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Editor’s Note. 

This paper was still in the process of editing for an anthology when, in 1987, the publishing project was abandoned. The author, Alexander Gallus, who died in 1996, helped pioneer the study of finger flutings, most especially following his identification of them in Koonalda Cave, South Australia. His ideas and approaches stirred much controversy during his life-time and his writings then as now offer data and hypotheses for research in Koonalda and elsewhere (Bednarik 1982; Sharpe Preprint; Sharpe and Fawbert Preprint 1; Preprint 2). This paper is offered mindful of the current challenge to develop the study of flutings and other line markings (Sharpe Preprint; Sharpe and Lacombe 1999; Sharpe, Lacombe, and Fawbert 1998; 2002).

ABSTRACT.

The Upper Chamber of Koonalda Cave, in the Nullarbor Plain of South Australia, contains finger flutings and incised lines on the walls at the rear of the chamber plus, on smooth and rounded boulders, lines scratched or engraved. This paper describes five styles of such markings, divided into two time periods whose dates can be ascertained through C-14 means. The last activities in the area of the boulders were probably at around 20,000 years B.P.

Preliminary investigations of Wombat Cave, in the Naracoorte region of South Australia, shows that it contains all the marking styles recorded in Koonalda.
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Discoveries in Australia have brought to light a widespread tradition of Upper Pleistocene markings on cave walls, which, in their form and organization, strongly suggest markings (termed ‘macaronis’ (Breuil) or ‘meanders’ (Marshack)) in the Younger Paleolithic cave sanctuaries of Europe. (The term ‘meanderoid’ is preferable to ‘meander’ since the latter relates to the Greek meander, something which the prehistoric drawings are not.) In fact, not only are the form and method of application of the markings similar in both regions, but also their ‘sequential’ or ‘cumulative’ character are the same (Sharpe 1976; Sharpe and Sharpe 1976a; 1976b; Sharpe, Sharpe, Gallus, and Chadwick 1976; the ‘sequential/cumulative’ character is Marshack’s (1977) main discovery). One may suggest, as the closest European analogies to the Australian markings, the cave sanctuaries of Gargas, Garonne (Breuil 1952: 248-249, Fig. 268, see also p. 250, Fig. 271, and pp. 254-245, Figs. 283-285; Leroi-Gourhan 1968: 182-186; Marshack 1977: Figs. 33−35), of La Baume Latrone, Gard (Clark 1967: 68, Fig. 58), Rouffignac (Marshack 1975: 64-65), and La Pileta (Marshack 1977: Fig. 22a-d). These preliminary observations require further clarification to help us understand the reason for this apparent ‘coincidence.’

What follows in this brief paper are some thoughts and observations on the lines found in Koonalda Cave with regard to the time sequence in which they were made and the stratigraphy of the portion of the cave in which they are found. A further note is appended that highlights some aspects of another site of similar markings in South Australia, namely Wombat Cave.

Marking Styles in Koonalda Cave

The meanderoid tradition is present in several distinct styles and at two time levels in the Upper Chamber of Koonalda Cave (Edwards and Maynard 1968; 1969; Gallus 1968a; 1968b; 1971; 1977; Maynard and Edwards 1971; McCarthy 1974: 39, Fig. 10; Mulvaney 1969: 153-154, 171, 176-178, 263, 270, Pl. 80; 1975: 137, 146, 156-157, 206, 179-182; Sharpe 1973a; 1973b; 1976; Sharpe and Sharpe 1976a; 1976b; Sharpe, Sharpe, Gallus and Chadwick 1976):

Time Level I

Style A was utilized where the surface of the cave wall was soft. It comprises dense, linear, serpentine or arcing masses of lines, made predominantly in bundles of parallel strokes of three or four fingers. This is a predominant form of the meanderoid tradition in Koonalda Cave and is well published (Gallus 1968b: Figs. 1, 5; Maynard and Edwards 1971: 65, Pl. 24, p. 71, Pl. 26 lower half, p. 74, Pls. 29-31; McCarthy 1974: 39, Fig. 10; Mulvaney 1969: 270, Pl. 80; 1975: 280, Pl. 92; Wright 1971: back cover).

Style B comprises bundles of long, parallel, serpentine lines, arcs, or straight lines, often converging, incised into hard rock surfaces. The parallelism of the lines within a bundle is not as accurate as in Style A, which is explicable in that fingers are easily kept at the same distance whereas the lines in Style B are incised separately (Gallus 1968b: Figs. 2-4; 1977: 130, Pl. XVII, 1-2; Maynard and Edwards 1971: 66, Pl. 25 lower half, p. 71, Pl. 26 upper half, p. 73, Pl. 28, p. 78, Pl. 34).

Style C lines are deeply-cut grooves that are mostly short and straight, more-or-less parallel and sometimes converging (Maynard and Edwards 1971: 66, Pl. 25 upper half).

The engraved cave walls of Time Level I are covered in several places by massive rockfalls (Maynard and Edwards 1971: 77, Pl. 31), rendering the ‘floor’ from which the markings were made inaccessible apart from by excavation. This is especially evident after the Squeeze. The Squeeze leads to a narrow platform or ledge about 15 meters above the bottom of a deep cavern containing ground water. Beside the platform, markings can be seen on the wall in a position that could not have been reached from the ledge. This means that the particular chamber in which the markings had been made has since then collapsed into the formation of the present deep cavern (Maynard and Edwards 1971: Fig. 9, No. 1).

Time Level II

Style D contains those closely and regularly parallel, arced or undulating bundles of lines that are finely incised or only slightly scratched (Gallus 1977: Pl. 3; Sharpe and Sharpe 1976b: Pl. III and Fig. 3).

Style E lines are more widely spaced than those of Style D, and come in bundles of parallel, undulating or arced, but sometimes straight marks. They are also longer on the average but similarly finely and sharply incised (Sharpe and Sharpe 1976b: Fig. 1).

The markings belonging to Time Level II appear on water-smoothed boulders, apparently part of a collapsed older chamber that fell onto an ancient floor. The original surface onto which the smoothed rocks have collapsed appears to be also covered by at least two further rockfalls, and a large proportion of the incised rocks is now deeply buried under them. There are no incisions on the boulders belonging to these later rockfalls.

The complex described in Time Level II is designated ‘The Boulder Sanctuary.’

Engravings in Styles D and E of Time Level II are also found on the cave walls. However, these engravings appear only where the ‘paths’ (Sharpe and Sharpe 1976b: 126, Fig. 2) reach the side walls of the Upper Chamber. Here the two styles either frame the markings or, in a few instances, are drawn over them.

Stratigraphy and Absolute Chronology

Starting with the oldest events, the following stratigraphy for the Upper Chamber can be distinguished:

1. An old rockfall lies in the middle of the Upper Chamber, slanting on both sides towards the walls and reaching it at different levels (Maynard and Edwards 1971: 62, Fig. 9). The composition and history of this rockfall, or more likely of several consecutive rockfalls, has not yet been established. The wall engravings of Time Level I were made before or during the formation of the old rockfall (or rockfalls), but, as already indicated, no traces of a ‘floor’ that can be associated with the wall markings are to be found.

As the nearest approximation to a probable age for the rockfall, I shall utilize a C-14 dating on a sparse collection of charcoal (barely enough for such a dating) found in connection with the lowest human level reached in Trench III of the Gallus Site in the cave, where, still in dispersed daylight, mining was carried out:

(ANU-1201) 29,400 + 11,600 years B.P. (‘indicated age’).
                                        - 4,600

This date does not mark the beginning of human activity in Koonalda Cave because excavation in Trench III has yet to reach bedrock.

A minimal date ‘ante quem’ of 30,000 years B.P. would appear reasonable.

2. The collapse into the Upper Chamber of a higher and old chamber with water-worn walls may have been the next event. The result of this was to cover extensively the older surface with large limestone blocks with hard, water-worn, and polished surfaces.

3. A ‘floor’ was formed over the whole surface of the Upper Chamber under humid conditions. This caused, for instance, the rock rubble between the original blocks and the bases of the fallen blocks to sinter together.

4. Eroded powder was deposited over this floor in some places. It contains decayed twigs and pieces of charcoal, the first traces of human presence in the soil of the Upper Chamber. It must be pointed out, however, that no investigation has been made under the third event above.

5. On a local scale, loose (not sintered) but red-stained rubble formed.

6. Over Events 4-6 is spread a ‘floor’ of human origin and that contains twigs (some of them with burned ends), bundles of twigs with burned ends, branches of some thickness with burned ends (‘torches’), dispersed charcoal, and pieces of bone. The twigs and branches, while fully preserved, fall to dust when touched.

7. A single level of red-stained stones, often flat and with red-stained crystals on their reverse, everywhere covers the ‘floor’ described in 6 above.

Both Features 6 and 7 can be found also at the end of the Upper Chamber at the beginning of the Squeeze where the rockfall described in Event 1 descends, forming a steep slope (Maynard and Edwards 1971: 62, Fig. 9, No. 1). Here mining was carried out in total darkness. C-14 dates obtained from the Squeeze area are as follows:

(V-92)         19,900 ± 2,000 years B.P. (128-153 millimeters under the surface),

(ANU-180) 21,200 ± 700 years B.P. (mining area No. 5, 128-204 millimeters under the surface), and

(ANU-917) 23,360 ± 300 years B.P. (mining area No. 4, on the surface under the rockfall).

8. Further powder erosion followed, containing traces of human activity. The end of activity here is C-14 dated from torches with burned ends, as 18,200 ± 300 years B.P. (ANU-1205).

9. Massive rockfalls or a rockfall of white, rough and jagged boulders ensued. None of them bear incised lines. This event must have happened at the very end of human occupation of the cave, or may, in fact, have been the cause of humans ceasing to use it.

The latest human event was the construction of ‘ritual theaters’ surrounded by incised rocks and marked by low settings of stones (see Plates 1 and 2). These settings contain stones from the white-colored Rockfall No. 9 (Sharpe and Sharpe 1976). At some places, Event 9 deeply buried the monuments of the Boulder Sanctuary.

Levels after Feature No. 3 vary extensively because of the local variables conditioning rubble and dust erosion. At one locality, the dust accumulation was a half-meter thick.

10. Dust has since then accumulated over the entire chamber to a thickness of three to five centimeters, although deeper near the cave walls. This dust is sterile.

[image: image1]
Plate 1. A ‘cobble floor’ uncovered in the Boulder Sanctuary, which might be artificial.

[image: image2]
Plate 2. The ‘cobble floor’ in its wider context. Note the seemingly stacked rocks around the floor and the cranium (marked with an arrow; see Gallus 1977: 381, Pl.12).

The clustering of the C-14 dates at around 20,000 years B.P. for the last activities in the Boulder Sanctuary coincides with a major change in Australia’s past climate towards more aridity and moving towards the present-day climatic conditions. This is not a coincidence.

However, it is regrettable that, following Wright (1971: 24-28), a date of 20,000 years B.P. for the age of the markings has been accepted and become entrenched in the literature. This date only refers to the last phase of human activity in the Upper Chamber. Since then, an older level of mining activity in Trench III of the Gallus Site has been uncovered in the ‘bottom white deposit’ (actually a substantial old rockfall, which was mined) at which Wright’s excavations ceased (Wright 1971: 24), producing the C-14 dating ANU-1201 quoted above.

The Upper Chamber is isolated by two steep inclines from the mining and living areas under the first dome of the cave, the Gallus Site, and at the beginning of the Squeeze (Maynard and Edwards 1971: 62, Fig. 9). No mining holes and no occupation levels with workshop activity, implements, or workshop refuse, have so far been found in the chamber.

Wombat Cave, Naracoorte, South Australia

Besides Koonalda Cave, there are two further well-known Australian sites of markings similar to those found in Koonalda, namely those in the Orchestra Shell Cave in Western Australia, and those in the Kintore and Cutta Cutta Caves in the Northern Territory (Hallam 1971; Walsh 1964). I wish now briefly to mention an unpublished site discovered by David Jacka in 1973, namely Wombat Cave (Jacka 1974).

Wombat Cave was formed in the endurated limestone of Pleistocene fossil beach ridges south of Adelaide, about 90 kilometers from the present coastline. Hossfeld (1950: 260-262, 268-269, and map) regarded the East Naracoorte Ranges, which are the easternmost member of the coastal dune complex, as marking the approximate position of the preglacial shoreline. A closely-parallel proximate dune-line due west he termed the West Naracoorte Ranges, and decided that it marks the Second or Great Interglacial shoreline (following the European terminology). Wombat Cave is in the latter.

Hossfeld (1950: 273-274) collected archaeological material in the dunes and argued for the possibility of human occupation of the area ‘at least as early as the initial stages of the Riss glaciation’ (in European terminology; the Third Glaciation). His remarks have been ignored by Australian archaeologists. However, in the light of the archaeological sequence found at Keilor (Gallus 1976), Hossfeld’s pioneering effort in this area should be re-examined and followed up.

It appears that all the marking styles recorded from Koonalda are found also in Wombat Cave. It is chronologically significant that one chamber became sealed off from the rest of the cave during the Pleistocene and that markings in this chamber are weathered and resemble the oldest and also weathered markings of Time Level I of Koonalda Cave, namely Styles B and C. In the open part of the cave, the highest level of stratified deposits contains extinct macrofauna (Jacka 1976, pers. comm.).

Jacka mentions other southeast Australian caves, not as yet described, that contain engravings similar to those in Wombat Cave: Blackberry Cave, Blanch Cave, and Cathedral Cave – all three in the Naracoorte area. Other caves in the state include Tantanoola Cave and the rock shelters near Blackfellows Cave.

Conclusion

A temporal sequence for the various styles of linear markings found in Koonalda and other caves – there are a great number of caves in Australia with such markings – can be distinguished. 

An important step is to move research beyond a simple descriptive stage to inquire into the significance of the line marking activities for those who made them, and how it relates to the origin of religious behavior. Two quotations seem most apt:

Theoretically fruitful work often begins with the simple effort to make sense of our inimitably untidy data. Surely a plausible ‘reading’ of a cultural ‘text’ is preferable to no reading at all (Frankel 1975: 39).

If we put off proposing theories until we had sufficient proof, it would be a backward step, because most probably we should never collect all the proof, and our views of prehistory based wholly on verified data would be virtually nil (Berenguer 1973: 92).
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