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The Photography

I photographed for three main reasons: to make a close-up survey of certain areas of engravings to take more general photographs suitable for the National Geographic Magazine, and to document the work dose by the others in the expedition. These aims were achieved except that I was hoping to do a wider survey of the markings. So far I have only seen about an eighth of all the photos taken (and then only contact prints from some black and white negatives) and I am pleased with those results. When we have large prints from all the black and white negatives we can do more analysis of the lines and Christine’s results will be supplemented.

The Upper Chamber as a Ritual Sanctuary

After the 1973 expedition to Koonalda it was thought that the part of the upper chamber in which an found the engraved boulders was a ritual sanctuary in which ancient paths were defined by engraved boulders, bones had been placed, floors made, etc. Now it seems as if the whole of the upper chamber is a ritual sanctuary, but most of it is covered with rock falls.

All the rocks in the upper chamber as far down as we can go or see are boulders, and they all appear to have fallen. There are, however, two categories of rocks: these which are virtually all smooth and rounded, and those which are mostly jagged. The rounded ones (and the walls and roof) have probably been made smooth by water flowing through what was at one stage some sort of chamber, and its rounded boulder floor has collapsed (not too far as the height to the roof is not very great) since the rounded boulders do not now form a solid floor. I would consider these rounded boulders to be the basic floor of the upper chamber onto which the roof and walls have collapsed at different places and times.

There are in fact many different rockfalls in the upper chamber, and of many different ages. Their comparative ages can be gauged by their comparative wearing, dust accumulations, whether or not humans have used then, and the depositions they cover. One of the oldest falls is at the very front of the upper chamber at the top of the climb from the Gallus site. It is very worn and has old red dust on it,

The middle of the upper chamber, from just before the ‘directional stele’ almost to the ‘squeeze’ is covered by a comparatively recent fall. Under it you can find rounded boulders, and the end of it (you can see where it finishes because the roof at that point returns from being jagged to being smooth) has rolled down the slope to the ‘squeeze,’ knocking down some rounded boulders, and falling amongst that original floor at the bottom, There are still some large rounded boulders forming the faces of that slope, testifying to what must have been an extremely steep dope before the roof fall filled it up to make a more gentle slope. This fall appears to have only the more recent rosa dust on it.

There is another fall in the first part of the chamber which is a little older than the one above. It has a redder dust on it under the rosa, and has had floors made in it, torches dropped on it, and very rough engravings made on it. There are no such signs in the mammoth fall described above.

The relevance of this is that the people in the cave used the whole of the rounded boulder floor, including all that under the roof and wall rockfalls, engraving the boulders, leaving charcoal and torch pieces behind, etc. They also used some of the rockfalls, but not to the same extent (because the falls were after the main period of cave use? But anyway, not many surfaces exist on the falls for fine, delicate engraving).

In order to prove this we looked in a number of holes underneath the rockfalls, in most instances removing rubble to get into them (Neil presumably gives more detail on these), In them you find engravings on the smooth boulders under the jagged rubble, torch stubs, pieces of charcoal, etc. Chasing after a roll of exposed film which fell between the rocks we found a huge area of engravings under a fall for which there was no entrance. In these areas there are surfaces suitable for engraving and which are not rounded boulders, namely the smooth undersides of the roof pieces which now form the roof of the holes. But these are not engraved. At one place I selected an area of rubble removing gently a small number of rocks piece by piece (they were replaced) to reveal engravings on two smooth boulders. Parts of both of them were not covered and the engravings on them were continuous from the uncovered to the covered sections.

Of course objections can be made that the Aborigines went down into the holes in the rock falls to make the engravings and covered up the entrances on their exit. Such objections can be made no matter what proof we come up with, because one of the problems is that engravings do not survive being under thick dust, and are easily destroyed by bumping and sliding rocks. Thus to have engravings intact you need them to be exposed and in safe places, and probably will not find them if you dig for them in the dust and rubble. However, I feel that the consistency with which we found them under the rubble on the rounded boulders is ample proof that the floors of rounded boulders were used before the rock collapses onto these floors.

Engraved rounded boulders also stick out from either end of the rockfalls. When you climb up the slope to the upper chamber from the Gallus site you find them about two thirds of the way up. At the other end of the chamber there are engraved rounded boulders in the most photographed finger marked wall area, in the ‘squeeze’ area, and also sticking out of the rockfall which forms the slope down to the ‘squeeze.’ A good example of this is a beautifully-shaped smooth ‘bird’ sitting under an overhang on some loose rubble.

I think it is important to see the whole of the upper chamber as a huge ritual sanctuary (perhaps the largest in the world) where various things involving the marking of the smooth floor boulders, the walls, and mining (near the ‘squeeze’), the deposition of bones, etc., took place I would say all concurrently; this is the re-enacting of myth in a ritual setting.

The next step is to ask what more can we say about this sanctuary. The following are things we might be able to say based on the now exposed areas of the sanctuary:

a. Ritual floors have been made. Some are obvious as, for example, floor 15I where the rubble from a rockfall has been picked up to make a smooth flattish floor and has been put around the sides of the floor to make a wall. Another floor (floor 7I) has been formed by stones being placed against the engravings on a boulder to form a near circle.

b. Bones have been ritually placed, perhaps as offerings. Usually these are large vertebrae sections of marsupials. Some have had rocks placed over them (e.g. the cache between rocks 1K and 1L).

c. Wooden torches have been used and some placed in positions suitable for wide illumination. Their stubs and charcoal remain as do pieces of burned twig. A problem is the small loose twigs lying over a large part of the floor because it is hard to see their origin and why you find them where you do. Perhaps they are the remains of torches made in the upper chamber from branches of bush taken up there.

d. There are pathways in the upper chamber, but they seem now to be the natural ones used; that is, they are the easiest ways of access around the upper chamber. It may be that to some extent these paths were constructed by the Koonalda People, since parts of the paths go over flattish rocks under which are torch remains, etc. Some previously called paths appear now to be more than that. Two are series of floors all adjoining each other, and another is an engraved slope which moves from beside the main path 1-2 down to a rockfall beside the right-hand wall.

e. It may be possible to distinguish different phases of use of the upper chamber, especially once we have clear associations between the use aspects of the chamber, the carbon-14 datings, and the stratigraphies. For example, we may be able to distinguish between people who used large pieces of wood as torches and those who used bundles of twigs, making their torches up there. It might be possible to single out a period of construction, of making floors (and pathways?), or a period of offering-leaving practices. More importantly, we may be able to distinguish different periods of engraving types; for example, it appears now that the fine boulder engravings were done before some of the constructions, and perhaps a coarser engraving style is more recent.

f. One of the most important aspects of the upper chamber is the shapes of the smooth, rounded boulders. Not only is there an association between the engravings and the shapes, curves, holes, etc., but also their shapes arouse strong aesthetic (religious) feelings from us, and we are sure that this would likewise happen for the people who originally visited Koonalda. It is still in this way a sacred shrine.

