
Lake Mungo
Willandra Lakes
Stone artefacts, middens and fireplaces

The range of sources
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Stone Artefacts

Stone is naturally uncommon around Willandra 
Lakes, where the landscape is mostly sand and 
clay.

This means most of the stone found within the 
region is likely to be a human artefact, acquired 
through trade. 

Stone artefacts found at and around Lake 
Mungo include: 

▪ Stone tools and

▪ Waste flakes and cores

A scatter of waste flakes and a core stone. Photograph © Ian Brown. Retrieved from ‘visitmungo.com’



Stone tools
The Ancient Australian people at Lake Mungo 
shaped and worked stone into a variety of 
recognisable stone tools, such as points, knives, 
hatchets or axes, and grindstones.

Many of these tools were made through 
“knapping”, or striking the stone to shape it into 
the required tool or weapon. 

A grindstone from Lake Mungo 
showing marks from pounding. 

Grindstones were used to grind grass and other 
seeds into a flour that was then made into 
damper.

Stone was a vital resource and was widely 
traded, with stone tools being utilised for 
hunting, gathering, and creating and 
maintaining wooden objects and tools. 

Typical types of knapped stone artefacts. 
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Photo from 'Lake Mungo: Window to Australia's 
Past' CD-ROM © Jim Bowler. 
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A mortar stone that would have been 
used with a stone pestle for grinding 

seeds and other food items. 
Photograph by Don Hitchcock, 2009. 
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Waste flakes and cores
Waste flakes are small flaked pieces of stone left 
over from the process of knapping stone and 
making tools. 

Cores are the stone piece from which flakes are 
knapped.

A scatter of waste flakes (right) often indicates a 
campsite where people worked on tools, or 
knapped flakes from a core to use  as throw-
away knives. 

An exposed corestone at 
Lake Mungo

Stone artefacts cannot usually be directly dated. 
Instead their age can sometimes be determined 
from the nearby fireplaces or from their position in 
layers of sediment. In rare cases a tool may carry 
microscopic residue of organic material, such as 
flesh or plant matter.

Consider: Why might it not usually be 
possible to directly date stone tools? 

A scatter of waste flakes and a core. 
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A quartzite core exposed on eroding ground. Photograph © Ian Brown. 
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Middens
Middens are the remains of meals, usually 
many meals. 

The remains of shellfish, fish, yabbies, and 
mammals have all been found at Lake Mungo. 
Archaeologists can tell these remains have 
been left by humans by the fact that they are: 

▪ Burnt

▪ Of a consistent size

▪ Arranged in ways that could not have 
happened naturally.

These middens reveal that ancient Australians ate 
freshwater animals including golden perch, trout cod, 
yabbies and freshwater mussels, species which can be 
found in the nearby Darling, Murray, Murrumbidgee and 
Lachlan rivers. However, Middens cannot tell us everything 
about the Ancient Australians’ diet. 

Consider: Why can’t middens tell us everything about the diet of ancient Australians? 

A shell midden, Willandra Lakes. Photo from 'Lake Mungo: Window to Australia's Past' CD-ROM 
© Jim Bowler. Retrieved from ‘visitmungo.com’

Bones in proximity to an ancient bone midden. Photograph by Don 
Hitchcock, 2009. Retrieved from ‘donsmaps.com’



Understanding 
and Dating 
Middens

Middens, unlike stone tools, can often be 
dated without relying on the surrounding 
landscape to suggest a date range. Instead, 
organic remains within the middens can be 
directly dated using radiocarbon analysis. 

Fish and shell fossils can be especially useful, 
providing a lot of additional information 
about the age of the fish and the quality of 
the water they were living in. This 
information can be attained through one of 
the most common fish fossils: the small 
bones from the fish’s ear called otoliths. As 
these bones grow throughout the fish’s life 
in concentric rings, they can reveal the age 
of the fish as well as something about the 
chemistry of the water – such as its salinity 
level.

A mussel shell weathering out of the sediments. Photograph by Don Hitchcock, 2009. Retrieved from ‘donsmaps.com’



Fireplaces served as locations for cooking and 
for families to gather and warm themselves, 
much as they do today.

There are three types of ancient fireplaces 
found in the Willandra Lakes region. These 
include:

1. Fireplaces formed with a thin layer of charcoal 
from burnt wood and ash.

2. Fireplaces made with a bed of baked clay lumps. 
These clay lumps retain heat and keep the fire bed 
hotter for longer.

3. Fireplaces made from the capping of termite nests. 
This capping is very hard and could be broken into 
pieces to be used as heat retainers within 
fireplaces. 

This third type of fireplace is most common within the Willandra 
Lakes region.  

Thin layer of charcoal fireplace (type 1)

Fireplaces
National Archives of Australia, A6135, K26/11/84/13. Retrieved from  ‘https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au’



Dating Fireplaces
Fireplaces survive well when buried in sediments. The image 
below depicts a partly covered hearth, or fireplace. 
Uncovered fireplaces can be dispersed by water and wind. 

The charcoal from fireplaces can be carbon dated, providing 
that the fireplace has not been contaminated by more 
recent carbon.

A partly covered fireplace made from 
a bed of clay lumps (type 2)

Poor quality stones, like the one above, were 
sometimes used instead of clay lumps (type 2)

A corestone surrounded by burnt pieces of 
clay or termite mound capping (type 3)

Photograph by Don Hitchcock, 2009. Retrieved from ‘donsmaps.com’ Photograph by Don Hitchcock, 2005. Retrieved from ‘donsmaps.com’
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