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Burials
A large number of ancient remains have been 
discovered at Lake Mungo, although very few have 
been excavated since the traditional owners 
became more involved in archaeological decisions. 

The two most famous archaeological remains are 
Mungo Lady and Mungo Man. Prior to the 
discovery of these two ancient remains, scientists 
had thought Aboriginal people had been here for 
20,000 years. The discovery of Mungo Lady and 
Mungo Man proved Aboriginal people had been 
here far longer. 

For the traditional owners, Paakantji, Mutthi 
Mutthi and Ngyimpaa people, these human 
remains are evidence of their ancestors and are an 
important part of their communal history. They 
consider it crucial that the remains be returned to 
their Country rather than kept in a museum.

Lake Mungo from above, with discovery locations 
for Mungo Lady and Mungo Man marked.

Photograph from ‘Putting flesh on old bones: Archaeology and Australia today’, Jim Bowler, 2005. 
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Mungo Lady
In 1968, archaeologist Jim Bowler discovered the 
bones of Mungo Lady around the now dry lake bed 
of Lake Mungo. Mungo Lady was ritually buried, 
having been cremated before having her bones 
crushed, burnt again, and then buried in the lunette. 

The remains of Mungo Lady are some of the oldest 
human remains found in the world, at around 
40,000 to 42,000 years old. 

Mungo Lady’s remains were returned to her Country 
in 1992. 

Consider: What is meant by saying Mungo Lady is one of the oldest anatomically 
modern remains in the world? 

Animal bones on the Mungo Lake Lunette
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Mungo Man
Mungo Man, was discovered in 1974, also by Jim Bowler. 
Analysis has shown he was around 50 years old when he 
died, which was a good age for a hunter-gatherer. He 
was nearly 1.7m tall, and had lost two lower canine 
teeth. Mungo Man’s molar teeth were worn out, 
suggesting a gritty diet, and he had arthritis, especially in 
his right elbow. Mungo Man’s right elbow was so 
damaged that bits of the bone were completely worn out 
or broken away

Mungo Man’s remains have not yet been returned to his 
Country. 

Archaeologist John Mulvaney (right) at Lake 
Mungo, 1974. 

Consider: Why might Mungo Man’s right elbow be so damaged from arthritis?

Can you think of any reason Mungo Man’s two knocked out teeth might interest an 
anthropologist? 
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Ancient Footprints
Well-preserved tracks were discovered on the 
claypan of Lake Mungo in 2003, although some of 
the local Aboriginal people have stated they knew 
about the tracks before this time. 

There are approximately 500 tracks in total, with 
25 trackways. Most of these are human 
footprints, although there are some marsupial 
and emu tracks. These footprints are about 
20,000 years old, having been left in the last ice 
age, during the Pleistocene period. 

Ancient Australians walked across the claypan 
whilst it was damp. When it dried it set like 
concrete, preserving their footprints. 

The footprints have been studied by 
archaeologists as well as trackers from the Pintabi 
people. 

Photograph © Michael Amendolia. 
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The tracks discovered include some particularly interesting 
tracks, including a group travelling with a child. The child 
had a foot about 15cm in length and meandered in the 
opposite direction to the group. The archaeologists 
studying the footprints commented: 

Unique Tracks

“The footprints and stride lengths show how the child 
walked, paused, turned and ran away from the group 
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.

Harvey Johnston and Michael Westaway, archaeologists. 

”

Consider: What might these footprints be able to tell us about Ancient Aboriginal People? 

Photograph © Michael Amendolia. Retrieved from ‘visitmungo.com’



Another group of footprints was made by a fast 
moving group, likely men, who Puntabi trackers 
suggest were running after prey. The Puntabi 
identified the track of where a spear missed its target 
and skidded into the ground. 

These tracks are accompanied by a single line of deep 
right-foot only footprints the Puntabi identified as a 
one-legged man, hopping along with the group. The 
speed of these footprints indicate he was practiced at 
hopping, revealing it was not a temporary injury. 

Unique tracks

One of the footprints discovered on the 
claypan
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The footprints have been carefully covered over with a bed of 
sand to protect them from exposure to the elements and the 
risk of erosion. The footprints are highly fragile and are no 
longer accessible to researchers. 

Before the footprints were covered up, electronic scans of the 
footprints were taken by a surveyor. These scans were used to 
create polystyrene moulds of the imprints and concrete tiles of 
the footprint impressions. These concrete tiles can then be 
displayed while the footprints themselves remain covered. 

Preserving the Footprints

Concrete tile of a footprint, ready for 
display

Cleaning the Footprints
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