richardson. Richardson, who was working 
for the Johannesburg newspaper The Star, had on several 
occasions already provided photographs for Dart. The 
images produced by this Johannesburg photographer 
later appeared not only in Dart’s paper in Nature1 but in a 
number of subsequent technical and popular publications. 
The possibility exists that when Richardson took photographs 
for publication he also took ‘informal’ photographs of Dart and 
his fossil (the three images presented here) as mementos. If this 
is the case, the question remains: which of the dates written on 
the back of the photographs is the correct one? 

At the end of 1924, Dart was finishing the cleaning of the 
Taung fossil. He wrote: ‘on … December 23, the rock parted. 
I could view the face from the front, although the right side 
was still embedded’13. In a letter to Arthur Keith, dated 
26 February 1925, Dart14 mentions that he sent the paper for 
publication on 06 January 1925. The first photographs must 
therefore have been taken between 23 December 1924 and 
06 January 1925. Later, Dart’s recollections suggest that it 
was December 1924, as he states that: 

It has only been possible to reproduce the original pictures of the 
Taung skull in Illustration 5 because the late Dr. Robert Broom 
took the precaution of securing copies from the Johannesburg 
Star for his joint monograph with Dr. G.W.H. Schepers and 
because the copper plates preserved by the Director of the 
Transvaal Museum, Pretoria, Dr. F.V. Fitzsimons, have been 
generously placed at my disposal for this book. The original 1924 
negatives have been destroyed.13

If Richardson was not the photographer of the three 
photographs presented here, or if they were taken on a 
separate occasion, it is possible that both dates written on 
the back of the photographs are wrong. In any event, the 
photographs could not have been taken later than 10 July 1929, 
as by that date Dart had finally separated the upper and 
lower jaws13 (the mandible being still attached to the maxilla 
prior to this date). Also, no casts of the fossil, except those 
prepared for the British Empire Exhibition (see below), had 
been produced up until this time.

Content – cast or original? 
The abovementioned interpretations may be accepted if the 
photographs show the Taung fossil itself. Both Wheelhouse 
and Smithford11 and Štrkalj12 assumed that the photographs 
described here show the original Taung fossil. However, 
two observations question the veracity of this interpretation. 
Firstly, the seemingly nonchalant manner in which Dart 
holds the skull (with one hand, clutching the side of the base 
between his fingers) in Figure 1 and, secondly, the colour 
of the natural endocranial cast in Figure 2a. If one observes 
the rarely depicted left lateral aspect of the photographed 
endocast, one notices that it is dark in colour (as it is on the 
cast, see Figure 2b). This observation appears to be contrary 
to that of the fossil where the surface of the natural endocast 
is covered by, in Dart’s own words, ‘glistening white calcite 
crystals’13 (Figure 2c). 
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FIGURE 2: Left lateral view of the Taung skull: (a) one of the photographs in question (University of the Witwatersrand Archives), (b) an endocast of one of the contemporary 
casts (photo: K.A. Kaszycka) and (c) a natural endocast of the original fossil (photo: K.A. Kaszycka).

a b c

Source: University of the Witwatersrand Archives

FIGURE 1: Photograph of Raymond Dart holding the Taung skull. 
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It is difficult to compare the photographs in question 
(Figures 2a and 3a) with the first published photographs 
taken by Richardson in 1924. Although the 1925 Nature 
publication1 showed a few photographs of the Taung skull, 
none of these were of the distinctive left lateral view of the 
skull (and the endocast). This view of the skull is the one 
which was shown in Dart and Craig’s 1959 book Adventures 
with the Missing Link,13 but the quality of the photographs 
is poor. Could it then be possible that Dart did not hold 
the actual fossil, but rather that the skull depicted in the 
photographs we present here is one of the first plaster casts 
of the famous fossil produced in the spring of 1925? 

The first series of casts (the skull as discovered, its full 
reconstruction, and the reconstruction of the head) were 
produced for presentation in the South African pavilion at 
the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley, London, in 1925.13 
In a letter dated 04 June 1925, Captain C.F. Lane (Exhibition 
Commissioner, South African Section) informed Dart of the 
arrival of the materials for the exhibit.15

The 1925 British Empire Exhibition, reopened by King George 
V on 09 May 1925,16,17 was a grand occasion and provided an 
opportunity to present the discovery to the large number of 
visitors in the Empire’s capital, London. It was, therefore, a 
perfect setting for the first public display of the Taung skull 
outside South Africa. Dart took the preparations for the 
exhibition very seriously and assiduously strived to present 
his discovery, himself, his university and, indeed, South 

Africa, in the best possible light. The booklet on Taung, 
which complemented and explained the exhibits, was 
written by Dart’s mentor from the time he had worked in 
London, the renowned neuroanatomist and anthropologist 
– also Australian-born – Sir Grafton Elliot Smith.18,9 The 
booklet provided a brief account of Australopithecus africanus, 
a history of its discovery and a description of the exhibits. 
Dart, together with his students and staff, prepared the 
charts and casts for the exhibition. (These were augmented 
by some comparative material obtained from Elliot Smith 
from his own anatomy department at University College 
London). The preparation of materials proved demanding 
as Dart was constrained by the lack of resources and expert 
assistance in Johannesburg. However, he managed to derive 
the best from what little he had. 

Producing good quality casts was particularly challenging. 
As there was no one with experience in making casts in South 
Africa at the time, Dart decided to employ a professional 
plasterer. He later described the production of the casts: 

The name of my artisan ally is now forgotten, but, considering 
the strangeness of his task, he worked enthusiastically and 
skilfully. Mr. Alaric L. Allen, then a medical student and later 
Chief Orthopaedic Surgeon in Natal, mounted copies of these 
casts on separate metal stands and they were then painted to 
resemble the originals by Miss S. Wilson, a friend of one of my 
students from Germiston. Two further casts were glued together 
and upon this the midline was determined and the head neck 
and shoulders built up in semi-construction around the left half 
of the skull by an artist, Mrs. E. J. Benson. Plaster casts were then 
made of this semi-reconstruction by the artisan and finally upon 
one of these semi-reconstructions a full reconstruction was made 
and cast in its turn.13 

The products turned out to be most satisfactory, and Dart, 
as can been seen from his later recollections,13 was quite 
proud of the materials he prepared for the exhibit. It is little 
wonder, therefore, that the final product could have been 
photographed and the photographs retained. 

In light of the above, a question arises as to the likelihood 
that the early photographs depicted the first casts made of 
the Taung skull. Further examination of the photographs 
indicates, however, that this is not the case. Although the 
natural endocast on the photographed skull was dark and 
non-shiny in colour, it can reasonably be assumed that a 
black-and-white photograph dating to the beginning of 
the 20th century poorly represented the original colour 
of the endocast. In addition, several other details suggest 
that the skull depicted in the photographs was in fact the 
original fossil. Firstly, the details on the face and teeth 
(Figure 3a) exhibit too high a resolution for it to have been 
a plaster cast. Secondly, the teeth on the early photograph 
(see the frontal view) differ in colour. In the original fossil 
(Figure 3b) the incisors are darker than the other teeth (the 
canines and molars) as a result of the loss of enamel; although 
the photograph in question is black and white, this feature is 
clearly visible (though not present in casts – see Figure 3c). 
It ought also to be mentioned that the skull as seen in the 
present has a different appearance to the skull as it was in 

FIGURE 3: Front view of the Taung Child skull: (a) one of the photographs in 
question (University of the Witwatersrand Archives), (b) current photograph 
of the original fossil (photo: K.A. Kaszycka), (c) current photograph of one of 
the contemporary casts (photo: K.A. Kaszycka), and (d) photograph of the 
presumed earliest plaster cast of the Taung skull, presented to the British 
Museum by Raymond Dart (Natural History Museum, London).

a b

c d
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1924 owing to cleaning (especially inside the orbits and nasal 
cavity). And lastly, the photograph of the presumed earliest 
plaster cast of the Taung Child, catalogued at the British 
Museum, Palaeontology Mammal Register, with the note: 
‘Australopithecus africanus Dart;  Cast of front of skull; Lime 
works, Taungs; Pres’d by Prof. R.A. Dart? 1926’ (Figure 3d) 
shows much less detail. One should note here that following 
the close of the Wembley Exhibition, the casts of the Taung 
Child were, with Dart’s approval, sent to the British Museum 
(Natural History) in London for safe-keeping and curation.19 

Conclusions
The nature of the analysed historical materials is such that 
they are difficult to interpret with a high degree of certainty. In 
the present case, however, the key evidence most strongly 
suggests that the three early photographs described here 
depict the actual Taung fossil itself. Taken not long after 
the discovery (before July 1929), the photographs were 
never published by Dart; one may assume that he did not 
publish them because of their rather poor quality and 
retained them for personal record rather than for public 
display. The photographs were kept in the Dart family 
collection, probably as precious mementos of one of the 
important events in Raymond Dart’s career. After Dart’s 
death in 1988,20 the photographs, together with other 
historical materials in the Dart family’s possession, were 
deposited in the University of the Witwatersrand Archives 
(Tobias PV 2005, personal communication to GS, March 07). 
The photographs described here represent only a fraction of 
the treasure trove of historical materials held in the University 
of the Witwatersrand Archives.3,21,22 These valuable materials 
will undoubtedly be instrumental in casting more light on 
the history of palaeoanthropology in South Africa, as have 
those described here. 
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