
Liz Reed, Flinders University

The fossils of the 
Naracoorte Caves



• The Naracoorte WH Area is around 307 hectares and has 26 
known caves, the majority of which contain bone deposits.

• The largest of these deposits are contained in the Victoria 
Fossil Cave and Cathedral Cave.

• Naracoorte’s caves have acted as pitfall traps & predator dens 
for almost half a million years.

• They preserve a series of ‘snapshots’ of ancient life in one 
geographic location.

Naracoorte Caves World Heritage Area



• Natural traps - ‘pitfall’- animals fall into cave via entrance & 
become trapped, unable to climb or fly out.

• Transport of bone material into cave by wind or water action.

• Natural deaths of cave-dwelling or frequenting animals e.g. 
possums, bats, birds.

• Bones collected by scavengers or herbivores.

• Bones accumulated by mammalian and avian predators that 
use caves as dens e.g. owls, Tasmanian Devils.

Modes of bone accumulation in caves



Cave entrances

Influence the mode of accumulation and composition of the fauna.
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The Fauna

• Naracoorte’s cave deposits preserve a rich record of the local fauna of 
the past.

• This record extends back at least 500,000 years and continues until the 
present day.

• The Naracoorte deposits span several glacial cycles, significant periods 
of climate and vegetation change and the arrival of humans.

• Recent work aims to place the fauna in a time / stratigraphic  context to 
better understand faunal change over time. 

• At least 118 species of amphibian, reptile, bird and mammal are 
represented.



The Fauna - Amphibians

5 species of frogs.

All living in area 
today.



The Fauna - Reptiles

2 tortoise species. 3 elapid 
snakes.

Recent finds – 4 new lizards.

8 lizard species



Naracoorte’s reptilian megafauna

Wonambi naracoortensis

Megalania prisca



The Fauna - Birds



Naracoorte’s avian megafauna

Progura naracoortensis

Genyornis newtoni

Giant Mallee Fowl

Giant Flightless bird



MAMMALS - Monotremes

2 species of Echidna, no record of Platypus.

Tachyglossus aculeatus
Short-beaked Echidna

Megalibgwilia ramsayi
Extinct Long-beaked Echidna



MAMMALS – Marsupials: Dasyuromorphia

2 families, 14 species



MAMMALS – Marsupials: Peramelemorphia

2 genera, 3 species

Isoodon obesulus
Southern Brown Bandicoot

Perameles gunnii
Eastern Barred Bandicoot



MAMMALS – Marsupials: Diprotodontia



MAMMALS – Marsupials: Diprotodontia



Naracoorte’s megafauna - Diprotodontids

Diprotodon optatum

Palorchestes azael

Zygomaturus trilobus



Naracoorte’s megafauna - Thylacoleonidae

Thylacoleo carnifex



Marsupials: Potoroidae & Macropodidae



Marsupials: Potoroidae & Macropodidae

12 genera, 28 species



Naracoorte’s megafauna - the kangaroos

The sthenurine kangaroos
Protemnodon

Procoptodon



MAMMALS – Placentals: Bats & Rodents

1 bat species

Rodents -:
6 genera, 
12 species





Faunal composition, diet & habitat





The big picture and beyond…

• Modern palaeontology is much more than collecting fossils.

• We take a multi-disciplinary, ‘whole site’ approach incorporating 
geology, taphonomy, faunal analysis and dating at all stages of 
investigation.

• Making the most of current technologies – dating, stable carbon isotope 
analysis, DNA, pollen, tooth microwear, bone histology, 
microstratigraphy, bone chemistry etc.

• Cave deposits are finite resources - important to consider methodology 
and to preserve some of the deposits for future generations who will
have better techniques.



The big picture and beyond …

• The ultimate aim of research at Naracoorte is to track changes in fauna 
and environment over time.

• Naracoorte is uniquely placed to answer some of the big questions eg. 
megafaunal extinction, the impact of climate and humans on faunas.

• Naracoorte is the ‘Rosetta Stone’ for the Pleistocene of Australia.

• Each deposit is a ‘snapshot’ of the past and we aim to piece together 
the stories from each cave to place the faunas in time and space.

• Currently, a focus is on the younger part of the record ie. <100,000 
years and particularly the terminal Pleistocene and Holocene –
applications for modern biodiversity & conservation problems.


