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Table14 Artefactsummaries.

Size(mm) 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 31-35 81-85 broken Total
Artefact type Stonetype

Chips Milky quartz 9 20 29 15 1 74
Clearquartz 11 19 5 35
Silcrete 1 1

Flakes Milky quartz 2 2 4
Clearquartz 1 4 4 1 10
Bandediron 1 1
Other 1 1

Backedflake Clearquartz 2 2
(geometric Silcrete 1 1
microliths)

Retouchedflake Bandediron 1 1
Ochrenodule 2 2
Total 23 47 39 17 1 1 1 3 132

OTHERARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES

Lizard traps
Although little documentedin the literature (see

Webb andGunn 2004), "lizard traps" are a widely
distributedandwell-known Aboriginal site-typein
south-westernWestern Australia. Generally they
consistof a thin graniteslab,around100 cm square
and 10 cm thick (Webb and Gunn 2004), propped
on oneendto a heightof 10 cm, usingoneor more
smaller stones(usually around 10 cm diameter).
The trap atTheHumpsis quite large(240by 120by

17 cm). It is raised 13 cm off the pavementat its
upslopeend by two small rocks (Figure 15). How,
indeed if, they were used is unknown. Given the
adeptnessof traditional desert Aborigines in
catchinglizards (cf. Gould 1969b,Tonkinson1978),
the raised slab was probably an artificial crevice
beneathwhich the lizards could retreat to when
disturbed; onlythento becaughtwith nowhereelse
to run. There would seem to be no point in
dropping the rock onto and crushing any hiding
animals, as has been suggestedin colloquial
discussions.

Figure15 TheHumpslizard trapsitewith supportrock arrowed.
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Water reserves
Gnammas, rockholes and pans are different types

of depressions in impermeable bedrock that can
catch and hold water after rain. Although gnammas
and pans are formed by the same geological process
(Twidale and Corbin 1963), archaeologically a
distinction is made between pit gnammas
(gnammas) and pan gnammas (pans) as the former
have a good depth relative to their width and hence
hold water for a good deal longer than pans, which
are broad and relatively shallow (up to 20 cm) and
are readily evaporated. Gnammas are essentially
rain-fed. In contrast to gnammas, rockholes form
along creek lines, usually as plunge pools, and are
fed by the creek-flow.

Throughout the Murchison/Wheatbelt area,
gnammas were a well-known, well-utilised and
highly valued water source for Aborigines and the
early settlers (Bowdler et al. 1989; Bindon 1997;
Webb and Gunn 2004). They provided a reliable
reserve that could be targeted by people familiar
with the country in which they occur (e.g., Gould
1969a, Myers 1991). Rockholes tend to develop at
the base of escarpments, whereas pans develop on
top of suitable rock exposures such as granite
domes and duricrust surfaces on top of
escarpments. Many gnammas, in contrast, occur as
nondescript features in a superficially nondescript
landscape and would be impossible to intentionally
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locate without detailed knowledge of the country
(e.g., Gunn and Webb 2003). Many also had granite
slab "lids" to prevent animals draining the supply
and to reduce evaporation (e.g., Webb and Gunn
2004). Traditionally, rockholes and gnammas would
have had Aboriginal names and some associated
mythology. Pans, on the other hand, were not
regarded as highly because of the more limited life
of their reserves due to evaporation.

Five gnammas have been located on and around
The Humps (Figure 3). Four occur on the granite
pediment to the north of the Mulka's Cave. Two are
quite large (e.g., Figure 16); whereas the two
adjacent to the lizard trap are very small (Table 15).
The fifth occurs on the northern mid-slope of the
hill.

A sizeable rockhole has formed within a shallow
drainage line that flows off the hill to the north of
Mulka's Cave. The ephemeral stream that feeds this
rockhole is a prominent feature of the hill. It
supports a number of well-vegetated soil patches
on an otherwise steep and barren rock slope. The
stream flows readily after rain, and continues to
trickle for some days after rain (personal
observations). The rockhole measures 8.5 by 2.0 by
0.8 m. It has a "v" profile and contains some 650
litres of water when full. As the stream leaves the
hill it winds into granite sands that quickly become
boggy. It is likely that small sub-surface soaks

Figure 16 The largest gnarnma at The Humps.
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Table 15 Gnamma dimensions and approxImate' volumes.

Site Length Width Depth Capacity
(m) (m) (m) (I)

Humps 1 1.40 0.85 0.65 77
Humps 2 400 2.50 0.60 300
Humps 3 0.45 0.20 0.30 3
Ifumps 4 0.20 0.15 0.20 1
Humps 5 upper pan 0.85 0.60 0.20
Humps 5 lower gnamma 0.25 0.20 0.35 13

would be available along the stream's path for some
time after the rockhole had dried.

The pans on top of the hill are numerous and
large (around 4.0 by 2.0 by 0.1 m) and together,
after rain, would probably hold around 1000 litres
of water. With another 1200 litres held over in the
gnammas and rockhole, and the possibility of sub­
surface soaks along the stream bed, a good
minimum supply of around 2000-3000 litres could
be ensured: more than enough for an extended
family group's transitory stopover or a larger
gathering for brief periods. The presence of these
reserves may well explain why Mulka's Cave was
chosen for decoration.

AN INTERPRETAnON OF MULKA'S CAVE

In common with other sites in the Wheatbelt
(Davidson 1952; Wolfe-Okongwu 1978; Webb and
Cunn 2004; Dept. Indigenous Affairs, Perth,
records), the art of Mulka's Cave is dominated by
handstencils, but it also includes a small number of
large and visually impressive linear paintings. The
site also houses a small number of less impressive
handprints, small paintings and drawings. Mulka's
Cave, with a total of 452 motifs, has a far higher
quantity of rock art than most other Wheatbelt rock
art sites, which tend to have fewer than 30 motifs.
The artwork also utilises a wider range of colours
than other regional sites.

As McDonald (1995) inferred for rock art sites in
the Sydney Basin, the presence of infant
handstencils and others that most likely are those of
women and adolescence suggests that at some times
family groups camped by and used the cave. The
unsuitability of the cave's floor for sleeping suggest
that the cave was used as a wet weather retreat and
that most camping occurred on the level ground in
front of the cave. This is supported by the pattern of
surface artefact distribution.

On the other hand, the painting of large geometric
designs are almost certainly the work of senior
males and most likely refer to the Dreaming tracks
of totemic ancestors, as they do in the Western
Desert and Central Australia (Spencer and Cillen
1899; Could 1969b; Bardon 1979; Myers 1991).
These paintings and the associated Mulka story

suggest that, at times, the cave was associated with
local nearby rituals, at which times it would have
been off-limits to women and children. A similar
dual-use has been proposed for the densely
decorated shelter at walganha (Walga Rock), which
was known to have been used for ritual in the
recent past but was apparently open to women and
children at non-ceremonial times (Cunn et al. 1997).

Overall then, it is suggested that Mulka's Cave
was used by the full age-range of the population,
although whether at the same time or at different
times for different purposes, is yet to be
determined. This view does not support the
suggestion that the cave was used as a store-house
for ceremonial objects (Serventy 1952), as such
store-houses were, and in many areas still are,
invariably accessed only by senior males and are
always off-limits to women and children (e.g.,
Could 1969b, Mountford 1976).

The large area of the campsite in front of the
shelter along with the higher number of stone
artefacts relative to other art sites in the region
suggests that occupation here was indeed recurrent;
but whether through short-term, large gatherings or
prolonged occupation by small family groups is
likewise unknown. The artefacts were made from a
limited array of raw materials, all available locally,
suggesting that Mulka's Cave was not a focus for
large inter-regional gatherings when materials from
well outside the region would be brought in by the
visitors.

Most water sources and granite outcrops within
the region, particularly those with rock art or stone
arrangements, probably had associated myths
similar to the Mulka story recorded for this site.
This was certainly the case elsewhere in Australia
where such information has been collected (e.g.,
Hallam 1972; Berndt and Berndt 1977: 243-256;
Strehlow 1978; Myers 1991). Hence, while it is
tempting to give some special credence to Mulka's
Cave because of the survival of the Mulka myth,
this should not be seen as particularly unusual. On
the other hand, some myths were more significant
than others, possibly due to the strengths of
particular clans or individuals (see Spencer and
Cillen 1899). Whether the Mulka story was of
regional significance or of only local importance is
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unknown. The high quantity of artwork, the wide
range of colours used, the size of the campsite and
the extensive area encompassed by the myth,
suggest that Mulka's Cave had at least a regional
significance. In contrast to this, the restricted range
of motif types used suggests that the site was not a
place of inter-tribal gatherings or "aggregation site"
as defined by Conkey (1980) and Galt-Smith (1997).
At most, the Mulka's Cave site complex would
seem likely to have been a focus for local group
ceremonies, such as initiation or maintenance
rituals. From what we know of such rituals, they
were invariably focused on open areas away from
general campsites and that rock art use was
generally a tangential, albeit important, component
of the main ceremony. It is therefore unlikely that
Mulka's Cave itself was the principal focus for these
ceremonies. If ceremonies did take place at The
Humps, they would have been held nearby, either
on the dome or out on the adjacent plains, with
visits to the cave just one aspect of the ceremony. A
likely location for the performance of the main
ceremony has not been located.

CONCLUSION

In keeping with the regional profile, the rock art
preserved within Mulka's Cave is dominated by
handstencils but with a small number of geometric
designs. Typically however, one or two of the latter
are the largest and most visually impressive motifs
within the site. The suite at Mulka's Cave is the
densest concentration of rock art yet recorded
within south-western Western Australia and
consequently must be seen to be one of the most
significant archaeological sites within the region.

Similarly, the artefact scatter in front of the shelter
is far denser than those noted at most other rock art
complexes in south-western Australia (Webb and
Gunn 2004), suggesting that the site was important
as a recurrent focus of occupation. The
archaeological potential of the deposits here have
been tested but have yet to be explored to their full
depth. The importance of this potential must be
acknowledged in the future management of the site.

The interpretation of the evidence to date,
although based on analogies from other areas,
suggests that the site was used both for ritual
purposes related to broader ceremonies held nearby
and, probably at different times, for general
occupation.

Today, Mulka's Cave is of great significance to
the local Noongar community and also, but for
different reasons, to non-Indigenous residents of
the region and the local tourist industry. It is one of
the most visited rock art sites in Western Australia
and hence has a broad potential for positive
educational uses.

The main focus of this study was to document the
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site and illustrate the importance of its' rock art. It
is hoped that this will ensure that Mulka's Cave,
and The Humps Reserve in which it lies, continues
to be managed and interpreted, in a culturally
sensitive manner, to the highest standards are
available.
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