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B U R I A L  C Y L I N D E R S  

The essence o f  a dilemna i n  pub l ic  archaeology 

R.P. Robins and G.L. WaZsh 

Abstract 

The proper management of Aboriginal  a rchaeo log ica l  b u r i a l s  
r a i s e s  b a s i c  problems f o r  publ ic  a rchaeo log ica l  agenc ies  i n  
Aus t ra l i a .  We examine the  impl ica t ions  of some o f  t h e s e  problems 
us ing bark cy l inder  b u r i a l s  from t h e  c e n t r a l  sou the rn  highlands  
of Queensland a s  an example. An o u t l i n e  of t h e  n a t u r e ,  con ten t s ,  
and t h e  h i s t o r y  of these  b u r i a l s  i s  given. Th i s  h i s t o r y  and i t s  
impl icat ions  a r e  then compared wi th  t h e  r e s u l t s  of a rescue 
operation t h a t  was the  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of  t h e  implementation of 
the  po l i cy  of a pub l i c  archaeological  agency. The p o l i c y  was 
found t o  be inadequate t o  p ro tec t  t h i s  inva luab le  a rchaeo log ica l  
resource.  

In t roduct ion 

Accounts of Aboriginal mortuary remains i n  A u s t r a l i a  a r e  n o t  
o f t e n  published. There a r e  two major reasons  f o r  t h i s .  F i r s t l y ,  
they a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e  archaeological  f e a t u r e s .  Secondly, they  
remain a s e n s i t i v e  i s s u e  wi thin  Aboriginal communities throughout 
Aus t ra l i a ,  and p ro fess iona l  a rchaeo log i s t s  and p u b l i c  a rchaeo log ica l  
agencies  have been sympathetic and responsive  towards Aboriginal  
f e e l i n g s  about departed kin .  However, i n  a r e a s  of A u s t r a l i a  where 
the re  a r e  no Aboriginal descendents t o  look a f t e r  b u r i a l  a r e a s  
the  b e s t  i n t e n t i o n s  of the  archaeological  community can,  a t  t imes ,  
be a t  odds wi th  a responsible  po l i cy  towards t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  and 
preservat ion of these  remains. A good example of t h i s  problem 
comes from the  highlands of c e n t r a l  southern Queensland. 

The past  - a pot ted  h i s t o r y  

Few ethnographic accounts of mortuary p r a c t i c e s  desc r ib ing  
t h e  use of b u r i a l  cy l inders  e x i s t  f o r  t h e  Queensland c e n t r a l  
southern highland area .  An e a r l y  account from t h e  Barcoo River ,  
Tambo, M t  Enniski l len  a rea  r e l a t e s  t h a t  ' t h e  dead (males) a r e  
bur ied f o r  a time then d i s i n t e r r e d  and t h e i r  bones c a r r i e d  about 
i n  bark c o f f i n s  f o r  s i x  months and then  f i n a l l y  re-buried'  (Hyde 
e t  al. i n  Curr 1886:79). The account of R.C. Lethbr idge i n  
Howitt (1904:467) of mortuary p r a c t i c e s  on t h e  Maronoa gives  
g r e a t e r  d e t a i l .  
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Not in f requen t ly ,  however, t h e  body is d r i e d  and 
c a r r i e d  about f o r  a long t ime - even, a s  i n  one 
case  f o r  t h r e e  years .  Such a body is d r i e d  by 
being placed on a s t a g e  under which t h e  women 
keep a slow f i r e  cons tan t ly  burning ... 

It i s  usual ly  some young man who has  d ied  
a v i o l e n t  death  who i s  d r i ed  and c a r r i e d  about 
by h i s  kindred.  The reason ass igned f o r  t h e  
custom i s  t h a t  he has  died be fo re  h i s  time and 
would not  r e s t  i n  h i s  grave.  Such a body is  
t i e d  up t i g h t l y  a t  f u l l  l e n g t h  i n  a shee t  o f  
bark,  which is painted and ornamented wi th  emu 
fea the r s .  When they a r e  t r a v e l l i n g  two young 
men c a r r y  t h e  body i n  the  day and watch i t  a t  
n i g h t ,  then two o t h e r s  t h e  day fol lowing and 
SO on. 

By 1901 t h e  Aboriginal popula t ion of t h e  a r e a  had been 
reduced, d e t r i b a l i s e d  o r  re located.  Consequently, t r a d i t i o n a l  
mortuary p r a c t i c e s  ceased and a l l  publ ished accounts  subsequent 
t o  t h i s  da te  r e l a t e  t o  desc r ip t ions  of t h e  c y l i n d e r s  themselves,  
o r  t o  t h e i r  contents ,  not t o  d i r e c t l y  observed ethnographic 
even t s  (see  Appendix I ) .  

These published accounts form a broad b u t  i r r e g u l a r  spectrum 
of  observat ions  from which only  crude g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s  about 
c y l i n d e r  b u r i a l s  can be made. Cyl inders  have been found throughout 
a l a r g e  a rea  of the  highlands extending from Blacks Palace i n  t h e  
northwest ( I l l i d g e  n .d . ;  S ta rk  1933:85) t o  Carnarvon Gorge i n  t h e  
e a s t  (Goddard 1942:76; Quinnell  1976:227) and from Cas t l eva le  
S t a t i o n  i n  t h e  nor th  (Gaukrodger 1924) t o  Warrong S t a t i o n  i n  t h e  
sou th  (Meston 1901) (see  Fig.1).  The c y l i n d e r s  contained s k e l e t a l  
m a t e r i a l  of both a d u l t s  and ch i ld ren .  No decayed f l e s h  o r  h a i r  
h a s  been found, and i n  one ins tance t h e  s k e l e t a l  m a t e r i a l  had 
been rearranged, (Gaukrodger 1924) i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  t h i s  was 
probably a secondary s t age  of mortuary t r ea tment .  The c y l i n d e r s  
themselves were e l abora te ly  prepared.  S k e l e t a l  m a t e r i a l  was 
wrapped i n  s h e e t s  of bark which were bound o r  f a s t ened  wi th  human 
h a i r  (Geary 1939; Goddard 1942) and f i b r e  s t r i n g ,  (Gaukrodger 
1924). Feathers  and ochre were used f o r  decora t ion  (Geary 1939). 
Some cy l inders  were wrapped i n  sk in  rugs  (Gaukrodger 1924) o r  
deposi ted  wi th  grave goods including ' f i s h i n g  n e t s  made ou t  of  
f i b r e  o r  bark '  (MacLellan 1901). 

The r e p o s i t o r i e s  f o r  i n t e r r e d  m a t e r i a l  were c o n s i s t e n t l y  
ledges  o r  caves i n  sandstone c l i f f s ,  access  t o  which was 
probably gained by poles  placed up a g a i n s t  t h e  w a l l  ( I l l i d g e  
n .d . ) .  Some of t h e  r e p o s i t o r i e s  conta ined m u l t i p l e  c y l i n d e r s  
(Gaukrodger 1924; Burchester 1967),  poss ib ly  even hundreds 
( I l l i d g e  n .d . ) .  Others contained on ly  s i n g l e  examples (Meston 
1901; Goddard 1942). At Blacks Palace and Cas t l eva le  S t a t i o n  a 
number of b u r i a l s  had been placed i n  t h e  same cave,  while a t  
t h e  amptly named '~ombs*  and i n  Carnarvon Gorge numerous caves  
contained s i n g l e  cy l inders .  I n  some i n s t a n c e s  t h e  en t rances  t o  
small caves were blocked wi th  s tones  (Gaukrodger 1924) and i n  
o t h e r  ins tances  r e p o s i t o r i e s  had been decorated wi th  a r t .  On 
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Warrong S t a t i o n  Meston (1901) observed t h a t  'On t he  roof  and s i d e s  
of a l l  c aves  c o n t a i n i n g  t h e  dead were impr in t s  of hands done i n  
red  o r  w h i t e  o c h r e ' .  

The most c o n s i s t e n t  obse rva t ion  r e l a t i n g  t o  c y l i n d e r s  concerns 
t h e i r  d e s t r u c t i o n .  Every documented sou rce  d e s c r i b e s  e i t h e r  the  
removal o r  d e s t r u c t i o n  of  c y l i n d e r  m a t e r i a l ,  o r  makes some comment 
about t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n .  Desp i t e ,  o r  perhaps because o f ,  i ts  
e x c e l l e n t  c o n d i t i o n  t h i s  m a t e r i a l  has undergone a c c e l e r a t e d  
d e t e r i o r a t i o n ,  p r i m a r i l y  through pseudo- sc i en t i f i c  c o l l e c t i o n ,  
p r i v a t e  c o l l e c t i o n  and ghou l i sh  c u r i o s i t y ,  sometimes accompanied 
by b l a t a n t  vandal i sm.  Fundamental i n fo rma t ion  from t h i s  va luab le  
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  r e s o u r c e  h a s  been l o s t .  There is  no a c c u r a t e  
i n fo rma t ion  on t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  and r e g i o n a l  v a r i a t i o n  of  c y l i n d e r s  
and t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between these  b u r i a l s  and o t h e r  t ypes  of 
b u r i a l s  ( i f  any) i n  t h e  a r e a .  D e t a i l s  r ega rd ing  t h e  age ,  s e x  and 
pa thology o f  t h e  i n t e r r e d  popula t ion  have been neg lec t ed .  The 
s c a n t  i n fo rma t ion  r e l a t i n g  t h e  a r t  of t h e  a r e a  t o  c y l i n d e r  b u r i a l s  
is  summarised by Qu inne l  (1976) 'These c o f f i n s  have been found i n  
d i r e c t  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  rock  a r t  of a l l  techniques  a l though 
s t e n c i l s  and p a i n t i n g s  a r e  most common. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  a  number 
of s k e l e t o n s  w i thou t  c o f f i n s  a r e  known i n  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  a r t  
and t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  c a s e s  of c y l i n d e r s  no t  d i r e c t l y  a s s o c i a t e d  
wi th  a r t . . . ' .  There i s  no knowledge of  t h e  a n t i q u i t y  of  t h e  
m a t e r i a l ,  o r  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  i t s  appa ren t ly  good s t a t e  of  
p r e s e r v a t i o n .  

The present  - an a1 t e r n a t i v e  

The most comprehensive d e s c r i p t i o n  of a  c y l i n d e r  b u r i a l  y e t  
under taken r e s u l t e d  from a  r e scue  ' excavat ion ' .  

I n  1976,  one of t h e  a u t h o r s  (R.R.) i n spec t ed ,  a t  a  p rope r ty  
owner 's  r e q u e s t ,  a  b u r i a l  c y l i n d e r  l o c a t e d  on a  ledge  i n  a  gorge 
i n  t h e  e a s t e r n  end o f  t h e  Carnarvon Range. The ledge  suppor t ing  
t h e  b u r i a l  was i n  danger  of  co l l aps ing .  The b u r i a l  l a y  c l o s e  t o  
t h e  boundary o f  two p r o p e r t i e s  and was s u b j e c t  t o  an 'ownership' 
d i s p u t e .  Furthermore,  t h e  b u r i a l  had become a  l o c a l  c u r i o s i t y  
wi th  l a r g e  p a r t i e s  of  v i s i t o r s  be ing  shown t h e  s i t e  by owners from 
nearby p r o p e r t i e s .  Access t o  t h e  s i t e  was imposs ib le  t o  supe rv i se  
and damage t o ,  o r  complete removal o f ,  t h e  b u r i a l  was l i k e l y .  It 
i s  p robab le  t h a t  i t ems  have been removed from t h e  b u r i a l  i n  t h e  
r e c e n t  p a s t .  For t h e s e  r ea sons ,  and i n  accordance wi th  o f f i c i a l  
p o l i c y  r e g a r d i n g  b u r i a l s  ( s e e  Appendix I ) ,  i t  was decided t o  
remove t h e  b u r i a l  t o  a  nea rby  l o c a t i o n ,  r a t h e r  than  l e a v e  i t  o r  
t r a n s p o r t  i t  t o  a  l o c a l  museum. 

S i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n  : The gorge was formed by a  c reek  b i s e c t i n g  t h e  
Clemat is  sandstone of t h e  Carnarvon Range 

escarpment.  The w a l l s  of  t h e  gorge have n e a r  v e r t i c a l  upper 
f a c e s  and benched,  bou lde r  s t rewn,  outcrop  s u r f a c e s ,  which suppor t  
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sandstone f o r e s t  (predominantly EucaZyptus watson&ana). The lower 
su r faces  form sc ree  s lopes  cons i s t ing  of rock ou tc rops ,  boulder  
rubble  and pockets of s o i l ,  suppor t ing h igh  f o r e s t s  dominated by 
EucaZyptus t e r e t i c o r n i s  and Angophora floribunda. 

The cy l inder  was loca ted  on a t h i n  f r i a b l e  sandstone s h e l f  
on the  nor thern  wa l l  of t h e  gorge, 30m above t h e  c reek  bed. The 
b u r i a l  s h e l f ,  and t h e  major sandstone benches of t h e  immediate 
a r e a  inc l ined  a t  45'. Weathering and e ros ion  had undermined the  
she l f  and the  she l f  i t s e l f  exhibi ted  s t r e s s  f r a c t u r e s ,  render ing 
its co l l apse  imminent. 

The cy l inder  had been placed on a bed of l eaves  (Croton 
i n s u t a r i s ,  FZindersia macuZosa, MeZaZeuca s p .  and a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  
spec ies  of EucaZyptus), towards the  r e a r  of t h e  s h e l f ,  t h e  lower 
end being wedged between the  she l f  and a sandstone overhang 
immediately above t h e  s h e l f .  The upper 20cm of t h e  s h e l f  was 
i n  an advanced s t a t e  of weathering. A f i n e ,  d r y  weathered sand- 
s tone  rubble p a r t i a l l y  covered t h e  b u r i a l  and l a r g e  sandstone 
blocks  (average diameter 60cm) had been wedged i n t o  t h e  s h e l f  i n  
f r o n t  o f ,  and above, t h e  bur ia l .  

Removal and conservation measures : A d e t a i l e d  photographic record 
was made of t h e  b u r i a l  us ing 

120mm black and white and 35mm colour  f i lm.  A l l  t h e  l a r g e  sand- 
s tone  blocks  around t h e  b u r i a l  were removed and t h e  s i t e  was 
re-photographed. The ledge was then c l e a r e d  of a l l  l oose  powdery 
rubble t o  wi th in  20cm of t h e  cy l inder  wi th  t rowels  and brushes.  
A l l  d e b r i s  removed was sieved through a 2mm mesh s i e v e ,  and a l l  
samples of sk in ,  f ea the r s ,  f u r ,  f i b u r e  and l eaves  were s o r t e d  and 
kept  f o r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  Samples of t h e  weathered sandstone . 
rubble  were a l s o  taken. The cy l inder  was c a r e f u l l y  c leaned with 
brushes,  den ta l  probes and an a i r  brush and then re-photographed. 
The d e b r i s  beneath t h e  cyl inder  was g radua l ly  undercut t o  
i s o l a t e  t h e  b u r i a l ,  which was then removed from t h e  ledge onto  a 
p l a s t i c  shee t .  The cy l inder  was then lowered down t h e  c l i f f  
f a c e  i n  a galvanised i r o n  s l i n g .  

I n  t h e  more convenient environment of a base  camp t h e  
cy l inder  was f u r t h e r  cleaned, photographed i n  d e t a i l ,  and 
d e t a i l e d  notes  and s c a l e  drawings of i t  made. The c y l i n d e r  was 
sprayed wi th  a s o l u t i o n  of 20% by weight Pentachlorphenol 
fungic ide  i n  mineral  tu rpen t ine  us ing a household type f lyspray .  
F rag i l e  por t ions  of the  cyl inder  were conso l ida ted  wi th  v i n y l  
Butyral  r e s i n  mixed wi th  10% by weight so lven t  s o l u t i o n  of N .  
Butanol and 20% by volume acetone. The conso l idan t  was both  
sprayed on and appl ied wi th  a brush. 

The fungicide was a l s o  sprayed i n  and around t h e  a r e a  of t h e  
cave i n  which t h e  cy l inder  was t o  be  re-deposited.  The b u r i a l  
was then located i n  t h i s  cave, which was s i t u a t e d  i n  a c l i f f  i n  
t h e  nearby d i s sec ted  res idua l s .  The samples t h a t  were taken 
were halved; one ha l f  i s  s to red  i n  t h e  Archaeology Sec t ion ,  
Queensland Museum, t h e  o the r  ha l f  was used f o r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and 
ana lys i s .  The mate r i a l  not  destroyed i n  t h e  a n a l y s i s  i s  a l s o  
housed i n  t h e  Queensland Museum. 
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Cylinder descr ipt ion : The contents of t h e  b u r i a l  were encased i n  
a bark cy l inder ,  t i g h t l y  bound f o r  almost 

i ts e n t i r e  l eng th  wi th  s t r i n g .  The c y l i n d e r  was 161cm long and 
va r i ed  i n  diameter from 13.50cm t o  17.50cm ( see  Fig.2).  

Bark : The bark was a s i n g l e  s h e e t ,  probably 'budgeroo' 
(Lysicarpus augustifoZius) . The bark between t h e  s t r i n g  gaps was 
ochred although no ochreing occurred a t  t h e  head o r  foo t  o f  the  
cyl inder .  

Cylinder foo t  : Fine g rass  which had been c u t  and trimmed 
unevenly wi th  a b lun t  instrument,  had been packed i n t o  t h e  hollow 
end of t h e  cyl inder .  A sk in  cap wi th  t h e  f u r  i n s i d e  was bound 
over t h e  foot  of t h e  cy l inder  and extended lOcm up t h e  s i d e .  The 
upper por t ions  of t h e  s k i n  had been decorated wi th  red ochre.  
Remains of a r e s i n  band, 4.5cm i n  width,  were v i s i b l e  7cm from t h e  
foo t .  

Cylinder head : Skin capping wi th  t h e  f u r  i n s i d e  a l s o  
encompassed the  head of t h e  b u r i a l ,  and extended 13cm up t h e  
s i d e s .  It was bound t o  t h e  cy l inder  wi th  f i b r e  s t r i n g .  A s  wi th  
t h e  foo t ,  t he re  was a packing of f i n e  g r a s s  i n  t h e  hollow of t h e  
cy l inder ,  underneath t h e  capping. The remnants of whi te  f e a t h e r s  
(Cacatua g a z e e t a  - white  cockatoo) were tucked under t h e  f i b r e  
s t r i n g  and sinew f o r  approximately 26cm of  t h e  c y l i n d e r  circum- 
f  erence . 

Binding : (a) The predominant b inding was a red ochred,  2-ply 
f i b r e  s t r i n g  of v a r i a b l e  diameter. Th i s  f i b r e  s t r i n g  was t i g h t l y  
and continuously bound around almost t h e  e n t i r e  l e n g t h  of the  
cyl inder .  General d e t e r i o r a t i o n  caused smal l  i r r e g u l a r  gaps i n  
t h e  binding throughout t h e  length  of t h e  cy l inder .  A 5cm gap 
occurred 26cm from t h e  foo t .  

(b) Two-ply human h a i r  s t r i n g  was bound around the 
cy l inder  llOcm t o  86cm from t h e  foo t .  One end of t h e  human h a i r  
s t r i n g  was sp l i ced  wi th  f i n e  f i b r e  s t r i n g .  

(c) A s t r i p  of sinew was loose ly  bound around t h e  
cy l inder  head. 

(d) A s t r a n d  of t h i n l y  s t r i p p e d  h i d e  wi th  t h e  f u r  
i n t a c t  was a l s o  bound around the  head of  t h e  cy l inder .  

Knots : I n  t h e  24th band of f i b r e  s t r i n g  from t h e  head, four  
l a r g e  knots  occurred i n  a c i r cumferen t i a l  row, below t h e  f e a t h e r  
q u i l l s  a t  t h e  r e a r  of t h e  cyl inder .  Four kno t s  a l s o  occurred i n  
t h e  lower 40cm of t h e  f i b r e  binding. These may poss ib ly  have been 
compression t i e s  t o  hold t h e  cyl inder  i n  p lace  whi le  t h e  main 
binding was completed. 

Bone a r t e f a c t  : A bone a r t e f a c t  was t i e d  t o  t h e  f i r s t  s t r and  
of f i b r e  binding immediately below t h e  base  of t h e  f e a t h e r  q u i l l s .  
It was 13cm i n  length  and averaged 4cm i n  diameter .  Two-ply 
human h a i r  s t r i n g  was t i g h t l y  wound around t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  of 
i t s  length ,  leaving lcm of unevenly f r a c t u r e d  bone exposed a t  t h e  
end a t tached t o  t h e  cyl inder .  The oppos i t e  end of t h e  bone was 
encased i n  a knob of r e s i n ,  and t h e  medullary c a v i t y  was a l s o  
sealed wi th  r e s i n .  A 2-ply f i b r e  s t r a n d  was sea led  i n t o ,  and 
extended from, t h e  medullary cav i ty  t o  form t h e  uppermost loop of  
t h e  cy l inder  binding. 

Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au



Resin  : A major  s e c t i o n  on t h e  c y l i n d e r  was coated  wi th  
r e s i n .  The r e s i n  commenced 29cm from t h e  head and cont inued t o  
w i t h i n  26cm o f  t h e  f o o t ,  a l though l a r g e  a r e a s  had f l aked  o f f  a t  
one t ime.  Occas ional  t r a c e s  of yel low ochre  appeared on t h e  
r e s i n .  

Skin  : A rug  made from possum (Tr i chosums  vuZpecuZa) and 
wal laby s k i n s  l a y  b e s i d e  t h e  b u r i a l .  It was i n  poor cond i t i on  
and t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  i ts o r i g i n a l  p o s i t i o n  could no t  be 
a c c u r a t e l y  a s c e r t a i n e d .  It was made up of rough r e c t a n g l e s  
measuring 2.3cm X 17cm sewn toge the r  i n  a  simple bag s t i t c h  u s ing  
2-ply f i b r e  s t r i n g  w i t h  two s t i t c h e s  t o  t h e  cen t ime t r e .  The 
s t i t c h  h o l e s  were p i e r c e d .  

Concl us i on 

Ethnographic  and h i s t o r i c a l  evidence i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  bark  
c y l i n d e r  b u r i a l s  were adopted  a s  a  method of  Abor ig ina l  i n t e r r -  
ment throughout  t h e  c e n t r a l  southern  h igh lands  of Queensland. 
Recent a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  ev idence  demonstrates t h a t  t h e s e  c y l i n d e r s  
a r e  s t i l l  t o  b e  found i n  a  good s t a t e  of  p re se rva t ion .  The 
combined ev idence ,  however, g ives  only  a  gene ra l  i n d i c a t i o n  of 
t h e  e x t e n t ,  number and c o n t e n t s ,  of t h e  m a t e r i a l ,  wh i l e  a t  t h e  
same t i m e  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  abuse  t o  which bark  c y l i n d e r  b u r i a l s  
have been s u b j e c t .  Consequently,  t h e i r  a r chaeo log ica l  p o t e n t i a l  
ha s  n o t  been r e a l i s e d .  

These r e s o u r c e s  shou ld  be cons idered  i n  any f u t u r e  assessment 
of t h e  archaeology of  t h e  a r e a ,  f o r  t he  p o t e n t i a l  of a  c y l i n d e r  
l i e s  n o t  o n l y  i n  i t s  i n h e r e n t  va lue ,  bu t  a l s o  i n  t h e  depth  and 
complexi ty  of  i t s  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i th  a s s o c i a t e d  a r chaeo log ica l  
ev idence .  Cy l inde r  b u r i a l s  con ta in  ba rk ,  l e a v e s ,  wood, r e s i n ,  
v e g e t a b l e  f i b r e  s t r i n g ,  human h a i r  s t r i n g ,  animal s k i n ,  f u r  and 
sinew, r e p t i l e  and mammal bone, f e a t h e r s ,  ochre ,  and human s k e l e t a l  
m a t e r i a l .  I n fo rma t ion  ga ined  from t h e s e  r e sou rces  could form t h e  
b a s i s  f o r  a  d e t a i l e d  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of demography, 
pa thology,  r e s o u r c e  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  environment r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  and 
t r a d e .  The m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e  i tems o f t e n  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  c y l i n d e r  
b u r i a l s  p r e s e n t  t h e  a r c h a e o l o g i s t  wi th  an  oppor tun i ty  t o  o b t a i n  
a  d e t a i l e d  i n v e n t o r y  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e  of  a  p r e h i s t o r i c  
popu la t ion ,  a  unique  s i t u a t i o n  i n  A u s t r a l i a .  H i s t o r i c  documentation 
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  were ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  l o c a l i t i e s  i n  sou the rn  
c e n t r a l  Queensland l a r g e  numbers of  human s k e l e t o n s  i n  i n  s i t u  
d a t a b l e  c o n t e x t s .  I n  view of t h e  r a r i t y  of t h i s  type  of  ev idence  
(Thorne 1976) and t h e  importance i t  ho lds  i n  t h e  c u r r e n t  Aus t r a l i an  
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s cene ,  such  s i t e s  a r e  of g r e a t  va lue .  Much of t h e  
s t e n c i l  a r t  of  t h e  c e n t r a l  h ighlands  of Queensland is  of m a t e r i a l  
c u l t u r e  i t ems  (Beaton and Walsh 1977).  The i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of 
c y l i n d e r s  and t h e i r  a s s o c i a t e d  m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e  i tems could o f f e r  
new i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  rock  a r t  of t h a t  
a r ea .  

However, i n  Queensland, t h e  q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y  of informa- 
t i o n  ob ta ined  from even t h e  most comprehensive i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of 
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bark burials is restricted by the terms of the official policy. 
In short, this policy states 'that these burials should be left 
where they are, but that the scientific process of poisoning 
the surrounding area in an endeavour to combat white ant 
activity should be attempted ... in order that aboriginal burials 
might be regarded with equal sanctity as those belonging to 
other groups within the Australian Society'. The dilemma created 
by this policy is that it advocates two impractical, incompatible 
courses of action. If the aim of the policy is to ensure the 
sanctity of bark burials, why prevent white ant activity at all, 
particularly when the evidence suggests that the destruction of 
cylinders is brought about primarily by animals or people. It is 
difficult to envisage the implementation of such a policy 
particularly when it precludes removal of material for identification, 
investigation or analysis. Consequently it is impossible to prove 
that material has been either taken or destroyed. This aspect of 
the policy is further hampered by the impracticality of its 
effective implementation. It is, short of a massive injection of 
funds and manpower, impossible to police and administer such a 
policy over this vast and rugged area. If the aim of the policy 
is to preserve burials then 'leaving them where they are, but 
poisoning the surrounding area' is almost a total negation of its 
stated intention. It is dubious whether 'poisoning the surrounding 
area' constitutes a 'scientific process', particularly when the 
material being poisoned is virtually an unknown quantity and when 
the results cannot be monitored. Furthermore, despite the assumed 
erradication of white ants, the cylinders are still subject to 
destruction by moisture, animals and humans. The variety of 
content of the cylinders precludes the use of standard treatment. 
Each should be treated on its own merits, only after thorough 
investigation. 

While archaeologists throughout Australia are cognisant of 
their responsibilities towards Aboriginal feelings about departed 
kin, in areas where there are no Aborigines left to speak for 
or protect bark burials an effective management policy is needed. 
No matter what scientific processes are applied in the field, 
adequate protection for this valuable material will only eventuate 
if it is housed in a State or local museum. 
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Appendix I 

The Pol icy on bark c y l i n d e r  b u r i a l s  adopted by t h e  
Archaeological Division,  Department of Aboriginal  and I s l a n d e r s  
Advancement . 

The following was a Resolution passed by t h e  Advisory 
Council a t  t h e  Cairns Conference i n  February 1973, i n  
answer t o  a submission put  forward on behalf  of  the  
Department's Archaeological Divis ion concerning t h e  
des t ruc t ion  of bark b u r i a l s  by whi te  a n t s .  

That these  b u r i a l s  should b e  l e f t  where they a r e ,  
but  t h a t  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  process  of poisoning 
surrounding a r e a s  i n  an endeavour t o  combat whi te  
a n t  a c t i v i t y  should be attempted. 

This Resolution is  i n  accordance wi th  t h e  c u r r e n t  op in ions  
of t h e  Aboriginal people i n  t h a t  they f e e l ,  and q u i t e  r i g h t l y  
so ,  t h a t  Aboriginal b u r i a l s  should be regarded wi th  e q u a l  
s a n c t i t y  a s  those belonging t o  o t h e r  groups wi th in  t h e  
Austra l ian  soc ie ty .  

An exerpt  from t h e  Honorary Wardens Manual, Archaeology 
Branch, Department of Aboriginal and I s l a n d e r s  Advancement, 
p.38. 
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APPENDIX I 1  

KNOWN OBSERVATIONS 

OF BURIAL CYLINDERS I N  THE 

O b s e r v a t i o n s  

l . . . . .  On t h e  roof o r  s i d e s  of a l l  caves 
containing t h e  dead were imprints  of hands 
done i n  red  o r  white ochre ' .  

' I n  one lone ly  cave i n  a vas t  sandstone 
rock,  300 f e e t  i n  he igh t  and 4 mile in  
l eng th ,  we found a bark c o f f i n  containing 
t h e  per fec t  ske le ton  of a c h i l d ,  1 2  o r  18 
months o l d ' .  

AND COmENTS ON THE DESECRATION 

CENTRAL SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS. 

Comnen t s 

'From some of t h e  caves the s k u l l s  had been 
removed, a t  l e a s t  one skeleton and o ld  
f i sh ing  ne t s  taken away by white men since 
t h e  remains were f i r s t  reported ' .  

Heston 1901 

Warmng S t a t  ion 

l . .  . . . t h i s  was a g r e a t  b u r i a l  place of t h e  'Years ago while mustering a t  "The Tombs" one 
abor ig ina l s :  many a ske le ton  I saw i n  caves of my stockmen got  a  blackfel low's s k u l l  from 
t h e r e ,  and hand and f o o t  imprints  and other  one of t h e  caves and threw and h i t  with it  (as 
impressions i n  t h e  wal l s  and roofs  of  t h e  a joke) a blackboy I  had with me a t  t h e  time. 
caves;  and f i s h i n g  n e t s  made ou t  o f  f i b r e  o r  I got  l i t t l e  good ou t  of  t h a t  blackboy during 
bark ' .  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  day, and a t  night  he sneaked 

away from camp, a s  only a blackfellow can do, 
and next I heard o f  him he was f i f t y  miles 
away'. 

W. Moffatt S ta t ion  

' I n  t h i s  cave t h e r e  were probably hundreds The s k e l e t a l  mate r ia l  was removed from t h e  
o f  ske le tons  wrapped i n  bark. Access was bark i n  order t o  t ake  a photograph. 
gained by p lac ing  a l o g  up aga ins t  t h e  c l i f f  
and cl imbing up it. I l l i d g e  No da te  

( "Black 'S Palace" ) 

'The next tomb, f i v e  f e e t  from the  ground 
contained merely a few bones and pieces of 
bark c o f f i n s ' .  

' . . . . . i n t a c t  ske le tons  wrapped i n  bark c o f f i n s  
could be seen,  placed one above t h e  o ther ' .  

'Some were pushed i n  a s  f a r  a s  f i f t e e n  f e e t ,  
t h e  c a v i t y  being t o o  narrow t o  accomodate t h e  
number any o t h e r  way'. 

' A t  t h e  foo t  of t h e  monument human bones were 
strewn on a l l  s i d e s  exposed t o  t h e  r a i n ,  wind 
and bushf i res . '  

In two ins tances ,  t h e  entrances were not 
blocked with s tones ,  s o  t h e  animals were 
allowed f r e e  access i n t o  the  c a v i t i e s ,  the re  
t o  t ake  s h e l t e r  from t h e  weather. So, a s  
t ime went on t h e  f r a i l  bark c o f f i n s  were 
trampled t o  p ieces  and t h e i r  contents  strewn 
about a s  we found them. 

Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au



'The bark coverings were made of the  stringy 
bark of budge-, o r  giant tee-tree and were 
so well preserved t ha t  it could be fancied 
t ha t  the bark had but recently been stripped. 
The binding s t r i ng  t o  hold the  bark around 
the body was a l so  i n  a f a i r  s t a t e  of preserv- 
ation; it was made f r m  the  f i b r e  of currajong 
o r  bo t t l e  t r e e  twisted i n to  a three-ply s t r ing  
and varying i n  s i z e  from t h a t  of ordinary 
grocer's s t r i ng  t o  t ha t  of small clothes-line. 
The knots employad were mostly half  hitches 
and a lso  a peculiar kind of double f igure  8. 
The ends of the  smaller s i z e  s t r i ngs  had 
eyes whipped i n to  then with what appeared t o  
be kangaroo sinews. By employing these "eyes" 
it was an easy matter t o  pu l l  t he  s t r i ngs  very 
t ight  around the  coffin;  thus when completed 
a very neat bundle was c~?eated'. 

l..... a carefu l  examination of the  bones 
revealed t ha t  many of them were misplaced. 
For instance, shin-bones were found ly ing  
against the  thigh and invariably the  f e e t  
had been turned back towards the  knees. 
Moreover, t he  circumference of the  parcel 
was altogether too small t o  hold a human body, 
but just  t he  s i z e  t ha t  would encase a bark 
skeletonv. 

'Two of the  coffins we examined appeared t o  
have had special care bestowed on t h e  dead 
occupants by t he i r  undertakers. They were 
covered with what appeared t o  be kangaroo 
skin shaped l i ke  a waistcoat and neatly sewn 
with sinews of such an animal. The f u r  s ide  
had been put next t o  the  remains and could 
s t i l l  be seen adhering t o  the  bones. Also, 
i n  one of these two coffins we noticed the  
bony remains of an oppossum and i n  another 
those of a "corney" ( f r i l l e d  neck l i z a rd ) .  . . . ' 
'We f o d  no vestige of any stone implements 
i n  these tombs'. 

Gaukrodger 1924 pp. 19-20 

Castlevale Sta t ion  

Incorrectly s ta ted  a s  M t .  Enniski l l in ,  Tambo 
area. 

The inferenca of these prssaqes i s  ~t the 
cylinders were opened, in part, to allow 
inspection. 

'Odd bones scattered about an f loors  of caves 'Collectors o r  vandals have removed a l l  t he  
perhaps indicate t ha t  t h i s  was an old burial  bark enclosed bur ia ls ' .  
place. . . . . I  

Stark 1933 

"Black ' s Palace" 
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'The sandstone outcrop known a s  "The Tombs" ' I  was sor ry  t o  say I MS unable t o  f i n d  any 
had perhaps a hundred b u r i a l  ho les ,  but  now Aboriginal remains, f o r  these  had been removed 
t h e s e  a r e  a l l  empty'. o r  destroyed' .  

' A  number ..... of ho les  s t i l l  contained the Geary 1939 
s t i c k s  on which t h e  bodies had been l a i d ,  and 
by t h e  look o f  them they  might have been there "The Tombs" 
f o r  c e n t u r i e s .  Apparently, t h e  same kind of 
wood was always used. I t  i s  from a t r e e  which 
grows i n  t h e  neighbourhood, and is c a l l e d  by 
t h e  Aborigines,  boogooroo; i t s  t imber i s  very 
hard and durable.  The bodies  were always 
wrapped i n  t h e  bark o f  t h i s  t r e e ,  bound 
t i g h t l y  i n  t h e  usua l  crouching pos ture  by 
cords made from human hair; I found por t ions  
of t h i s  cord i n  t h e  b u r i a l  ho les .  The pieces 
of  wood had been c u t  i n t o  l eng ths  by t h e  use 
of  f i r e . . . . . '  

'The next s t e n c i l l e d  group surrounds a small Goddard 1942 
c a v i t y  uhich has been used a s  a b u r i a l  niche. 
A f a i r l y  wel l  preserved human ske le ton  mapped "Cathedral Cave" 
up i n  bark and t i e d  with hwmn h a i r  s t r i n g  was Canarvon Gorge 
previously discovered i n  t h i s  cav i ty  by a 
member of  t h e  expedit ion.  This group o f  To the authors knowledge this burial was 
s t e n c i l s  d i r e c t l y  surrounds t h e  b u r i a l  niche by the l a t e  1950's. 

' ..... 
'There a r e  two l i l - l i ls  i n  red  and two rows 
o f  s t e n c i l l e d  hands ( t h r e e  l e f t  and t h r e e  
r i g h t ) ,  whi l s t  d i r e c t l y  above t h e  n iche  a r e  
t h r e e  r i g h t  hands. This b u r i a l  niche i s  1 2  
f e e t  above t h e  f l o o r  l e v e l  and could only be 
reached with t h e  help of a couple o f  sapplings 
a s  an improvised ladder ' .  

'This  one was a small  n a t u r a l  cave, without 
markings o f  any kind 20 f e e t  o r  s o  above the 
creek bed. I t  contained two s k u l l s ,  one 
i d e n t i f i e d  a s  a young female and t h e  o t h e r  
a s  t h e  cranium o f  a n  infant . . . . .  The bark 
wrapping o r i g i n a l l y  used t o  enclose t h e  bodies 
was s t i l l  t h e r e  a s  u e r e ' a l s o  t h e  fragment of 
s t r i n g  made from hair and used f o r  t y i n g  the 
bundle'. 

'Streun around t h e  f l o o r  of  t h e  cave were many 
o ther  human remains, including a number o f  
l eg ,  arm and r i b  bones ind ica t ing  t h a t  more 
than two bodies had been placed t h e r e  and t h a t  
some of t h e  s k u l l s  had s ince  been removed'. 

'There a r e ,  i n  t h e  Carnarvon Ranges, innum- 
e rab le  caves,  many which a r e  reputed t o  
contain l a r g e  numbers of abor ig ina l  skeletons.  
The w r i t e r  has not seen any of these  b u r i a l  
caves personally but has seen on s t a t i o n s ,  
s k u l l s  and s k e l e t a l  remains obtained from some 
of them'. 

Burchester 1967 

Tandcrra S ta t ion  
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'Elsewhere i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  highlands these  'One f a c t o r  has t o  be t aken  i n t o  account when 
c o f f i n s  have been found i n  d i r e c t  assoc ia t ion  dea l ing  wi th  t h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  s i t e s  i n  t h i s  
with rock a r t  of a l l  techniques al though reg ion .  That is t h e  xholesa le  removal of 
s t e n c i l s  and pa in t ings  a r e  most conmon. In bark c y l i n d e r  c o f f i n s  from t h e  reg ion  i n  
add i t ion ,  a number of  ske le tons  without cof f ins  genera l  and t h e  National  Park (Carnarvon 
a r e  known i n  assoc ia t ion  with a r t  and t h e r e  National  Park) i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  
a r e  a l s o  cases  of  cy l inder  c o f f i n s  and skeletons 
not d i r e c t l y  associated with a r t  al though a r t  Quinne l l  1972 
s i t e s  e x i s t  i n  t h e  immediate v i c i n i t y ' .  

Cent ra l  Highlands i n  genera l .  
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