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15 Investigating the 
ancient past
15.1  Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in your 
learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you learn the content and concepts covered in the topic.

15.1.1 Links with our times
Around eighteen hundred years ago, men fought in bloody battles in an ancient Roman arena. Crowds bigger 
than those at most football matches cheered them on as each fighter slashed at the other with a short sword, 
hoping to maim or kill him, while ducking and weaving to avoid his opponent’s deadly blows. At the end of 
this brutal contest, the victor would turn to the emperor or the crowd and await their signal — to spare his 
opponent or kill him.

We do not know much about these individual fights, but we do know these things happened, and we know 
why these warriors, who were called gladiators, killed and died. We know that most people at the time found 
it entertaining to watch such horrors and that many thought it proper to provide such entertainment. We know 
these things because archaeologists and historians use clues, such as stone fragments and many other sources, 
to bring the past to life. History uses evidence that includes all kinds of traces, from skeletons to old books, 
paintings and photographs. History involves using such evidence to try to find the truth about what happened in 
former times.

What clues can we follow to learn about the past?

Resources

eWorkbook Customisable worksheets for this topic

Video eLesson Investigating the past (eles-1057)

elesson To come

SOURCE 1  A group dressed as Roman soldiers, 
reenacting a parade 

c15InvestigatingTheAncientPast.indd   2 02/06/20   7:16 PM

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



TOPIC 15 Investigating The Ancient Past 3TOPIC 15 Investigating the ancient past 3

15.2  Detective work and archaeology

15.2.1 Written sources and archaeological sources
As you know, our evidence for the past comes from primary sources — sources that were created in the time 
we are investigating. Depending on the event and place, primary sources might include bones, tools, weapons, 
letters, newspapers, works of art or photographs. For prehistory, we have no written primary sources, but for 
most periods of history we can divide primary sources into written sources (including poems, songs, letters, 
myths and legends) and archaeological sources (including tools, pottery, coins, toys, paintings, jewellery, tombs 
and entire cities).

As a historian tests a hypothesis, he or she will compare sources with other sources to assess reliability and 
ensure the theory is supported by evidence. Historians often draw on the work of other experts for their sources.

15.2.2 Archival research
When historians research historical periods during which written records were kept, they often find many 
of their primary sources in archives. These are organised collections of records. For example, historians 
researching the history of Christianity in medieval times might carry out their research in the Vatican archives 
in Rome because this is where the records of the Roman Catholic Church are held.

15.2.3 Digging up the past
Historians also draw on the work of archaeologists. These experts examine the physical remains of the past; 
they collect, record and interpret them. Sometimes we already know where to find such archaeological sources. 
Examples include sites such as the pyramids in Egypt and the Great Wall of China. Very often, however, 
archaeologists have to dig to find evidence of the past. Generally, the older the site, the deeper the dig  
has to be.

Deciding where to dig
The first decision archaeologists have to make is where to dig for remains of past times. Many remains become 
buried over time by wind-blown sands, sediments from floods or volcanic ash. Some remains are hidden 
but clues to their whereabouts may be in sources such as old documents. 
Caves are likely places in which to look and so are mounds of earth or 
other features that suggest that humans have changed the landscape (see 
SOURCE 2). Sometimes ancient remains are found purely by accident.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain where we find evidence of the past.

DID YOU KNOW?

For investigations of prehistoric and ancient times, historians and archaeologists also use important information 
from other scientists. Anthropologists study human behaviour, especially in tribal societies. Their findings help 
historians to understand past societies. Palaeontologists study fossils (traces of humans and animals from 
prehistoric times). Cryptographers specialise in breaking codes. Their skills have helped us to decipher and read 
some ancient languages.

sediment    the material that settles 
at the bottom of a liquid
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SOURCE 1  Activities at an archaeological dig
int-5968
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Modern archaeologists also use a number of scientific techniques. Aerial and satellite 
photography can locate patches of earth that have different temperatures or different 
vegetation caused by buried settlements or tombs. Sonar equipment can be used to locate 
relics, including sunken boats, that lie beneath seas.

Excavating remains
Once the site for an excavation, 
or dig, has been decided on 
there are several steps to follow. 
Archaeologists have to obtain 
permission to dig from the 
government of the country in which 
the site is located. They then survey 
the site, marking it out in squares 
with pegs and strings. When digging 
commences, the archaeologists must 
be careful not to damage remains. 
The remains might be close to the 
surface. But sites that have been 
occupied for a long time can have 
several layers of remains. These 
layers are called strata and the oldest remains will normally be in the deepest strata. As they 
remove earth, the archaeological team searches carefully for remains. They label each find to 
record the square and level in which it was found.

Help from other scientists
Other scientific experts and new 
technologies are frequently used to 
help archaeologists to interpret their 
finds. Such experts include forensic 
pathologists who examine human 
remains to find evidence of what 
people ate and what might have 
caused their deaths. Technologies 
include computer programs that 
can analyse remains of buildings to 
create 3D images suggesting how 
they once looked.
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SOURCE 1  Activities at an archaeological dig  A Finds are carefully washed and labelled to record the trench and layers in which 
they were found.

 B Strata revealed by the trench help archaeologists to date the various layers of  
the dig.

 C Brushes and trowels are used to carefully uncover objects.

 D Objects and sections of the site are photographed.

 E After the site has been searched for objects, earth is removed from the trench.

 F Positions of objects are recorded using drawing frames divided into squares.

 G An ongoing record of progress at the dig is kept.

SOURCE 2  Mounds called barrows were made in 
England in prehistoric times. They were usually the 
burial place of a chief or king.

SOURCE 3  Remains of a ditch called a moat that 
was dug around a castle at Old Sarum in England in 
the eleventh century CE
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15.2.4 Survival by chance
Only some archaeological traces of the distant 
past have survived. Many more have been 
destroyed by a range of causes. These include:

 • demolition and rebuilding
 • natural decay and erosion by wind, rain 

and floods
 • theft. Almost all of the tombs of the 

Egyptian pharaohs were robbed of their 
treasures in ancient times.

 • war. Many ancient towns and cities were 
smashed and burned in wars.

15.2.5 Clues from pottery
One of the most common and important 
sources of archaeological evidence is pottery. 
Pottery is made by shaping wet clay and 
then baking the clay so that it hardens and 
keeps the shape the potter has given it. 
Pottery has been made for about 10 000 
years in East Asia, the Middle East and the 
Mediterranean region.

Pottery was used in much the same way that 
we use glass and plastic bottles and jars today 
— mainly for holding and storing food and 
drinks. A lot of evidence comes from pottery 
because people threw away their broken pots. 
The broken pieces are called sherds, and even 
small pieces can help in building up a picture 
of the past. Archaeologists have named some 
prehistoric people after the style of pottery 
they made.

Particular pottery styles can be identified with 
different ages. For example, in one period a 
typical container made of pottery might have 
a long neck but no handles. In another age, a 
typical style might have a short neck and a handle. Such differences help archaeologists to compare pottery 
from different sites to decide whether they are likely to belong to the same age or to a different time. Further 
clues are provided by decoration. Some vases, jugs, urns and bowls were engraved or painted with scenes 
showing the customs, work, stories and beliefs of the societies that produced them.

SOURCE 4  Painted pottery from ancient Greece, sixteenth 
or fifteenth century BCE

SOURCE 5  Small pottery vases found together in Rome. 
They are from the first century BCE. Each contains a 
small piece of bone from a dead person, and each has an 
inscription stating the person’s name and date of death.

DID YOU KNOW?

When archaeology began in the eighteenth century, some archaeologists were wealthy amateurs. They had no 
real training, and some of their expeditions destroyed more than they saved when they dug up ancient treasures. 
Among the greatest of all twentieth-century scientific archaeologists was an Australian, Vere Gordon Childe 
(1892–1957). He became a leader in the archaeology of prehistoric times.
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15.3  How old is it?

15.3.1 Dating techniques
Archaeologists are finding evidence of our past all the time. Before we can assess what the source of evidence 
tells us about past human activity, we need to know how old the source is. Being able to date evidence allows 

15.2 ACTIVITY

Working in small groups, list reasons there would usually be more archaeological evidence from ancient times 
than from prehistoric times.  History concepts: Continuity and change

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain how the date of evidence is worked out.

15.2 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Complete the following sentences:
 a. Primary sources include _____ sources (including poems, letters and legends) and _____ sources (including 

tools, pottery, paintings, jewellery and entire cities).
 b. Archives are organised _____ of ____ sources.
 2. What three tasks describe the main work of archaeologists?
 3. List the kinds of clues that help archaeologists to decide where to dig.
 4. Name two technologies that help archaeologists locate sites for digs.
 5. List two causes of destruction of archaeological traces.
 6. What kinds of archaeological traces would be most likely to be lost through theft?
 7. What did people do with broken pottery in ancient times?

Apply your understanding

 8. Write descriptions of four activities that people are performing in SOURCE 1.
 9. Imagine you are one of the people in SOURCE 1. The site you are excavating is thought to be the remains of 

a city that was destroyed in a war. Describe in a diary entry your feelings about your day’s work, what you 
might hope to find and what you might actually have found.

 10. Examine SOURCES 2 and 3.
 a. Describe what you see in each photograph.
 b. Explain why it is obvious that humans did something to change the landscape shown in each photograph.
 c. What might an archaeologist expect to find on a dig at either of these sites?

For help with analysing sources, see topic 13 History concepts and skills.
 11. Look closely at the details in SOURCES 4 and 5. Use these details and information in the captions to form a 

hypothesis about each of the civilisations that made these items.
 12. Why is pottery such an important source of evidence for archaeologists?

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1–7

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6–8

LEVEL 3
Questions 
9–12
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historians to place events and human behaviours in time order. It also helps to identify any links between past 
groups of people. Sometimes it allows experts to detect fakes.

Some dating methods will not reveal how old something is — just 
whether it is older or younger than something else. These methods 
are called relative dating techniques. Two of these are stratigraphy 
and fluorine dating.

Stratigraphy is the study of the different strata or layers revealed 
when a slice is cut down through the earth.

The longer that bones lie in the earth, the more fluorine they 
absorb from the soil. So the more fluorine it has, the older the 
bone. Fluorine testing was used to expose one of the most famous 
scientific frauds in history — the Piltdown Man. For 41 years the 
skull of this so-called creature had been accepted as firm evidence 
of the ‘missing link’ between ape and man. Fluorine testing 
conducted in 1953 found that the top section of the skull was much 
older than the jawbone and teeth. It was then revealed that the remains of a human skull had been carefully 
joined with those of a chimpanzee. It is still a mystery who set up this amazing fraud.

SOURCE 1  Limitations of radiocarbon dating.  This 
diagram indicates different types of objects that might 
be found during the excavation of a site that has been 
occupied over thousands of years. Radiocarbon dating 
gives approximate dates before the present. There is a 95 
per cent chance the true date falls within 200 years either 
side of any estimated radiocarbon-dated age. However, 
radiocarbon dating cannot date anything that died more 
than about forty thousand years ago. In such remains 
there will not be enough C14 left for radiocarbon dating 
to work. Artefacts such as stone tools cannot be dated 
this way because they were never alive. But if they were 
found alongside a layer of plant remains or charcoal, that 
material could be dated, and the age of the tools would 
probably be similar.

relative dating techniques    
methods used to assess 
whether something is older than 
something else (e.g. stratigraphy, 
fluorine dating)

strata    (singular: stratum) distinct 
layers of material beneath the 
ground, built up over time, 
that provide information for 
archaeologists and geologists

radiocarbon dating    a way of 
dating objects of plant or animal 
origin according to the amount of 
carbon left within them

SOURCE 2  One famous object that has been 
radiocarbon dated is the Shroud of Turin — 
said by some to be the cloth in which Christ 
was wrapped after his crucifixion. These tests, 
carried out in the late 1980s, indicated the 
cloth was only around seven hundred years 
old. Then further tests were performed. These 
proved that only the bacteria and mould on 
the cloth were around seven hundred years 
old. The mystery continues. Written records 
confirm the cloth did exist in 1357.
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What’s its age?
Absolute dating techniques are used to work out the actual age of something or someone. Archaeologists 
combine these with relative dating techniques. For example, if absolute dating techniques prove that an object 
is 1000 years old, and the object was found in a particular stratum (or layer), then archaeologists can generally 
assume that any objects found in strata below this will be more than 1000 years old. There are many different 
absolute dating techniques.

Radiocarbon dating
All living things absorb C14, which is a radioactive form of carbon. This chemical process stops when the 
human, plant or animal dies. Then any C14 in the once-living tissue starts to decay. Scientists know the rate at 
which C14 breaks down. By working out how much of it still remains, they can work backwards to establish 
the likely date of death, and hence the approximate age.

15.3.2 Tree rings tell stories about the past
What might seem like one of the strangest of all dating methods involves using tree rings and so we call it 
tree-ring dating. The scientific name for this method is dendrochronology. All trees have tree rings and they 
can help with dating old objects. But the technique only works if the objects were made of wood. The age of 
a tree is worked out by counting the number of rings in the wood. A new ring is formed every year in a tree’s 
life. The width and shape of each ring depend on environmental conditions such as rainfall and soil type. All 
trees of the same type growing in the same area will have the same environmental conditions, so the pattern of 
their growth rings will be very similar.

Sometimes the age of wooden items such as spear handles and roof beams 
can be worked out by matching the growth rings in the wood with those in a 
dated sample from trees in the same area — as long as they are of the same 
species.

SOURCE 3  Tree growth rings

absolute dating techniques    
methods used to assess the age 
of something (e.g. radiocarbon 
dating, tree-ring dating)
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DID YOU KNOW?

In recent years, DNA evidence has become another important scientific method for discovering information that 
can be used by archaeologists and historians. DNA samples can tell us who people’s ancestors were. Using 
DNA analysis, scientists have found that the ancestors of all modern humans came from Africa (see topic 14 The 
ancient world: c. 60 000 BCE to c. 650 CE).

15.3 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What are strata?
 2. Will objects found in a lower stratum be older or newer than those found in a higher stratum?
 3. What is radiocarbon dating, and how can knowing the rate at which C14 breaks down help in finding out the 

likely age of any once-living remains?
 4. What is another name for dendrochronology (see SOURCE 3)?
 5. How might dendrochronology help in finding out the age of wooden objects?

Apply your understanding

 6. Look at the artefacts illustrated in SOURCE 1. Describe the kinds of changes that must have happened in 
ways people lived at this site over many ages.

 7. Examine SOURCE 2 and outline why you think the Shroud of Turin might be regarded by many people as 
something of great historical significance.

 8. Look at the evidence in SOURCE 3. Suggest how old (approximately) the tree was using the tree growth rings.
 9. Design a mind map to represent the technologies that help archaeologists to date the sources of evidence 

that they discover.
 10. Imagine you are an archaeologist investigating a recently discovered medieval site. You have found pottery, 

books, wooden furniture and bones. Identify and describe the dating techniques you could use to work out 
the age of each item in order to identify what changed over the centuries during which the site was occupied.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1–5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6–9

LEVEL 3
Questions 
10
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15.4  Investigating ancient Australia

15.4.1 How do we know about ancient Australia?
The history and beliefs of ancient Australia were not written onto clay tablets or scrolls of papyrus. Modern 
archaeologists often begin their study of the life and culture of ancient Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities by talking and consulting with the traditional owners of the land.

From oral tradition and archaeology
Our ancient past was remembered through the spoken word. This 
oral history was passed down through the generations. As such, the 
archaeological record of our ancient past is incomplete. Archaeologists 
gather their evidence from ancient occupation sites such as camps, 
quarries, shell middens and fish traps, burial areas, and ceremonial 
and sacred sites. Archaeologists interpret layers of sediment, charcoal, 
clay and sand. Sites, such as Lake Mungo in the Willandra Lakes 
region of western New South Wales, are studied and interpreted by 
not only archaeologists, but also geologists, palaeontologists and 
anthropologists.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe the sources of evidence about ancient Australia.

SOURCE 1  Newspaper account of archaeological excavations at Barrow Island, Western Australia

Boodie Cave on Barrow Island is yielding an ancient secret of global significance: resourceful, well-fed 
humans were living in its limestone chambers more than 50 000 years ago, several thousand years earlier 
than archaeologists had estimated.

The startling evidence has been unearthed in surgically excavated pits on Barrow, Western Australia’s second 
largest island, 50 kilometres off the Pilbara coast.

Thousands of tiny artefacts lie in sediment dated to 50 000 years old…

There are even older dates of 53 000 years from grains mixed in with fragments of a shellfish meal.

…

‘People talked about it, and dates of 47 000 for Aboriginal occupation have been well accepted, but there was no 
hard data before,’ [lead archeologist Peter Veth says].

…

Barrow Island was once part of the original coastal plain of northwest Australia, now drowned.

For three years, teams from UWA, the University of Queensland, James Cook University and Sacramento 
University have dug pits in the cave floor, unearthing evidence that early Australians lived off marine and 
terrestrial life along the limestone ridges until sea levels rose and Barrow became an island 7500 years ago.

And they dined well in a stunningly productive landscape, Veth says.

‘You take off the sterile soil surface and… in layers below are (the remains of) turtle, oyster, crocodile, porpoise, 
sea urchin and freshwater mussel. It’s like a seafood basket, only 50 times richer. There are also the bones of 
marsupial carnivores and kangaroos — these people were eating better than we do.’

Several traditional owners also helped, such as Eden Bobby from the Kuruma Marthudunera Aboriginal 
Corporation. ‘It was a privilege to see first-hand how archaeologists use scientific techniques to understand how 
the old people of this land lived tens of thousands of years ago,’ he said.

quarry    an excavation or pit from which 
stone or building material is cut

shell midden    a mound of shells and 
other waste material marking the site of an 
ancient community

anthropologist    someone who researches 
the appearance and features of the life of 
prehistoric people and the connections 
they had with other human populations

geologist    someone who studies the 
sediments and landforms associated with 
ancient campsites

palaeontologist    a scientist who studies 
fossils
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Lore and museums
‘Caring for country’ is a very important responsibility taken on by many 
Indigenous Australian communities. To Aboriginal peoples ‘country’ refers to 
the traditional land to which a person belongs, or the land of their Dreaming. 
In caring for their country, the traditional owners of the land share knowledge 
and pass on the lore.

Non-Indigenous people and government institutions, such as museums, also 
have an important role to play in protecting and conserving the heritage, 
culture and artefacts of ancient Australia. Museums are the places where the 
stories of many people, places and times can be told. The National Museum 
of Australia preserves and displays collections of artefacts that represent our 
history from ancient to modern times (see subtopic 15.6).

Artefacts become wonderful sources of information when they are given a 
background. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art and objects come to 
life when they are interpreted by people who have traditional knowledge and 
understanding. Connecting the oral traditions with the museum objects helps 
us to see the images and hear the voices of ancient Australia. What survived 
from the ancient past can then give us a glimpse of the world as it was for 
the first Australians.

DID YOU KNOW?

Stone tools are the longest lasting objects that archaeologists find because organic substances such as plants 
and animals perish after only a few hundred years. Nature sometimes preserves objects, such as the wooden 
boomerangs that survived in the water-logged peat bog of South Australia’s Wyrie Swamp for over 10 000 years 
and the 20 000-year-old bone tools at Devil’s Lair in Western Australia.

SOURCE 2  Denise Lovett of the Gunditjmara people (western Victoria) explaining the importance of connecting 
artefacts, such as the emu-feather skirt made by her ancestors, with the object’s cultural background

I look at the feathers that the women would have collected, made and danced with. I wonder what song they 
were singing while they danced. Rightfully, this should have been handed down to someone’s daughter and the 
story handed down too. It’s sad that we don’t have the whole meaning of them, that they are just objects.

the Dreaming    in Aboriginal 
spirituality, the time when the 
Earth took on its present form and 
cycles of life and nature began; 
also known as the Dreamtime. It 
explains creation and the nature 
of the world, the place that every 
person has in that world and the 
importance of ritual and tradition. 
Dreaming Stories pass on 
important knowledge, laws and 
beliefs.

lore    the customs and stories 
that came from the Dreaming and 
continue to govern all aspects of 
traditional life

heritage    everything that has 
come down to us from the past

artefact    an object made or 
changed by humans

Most intriguing are material clues to a resourceful people who harvested food and traded items over possibly 
hundreds of kilometres. ‘Heating stones’ were nestled among ancient turtle remains, large quartzite pebbles 
carried back from inland gorges to act as cooking agents.

Baler shells show signs of being shaped into spoons or incised with mysterious markings.

…

‘One of the big questions of Australian archeology is “When did Aboriginal people get here?”’

‘To jump over that 50 000-year mark, with the reliable results of Peter and his team, will attract a lot of 
international interest in this find.’

So when exactly did the First Australians make landfall?

‘That’s the big question,’ McNiven says. ‘We’re now able to say it’s at least 50–53 000 years ago. It’s getting 
earlier and earlier all the time.’
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SOURCE 3  An emu-feather dance skirt, made and worn by Wendy 
Berick of the Dja Dja Wurrung people (Melbourne, Victoria)

15.4 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What is an artefact? Give an example.
 2. Why do modern archaeologists talk to today’s traditional owners of the land?
 3. How were the histories and beliefs of ancient Australia passed down through generations?
 4. Barrow Island off the Western Australian coastline was once part of the original coastal plain of north Western 

Australia. True or false?
 5. Explain why stone tools are a rare archaeological find.
 6. Archaeologists gather their evidence from many places. Identify the layers that archaeologists investigate.

Apply your understanding

 7. Suggest why archaeological sources may not give a complete picture of life in ancient Australia.
 8. Why is the evidence found at Boodie Cave in SOURCE 1 described as ‘startling’?
 9. What were some of the ‘material remains’ that were found at Barrow Island (SOURCE 1)?
 10. From an examination of SOURCE 3, what assumptions could you make about the resources people used in 

ancient Australia.
 11. ‘Artefacts from ancient Australia can only reveal their true meaning if their cultural background is also 

considered.’ Explain what you understand by this statement. SOURCES 2 and 3 may help you to do this.
 12. Consider the ways we can learn about ancient Australia as presented in this subtopic. Rank them from most 

useful to least useful as a way of learning about ancient Australia’s past. Justify your ranking.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1–5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6–10

LEVEL 3
Questions 
11–12
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15.5  Conserving the past

15.5.1 Investigating Australia’s ancient past
With all the fascinating information that archaeological and scientific study of ancient burial sites can give us, 
it is easy to forget that these sites are also places of great spiritual significance and that ancient Australia is not 
just a story of the past.

The traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander owners and custodians of the land continue to care 
for country and all the generations who belong to it. Australian governments now recognise the rights that 
Indigenous communities have over human remains, artefacts and heritage sites. Debate over the control and 
correct treatment of human remains and heritage continues to be an important issue in Australia.

The role of the archaeologist
Careful investigation of archaeological sites is where the collection of evidence begins. The sites are the source 
of information and the basis for our archaeological understanding of how people lived in ancient Australia. 
Most sites have been found through careful survey of the landscape. Pits and trenches are then dug so that 
excavation can reveal the layers of history found in places such as middens and campsites.

Archaeological evidence of ancient Australia includes sites, artefacts 
(including tools and weapons), art (such as cave paintings and rock 
engravings), scarring of trees, burial grounds, and placement of rocks.

SOURCE 1  A collection of Aboriginal artefacts, tools and weapons including 
boomerangs and hand axes

DID YOU KNOW?

Bones and teeth leave a record of health and disease. At Roonka Flat in South Australia, people suffered from 
arthritis of the jaw and tooth loss. Archaeologists have connected this condition to chewing very stringy food 
and the use of the mouth as a tool. Chewing tough bulrush roots was part of the process of making the string 
necessary for the large hunting and fishing nets of the region.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to describe Lake Mungo and what was discovered there.

site    a place where there are 
traces of past human activity
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SOURCE 2  A map of Australia showing Indigenous Australian art sites and some of the locations of ceremonial 
and cultural significance in south-east Australia

15.5.2 Lake Mungo site study
The evidence of the lives of the ancient people who lived on the shores of the now dry beds of Lake Mungo, in 
the Willandra Lakes region of western New South Wales, has been exposed by erosion. In 1968, wind erosion 
uncovered the charred remains of a young woman in the sand dunes near Lake Mungo. This skeleton, known 
as ‘Mungo I’, had been cremated and then the bones had been crushed before burial. The first archaeologists to 
study her remains estimate the burial had taken place 25 000 years ago, making it the oldest known cremation 
in the world. More recent studies have concluded that Mungo I is closer to 40 000 years old.

Other fragments of human remains and hundreds of artefacts have since been found in the eroded dunes of the 
vast Lakes region. Possibly the oldest human remains are the skeleton of a person, probably a tall man, who 
died between 38 000 and 42 000 years ago. Archaeologists have named him ‘Mungo III’. The body had been 
carefully laid out, with hands clasped together and knees slightly bent. Archaeologists believe that so much 
ochre had been spread over the body during burial that tiny traces of the pink soil still remained in the grave. A 
sense of the dignity, ritual and respect for the dead were preserved for thousands of years in the remains of  
Mungo I and III.
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Lake Mungo is one of the 17 lakes in the Willandra 
region in New South Wales, a series of fossil lakes 
that is a World Heritage Site because of its natural 
and cultural importance. The remains of fireplaces, 
shell middens and human burials provide evidence 
of a time when Lake Mungo was full of water and 
supported an abundance of life. In 2003, another 
remarkable archaeological discovery was made when 
the 20 000-year-old footprints of the Willandra people 
were found. Archaeologists working with Elders of the 
Paakantji, Ngiampaa and Mutthi Mutthi people were 
visiting country when Mary Pappin Junior, a Mutthi 
Mutthi woman, showed the footprints to archaeologists. 
Hundreds of the Pleistocene footprints had formed in 
soft muddy clay, dried and then became fossilised. 
Aboriginal Elders have interpreted the footprints as the 
record of a small group of adults and children walking 
on top of a thick layer of clay. Within a couple of days, 
a band of hunters ran through the same area. The prints 
show that one Willandra man ran extremely fast while 
another was one-legged. Elders from the Paakantji, 
Ngiampaa and Mutthi Mutthi people continue to work 
with the government in the ongoing care of the Lake 
Mungo archaeological site.

Appreciating our heritage
Many sites in Australia today are of historical, cultural 
and archaeological significance. In addition to this, 
the Australian government has established over 70 
Indigenous Protected Areas. These areas are managed by 
the traditional owners, who look after the plants, animals 
and any special sites. Indigenous rangers manage the 
impact of visitors, particularly tourists, who come to the 
area. In this way, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples can keep their culture strong.
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SOURCE 3  Diagram showing a cross-section of the excavations at the Lake Mungo archaeological site

SOURCE 4  The remains of Mungo III, a man 
placed on his side with hands clasped and then 
buried in a shallow grave

Source: J. M. Bowler & Traditional Owners, c/o National 
Parks of NSW, Buronga, 2739
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The Australian Museums and Galleries Association, Western Australian branch, and Heritage Perth, for 
example, have agreed to principles of the Burra Charter, an agreement that is a guide for the conservation of 
Australia’s heritage sites. The principles are of particular importance to Australia’s fragile Indigenous art and 
settlement sites. The Burra Charter principles express the belief that:

 • Heritage sites enrich all our lives because they help us to understand the past and the cultural richness of 
the world that we live in today.

 • The cultural significance of a heritage site is in its location, the objects within it, its use and the meaning 
that it has to people today.

 • Consideration of cultural significance, combined with careful analysis and study, must take place before 
any decisions are made that affect a heritage site.

 • Careful records must be kept to ensure the care, management and understanding of heritage sites into  
the future.

SOURCE 5  The Pleistocene footprints from the clay at Lake Mungo left an ancient human record of life in 
Australia.

SOURCE 6  Extract from Harvey Johnstone and Michael Westaway, archaeologists

Some of the footprints and stride lengths [belong to a child and] show how the child walked, paused, turned and 
ran away from the groups they were with, before walking briskly back towards them. Perhaps the child was called 
back by an adult or older sibling. So seldom in open-site archaeology do we see such a personal and familiar 
signature.
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SOURCE 7  Guidelines for a site study in your area

The following steps should be followed when undertaking a site study of a site relating to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander history and cultures.

 1. Establish the location of an Australian Indigenous site of cultural significance that you can visit.
 2. In small groups, plan your excursion and design a range of archaeological fieldwork activities. Remember 

that traditional owners should be consulted when planning site visits. Extend an invitation to a member of 
your local Aboriginal community to accompany your class on the excursion to help explain the significance of 
the site and the artefacts you are studying.

 3. It is important that the site be treated with the same respect you would give a church, mosque or war 
memorial. Think about how your group will need to move around to ensure you do not damage the site.
In the planning process, you will also need to:
 • Check with the National Parks and Wildlife Service for the rules of the site in their care.
 • Ensure that all visitors to your chosen site are aware of the rules of site management and that the only 

records taken of your visit are what you write, what you photograph and what you draw.
 • Familiarise yourself with the key features of the site location: if is it near water, if it is exposed or protected 

from the weather, how accessible it is, what the vegetation surrounding the site is, and so on.
 • Research the Dreaming stories and beliefs of the people who created and maintained the site.

 4. Prepare an information sheet to help record your excursion findings and details of site features. Include:
 • site name and location
 • details of site or artefact
 • shape
 • size
 • material
 • use or function.

Underneath each entry leave a space for your sketch of the artefact or site feature.

When you have completed your site visit, prepare group presentations, reporting on your findings. Your 
presentation will need to provide background information explaining the features of the site. Remember that the 
environmental setting, including the landscape, climate and natural resources, is very important in understanding 
how people lived. Your presentation should highlight the value of the site to Australian archaeology and any 
heritage issues you have become aware of. You may want to consider the problems of managing and preserving 
the site for future generations. You may have noticed that site management and conservation plans have already 
been put in place. The area of the site may have barriers erected as protection against people and animals, or 
drip lines to direct running water away from wall engravings or paintings. Conclude your presentation with a 
statement expressing why you believe the continued study and management of archaeological sites is important, 
and what you have learned from your study of ancient Australia.

15.5 ACTIVITIES

 1. The map in SOURCE 2 shows artefacts and sites around Australia of archaeological significance. Choose 
one site of particular interest to you, research it in more detail and then write a letter to your local paper 
explaining the significance of this site, the conservation threats it faces and what you think we need to do to 
protect the ancient heritage of our country. HASS skills: Communicating and reflecting  
 History concepts: Significance

 2. In 2003, Willandra Elders lifted a 20-year ban on further excavation of the archaeological sites of the 
Willandra Lakes region. Many Aboriginal communities believed they needed to protect their sites and history 
from archaeologists who had not previously respected human remains or the objects of sacred or traditional 
importance.

 a. In groups or as a class, consider the issues related to ownership and control of artefacts.
 b. Hold a debate on the following topic: All Australian Indigenous peoples' remains and artefacts should be 

returned to the traditional custodians.  General capability: Ethical understanding
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15.6  The role of museums

15.6.1 Museums
The proper conservation of historical evidence allows future generations to 
enjoy the experience of viewing items that show what life might have been 
like for people who came before us.

15.5 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Identify two archaeological sources of evidence about ancient Australia.
 2. Identify the artefacts and evidence of life found at Lake Mungo.
 3. Why were hundreds of Pleistocene footprints preserved at Lake Mungo?
 4. What are the principles of the Burra Charter designed to achieve?
 5. How old is the young woman’s body found in the sand dunes near Lake Mungo, known as Mungo I?

Apply your understanding

 6. The map in SOURCE 2 shows artefacts and sites around Australia of archaeological significance.
List all the challenges for the protection and conservation of these sites.

 7. Examine SOURCE 3 and read the relevant text.
 a. What role did erosion play in discovering the evidence of early Aboriginal occupation of Lake Mungo?
 b. How deep was the Upper Mungo level?
 c. Would you expect Mungo I or Mungo III to be closer to the boundary between Upper and Lower Mungo?
 d. What does ‘ka’ stand for? What difference in time is there between the first date in the Zanci layer and the 

third date in the Lower Mungo layer?
 8. Look at the photograph in SOURCE 4. What evidence of Aboriginal religious belief and funerary practices 

could an archaeologist gain from studying this source?
 9. Discuss the concept of a ‘shared heritage’ and decide what that should mean in modern Australia.
 10. The ability to identify with a person and their times is known as empathy. When we empathise we seek to 

understand, through imagination and knowledge, how others acted and thought. We show empathy when 
we read a novel, watch a movie, study a painting or listen to others. A child living 20 000 years ago left some 
of the footprints shown in SOURCE 5; they are evidence of someone’s life from long ago. These footprints 
provide only a glimpse of that child’s life but are nevertheless historically very significant. Write the inscription 
for a plaque erected near these footprints, explaining to visitors what they are looking at when they see these 
simple footprints. Convey a sense of the significance of the footprints and support this with some general 
information on the key features of life in this region during this distant time. See topic 13 for more information 
on empathy and significance.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain the important role of museums in conserving our heritage.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1–5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6–8

LEVEL 3
Questions 
9–10

conservation    the preservation 
and protection of artefacts or 
relics from damage or decay
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Much historical evidence is kept in public museums. Many of the items in a museum collection are donated; 
others are borrowed and some are bought. They may include artefacts, works of art, fossils, documents such as 
letters, and scientific specimens.

How a museum works
A museum has three main functions: to obtain items to display, to exhibit and preserve these items, and to 
provide public support such as guided tours and educational services.

Curators — known as content developers in the National Museum of Australia — look after specific sections 
of a collection. They work with other museum staff, such as conservators and designers, to decide what to 
display at any one time and how items will be presented. They also conduct research to find out more about 
the items they have acquired or would like to acquire. One of the main tasks of conservators is to clean, restore 
and repair items so they are ready for display. They also monitor the condition of items on display as well 
as their surrounding environmental conditions. The ultimate aim is to preserve a museum’s exhibits in top 
condition.

National Museum of Australia
The National Museum of Australia opened in Canberra in March 2001. It is entirely devoted to conserving 
evidence of Australia’s social history — both past and present. Its collection of some 180 000 items includes 
rare, high-interest exhibits such as a carcass of the now extinct Tasmanian tiger through to clothing worn by 
convicts and the largest collection of Indigenous Australian bark paintings in the country.

The Gallery of First Australians
‘First Australians: Gallery of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ 
is one of five permanent exhibitions. It presents aspects of more than 40 000 
years of Indigenous social history. Exhibits range from old artefacts through 
to interactive multimedia displays of present-day culture.

SOURCE 1  The exhibits at the Gallery of First 
Australians are presented over two levels. Displays 
on the lower level are mainly to do with the history 
of Indigenous people since their contact with white 
settlers. The upper level focuses on the relationships 
and beliefs of five selected communities. The 
displays have been structured to allow these 
communities to tell their own stories in their  
own way.

SOURCE 2  What is displayed is only a fraction of 
the museum’s total collection. The rest is stored 
in secure warehouses elsewhere in Canberra. The 
temperature and humidity within these warehouses 
are carefully controlled. Each item stored is given a 
barcode and is catalogued so that it can be found 
easily when needed.

curators    people who look after a 
museum collection

conservators    specially trained 
people who clean, care for or 
repair artefacts for display in a 
museum or gallery
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SOURCE 4  The strong sense of community 
of the Torres Strait Islanders and their 
close links with the sea are portrayed 
in a separate area of the Gallery of First 
Australians.

SOURCE 3  Proper conditions must be met for each 
item on display to make sure it is not damaged while 
being exhibited. Different items require different 
conditions. Some items are regularly swapped with 
others in storage to meet conservation requirements.

SOURCE 5  As each item is acquired, conservators 
check its condition carefully. It may need cleaning, 
some restoration or extensive repairs. Before any item is 
dismantled, its details are carefully photographed.
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Resources

Weblink National Museum of Australia

15.6 ACTIVITY

Visit a museum close to you, or browse its website to look at highlights of their collection or perhaps even take 
a virtual tour. If visiting as a class, your teacher will arrange which sections of the display you will view, perhaps 
working in small groups. Consider each of the following points as you view the display, so you can contribute to a 
class discussion afterwards.

 a. Take careful note of what you see displayed. What does it tell you about the distant or more recent past?
 b. How have items been displayed? Think about why they might have been displayed in that way.
 c. If visiting in person, note the temperature of the museum and the level of lighting. Are there any external 

windows or doors? If so, what has been done to control light levels?
 d. Do any items look like they might have been restored? How can you tell? Given the nature of the item and its 

age, think about what it might have looked like when the museum acquired it.
 e. Consider what you learned from a visit to the museum or its website that you did not know before. How did it 

help you to appreciate why conservation is so important? to come

15.6 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What is the role of the curator?
 2. Why is it important to conserve our past?
 3. What is unique about the National Museum of Australia?
 4. Why do you think conservators photograph an item before dismantling it?
 5. Explain what the three functions of a museum are.

Apply your understanding

 6. Describe what you can see in each of the images featured in this subtopic, and how it contributes to the 
conservation of our heritage.

 7. Individually or as a group, identify what parts of your community's history you think future generations might 
be interested in seeing or knowing.

 8. Imagine that an Australian museum display some 100 years from now features your school. Decide what 
artefacts and other exhibits you think would best represent life at your school in the early twenty-first century. 
Then sketch and label a design to show how you would display these items to best advantage for a teenage 
audience.

 9. Visit the website of one other museum in Australia or overseas. Use the information provided by the website 
to describe the main types of exhibits collected and held by that museum, what conservation work it carries 
out and some of the educational services it provides.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1–5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
6–8

LEVEL 3
Questions 
9
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15.7  Conserving the heritage of ancient Australia

15.7.1 Heritage sites
Among the first Europeans to come to Australia, very few saw much value in the heritage of the Indigenous 
people whose land they took. They cared little for creation stories, sacred sites or Indigenous art. Today, that 
has changed. Indigenous communities work hard to keep their heritage alive, but many other groups also have 
an interest. These include historians, archaeologists, anthropologists, educators, students, public servants, 
farmers, people in the tourism industry, many members of the public and, sometimes, miners and developers.

As mentioned, Australia has tens of thousands of Indigenous heritage sites. More than 6000 of them have been 
listed as heritage places in the Register of the National Estate. Some sites, including burial grounds and other 
sacred sites, are closed to the public; others can be visited only by arrangement with the traditional owners. 
Many other sites have been opened to the public, with the traditional owners acting as guides. Uluru is the 
best-known example.

Conserving these sites is a huge responsibility but it is very important, because it enables all Australians 
to appreciate that the land has been home to complex continuing cultures for more than 50 000 years. All 
prehistoric sites are protected by national, state and territory laws, and it is against the law to damage them in 
any way.

Two cultural heritage sites, Gariwerd and Burrup Peninsula, and one natural heritage and sacred site, Uluru, 
are described further in the next sections.

Gariwerd and Burrup Peninsula
Victoria’s Grampians National Park is 
known to the local Indigenous people 
as Gariwerd. Its spectacular rock 
formations contain very rich rock art 
sites at Billimina, Jaananjini, Manja and 
other places. These sites depict humans, 
animals and birds and are believed to 
be very old.

On the Burrup Peninsula in Western 
Australia’s Dampier Archipelago are 
possibly millions of Indigenous rock 
engravings depicting spirit beings, 
ceremonies, humans, animals and 
activities. Engravings of animals 
that are now extinct prove that these 
engravings are very old. According to 
the Ngarda Ngarlie people, ancestral 
beings created this land, and their 
spirits still live in its sacred sites. Along with its rock art, the Peninsula also has quarries, fish traps, middens, 
ceremonial sites and stone arrangements.

SOURCE 1  An Aboriginal rock carving in the Burrup Peninsula 
area

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to identify and describe ancient Australia heritage sites.
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Uluru
Indigenous heritage includes art and all 
archaeological traces, but it also includes 
natural sites that are important in the creation 
stories. Uluru is one of Australia’s most 
famous landmarks. It is also a sacred site to 
the Anangu people, the traditional owners, 
who believe that it was formed by their spirit 
ancestors, the Tjukuritja. It features in their 
creation stories.

Although many tourists who visited the area 
have climbed Uluru, the Anangu do not climb 
Uluru and they have long preferred that others 
respect the site by looking at it only from 
below. In 2019, climbing Uluru was banned, 
in respect for the wishes of the traditional 
Anangu owners.

SOURCE 3  Newspaper account of Uluru climb closed permanently as hundreds scale sacred site on final day

The last person permitted to ascend Uluru has reached the base of the climb

Rangers permanently closed the climb at 4:00pm (ACST) and stopped any more people making the trek.

After the closure, Anangu traditional owners celebrated at the base of the rock as a new sign was set up notifying 
visitors the climb was permanently closed.

Almost 34 years to the day since the Anangu were handed back the title to Uluru, their wishes that people not 
climb the rock will now be enforced by law.

…

Traditional owners wanted the climb closed because of Uluru's cultural significance and concerns about safety 
and the environment.

…

Local Anangu ranger Tjiangu Thomas said it had been an important day for the community and the region.

"It's rather emotional, having elders who picked up this long journey before I was born, to close the climb, and 
now they are no longer here but we are carrying on their legacy," he said.

"Hopefully we can use that momentum and keep moving forward to build a brighter future for this generation and 
the next generation."

Mr Thomas said he believed a lack of education was predominantly the reason people would still want to climb.

"I'd say to those people, come out with an open mind and heart and immerse yourself in the culture," he said.

But Mr Thomas said he was still disheartened by how many had come to scale the rock in recent weeks, knowing 
how the traditional owners felt.

"At the end of the day, respect is a choice. Obviously it is disappointing but, compared to the school holidays, 
today hasn't had very large numbers," he said.

'Today I'm really happy'

A media throng crowded around traditional owners who'd gathered to see the new sign marking the permanent 
closure.

Elder Nelly Patterson said she was relieved the climb had been closed.

SOURCE 2  Uluru, a sacred site
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"Really good, I'm really happy," she said to cheers from the crowd.

She said seeing people climb Uluru had been hurtful for Anangu.

"I was worrying all the time because a lot of people climb here … go in and make a mess for the toilet and 
everything, rubbish mess," she said.

"That's why a lot of people pass away, everyone pass away, all the elders people, that's why I worry and today 
I'm really happy," she said.

"No more climb today … close it. Thank you very much."

…

Uluru is a sacred site and of great spiritual significance to First Australians, and Anangu traditional owners say 
climbing it is not only disrespectful but also dangerous.

Uluru and Kata Tjuta was handed back to the Anangu traditional owners on October 26, 1985.

In Uluru's history, at least 37 people have died while climbing and the Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park board of 
management said they shared in the grieving process each time a visitor died.

"Tjukurpa [Cultural law and dreaming] requires that Nguraritja [traditional owners] take responsibility for looking 
after visitors to their country and each time a visitor is seriously or fatally injured at Uluru, Nguraritja share in the 
grieving process," they said.

The dismantling of the chain and trail is expected to commence over the weekend.

Source: Chelsea Heaney/Samantha Jonscher, ABC News

15.7  EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What do you think are the reasons for growing interest among all Australians in Indigenous heritage?
 2. About how many Indigenous heritage sites have been listed in the Register of the National Estate?
 3. Where would you find Uluru, the Grampians rock art and the Burrup Peninsula (see SOURCE 1)?
 4. How do you think such sites can be protected?
 5. Write a letter to a newspaper or news website explaining the reasons for closing some Indigenous heritage 

sites to the public.

Apply your understanding

 6. Read SOURCE 3 and form small groups to discuss the issues it raises. It is your group task to decide:
 a. the reasons for putting an end to climbing Uluru
 b. the reactions of the traditional owners to the closure.
 7. Sometimes Indigenous heritage sites have been damaged by mining and other kinds of economic activities. 

Individually or in groups, discuss what should happen in such cases.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1–4

LEVEL 2
Questions 
5–7

LEVEL 3
Questions 
8
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Resources

Weblink UNESCO World Heritage Sites

 8. Uluru is one of hundreds of sites in the world that have been listed by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as World Heritage Sites. Use the UNESCO World Heritage 
Sites weblink in the Resources tab to:

 a. examine UNESCO world heritage criteria for ancient sites
 b. select an ancient site in another country and explain why it is important for that site to be preserved and 

conserved.
For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.
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 15.8  Review
15.8.1 Key knowledge summary

15.2 Detective work and archaeology
 • Archaeologists use several techniques to find remains of the past.
 • The skills of other scientists contribute to discoveries in archaeology.
 • Pottery is an important source of archaeological evidence.
 • Some archaeological remains survive while others are destroyed.

15.3 How old is it?
 • Relative dating techniques help us to know if a source is older or newer than another source.
 • We can find the age of many sources using absolute dating techniques.

15.4 Investigating ancient Australia
 • Scientists and archaeologists study the record of Australia’s ancient past in sites such as Lake Mungo.
 • The oral history of Australian Indigenous peoples has also left a record of the ancient world in the form of 

stories passed down through the generations.
 • Museums work with traditional communities to give meaning to the artefacts they have in their 

collections.

15.5 Conserving the past
 • The ancient river bed of Lake Mungo in New South Wales has provided evidence of the oldest known 

funeral practices anywhere in the world.
 • Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities play an important role in the conservation and cultural 

appreciation of archaeological sites like Lake Mungo.

15.6 The role of museums
 • A museum has three main functions: to obtain items to display, to exhibit and preserve these items, and to 

provide public support such as guided tours and educational services.
 • The National Museum of Australia is focused on conserving evidence of Australia’s social history.

15.7 Conserving the heritage of ancient Australia
 • Australia has tens of thousands of Indigenous heritage sites, including Gariwerd, Burrup Peninsula and 

Uluru.
 • Conserving these sites is a huge responsibility but it is very important.

15.8.2 Key terms

absolute dating techniques    methods used to assess the age of something (e.g. radiocarbon dating, tree-ring dating)

anthropologist    someone who researches the appearance and features of the life of prehistoric people and the connections 
they had with other human populations

artefact    an object made or changed by humans

conservation    the preservation and protection of artefacts or relics from damage or decay

conservators    specially trained people who clean, care for or repair artefacts for display in a museum or gallery

curators    people who look after a museum collection

the Dreaming    in Aboriginal spirituality, the time when the Earth took on its present form and cycles of life and nature began; 
also known as the Dreamtime. It explains creation and the nature of the world, the place that every person has in that world and 
the importance of ritual and tradition. Dreaming Stories pass on important knowledge, laws and beliefs.

geologist    someone who studies the sediments and landforms associated with ancient campsites

lore    the customs and stories that came from the Dreaming and continue to govern all aspects of traditional life

heritage    everything that has come down to us from the past

palaeontologist    a scientist who studies fossils

quarry    an excavation or pit from which stone or building material is cut
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15.8.3 Reflection
Complete the following to reflect on your learning

15.8 Review exercises

Multiple choice topic test

  1.  How is the work of historians like that of detectives?
 A. Historians solve crimes.
 B. Historians are always right.
 C. Historians never make mistakes.
 D. Historians gather evidence from sources and interpret that evidence.
  2.  Which of the following best describes archaeological sources?
 A. Artefacts, works of art and constructions from the past
 B. Old documents
 C. Anything found underground
 D. Old buildings
  3.  Why is pottery very useful as archaeological evidence?
 A. A lot of pottery can still be found.
 B. It was sold in pottery shops.
 C. Particular pottery styles can be identified with different ages.
 D. It was the same in all ancient societies.
  4.  Scientific methods of dating remains from the past include which of the following?
 A. Palm reading and horoscopes
 B. Seeing how old they look
 C. Chemistry and geology
 D. Radiocarbon dating and stratigraphy

radiocarbon dating    a way of dating objects of plant or animal origin according to the amount of carbon left within them

relative dating techniques    methods used to assess whether something is older than something else (e.g. stratigraphy, fluorine 
dating)

sediment    the material that settles at the bottom of a liquid

shell midden    a mound of shells and other waste material marking the site of an ancient community

site    a place where there are traces of past human activity

strata    (singular: stratum) distinct layers of material beneath the ground, built up over time, that provide information for 
archaeologists and geologists

Revisit the inquiry question posed in the Overview.

What clues can we follow to learn about the past ?

 1. Now that you have completed this topic, what is your view on the question? Discuss with a partner. Has your 
learning in this topic changed your view? If so, how?

 2. Write a paragraph in response to the inquiry question outlining your views

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 2
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 3
Questions 
<Text to come>
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  5.  In an archaeological dig, older objects will generally be found where in relation to newer objects?
 A. At the same level
 B. Lower
 C. Higher
 D. In any position
  6.  During the Ice Ages people could walk much of the journey from South-East Asia to Australia because the 

ocean level dropped up to how much below the present level?
 A. 10 metres
 B. 1 kilometre
 C. 160 metres
 D. 10 kilometres
  7.  What do the sources we have for ancient Australia include?
 A. Papyrus, rock art and pottery
 B. Rock art and historical ruins of buildings
 C. Statues and other rock art
 D. Oral traditions and archaeology
  8.  What is Lake Mungo the site of?
 A. The largest ceremonial grounds found
 B. The most remote Indigenous communities
 C. The oldest known cremation site in the world
 D. The most complex rock art in Australia
  9.  What are the three main functions of a museum?
 A. Preserve, display and protect our culture
 B. Obtain items to display, exhibit and preserve these items, and provide public support
 C. Obtain items to display, preserve them and protect them from the public
 D. Exhibit items, sell items and conduct public tours
  10.  How many existing heritage sites does Australia have?
 A. Tens of thousands
 B. Five thousand
 C. Several hundred
 D. 7500

Short answer questions

Imagine a team of archaeologists has 
just unearthed the sculptures you can 
see in SOURCE 1. After months of 
careful digging they have come upon 
this remarkable find — eight pieces of 
sculpted stone. They are dirty and worn 
and obviously very old.
  1.  What clues and techniques might 

the archaeologists have used to 
locate the site at which they found 
these sculptures?

  2.  What would they have had to do 
before beginning to dig?

  3.  These sculptures are made of stone, 
but if they were found alongside 
pottery how would that help 
archaeologists to work out how long 
ago they were created?

SOURCE 1  Ancient relief sculptures (created by chiselling the face 
of a piece of stone) found in Syria, in the Middle Wast
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  4.  If they were found in a layer that contained charcoal, what dating technique could be used to discover how 
old they are?

  5.  As a historian, you want to use this find as evidence for an investigation of the ancient society that made 
them. Using the skills you have learned in this topic, try to answer the following questions.

 a. Describe what is depicted on each of the stones (except for the worn stone at the top right).
 b. Which of these scenes provides evidence about conflict?
 c. Which of these scenes provides evidence about other aspects of life in this ancient society, and what 

aspects are they?
 d. Form a hypothesis about this society based on the evidence in these sculptures. For example, you could 

begin with: ‘This appears to have been a warlike society because the sculptures show …’
 e. Why is it impossible for these sculptures to give us a complete picture of this ancient society?
 f. What other kinds of evidence might help fill some of the gaps in our knowledge of these people?
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Resources

eWorkbook Reflection (doc-xxxx)

Crossword (doc-xxx)

Interactivity Ancient Australia crossword (int-xxx)
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RESOURCE SUMMARY  
Below is a full list of rich resources available online for this topic. These resources are designed to bring ideas to life, 
to promote deep and lasting learning and to support the different learning needs of each individual.

15.1 Overview

eWorkbook
 • Customisable worksheets for this topic
Video eLesson
 • Investigating the past (eles-1057)

15.6 The role of museums

Weblink
 • National Museum of Australia

15.7 Conserving the heritage of ancient 
Australia

Weblink
 • UNESCO World Heritage Sites

15.8 Review

Interactivity
 • Ancient Australia crossword (int-xxx)

eWorkbook
 • Reflection (doc-xxxx)
 • Crossword (doc-xxx)
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