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BACKED BLADES I N  NORTHERN AUSTRALIA : EVIDENCE FROM 
NORTHWEST QUEENSLAND 

Pe te r  Hiscock and P .J .  Hughes 

One of the t e n e t s  of Aus t ra l i an  archaeology i s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  
c e r t a i n  a r t e f a c t  types f o r  which archetypes  and t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n  
pa t t e rns  have been conf ident ly  e s t a b l i s h e d .  An example of  t h i s  i s  
the  long-held b e l i e f  t h a t  backed blades  a r e  only t o  be found i n  t h e  
southern two-thirds of t h i s  con t inen t .  Recent r e sea rch  i n  t r o p i c a l  
Aus t ra l i a  shows t h i s  not t o  be the case .  

In June 1979 Phi1 Hughes and Ken Apl in ,  along wi th  honorary 
wardens from the archaeological  branch o f  t h e  Department o f  
Aboriginal and I s l anders  Advancement based a t  Mount I s a ,  undertook 
an archaeological  reconnaissance of t h e  Lawn Hi l l s -Col l e s s  Creek 
gorge area  of northwest Queensland ( ~ i g  1 ) .  This  s tudy was 
undertaken for  the  D A I A  on a grant  from the  National E s t a t e  Grants  
Program. This area  i s  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  placed from an a rchaeo log ica l  
point  of view i n  t h a t  it l i e s  we l l  wi thin  t h a t  v a s t  expanse o f  
inland t r o p i c a l  Aus t ra l i a  about which l i t t l e  i s  known. From an 
archaeological  standpoint the  n e a r e s t  comparatively wel l  known 
regions are  the  Top End of the  Northern T e r r i t o r y  800km t o  t h e  
northwest,  the eas te rn  s ide  of Cape York 750km t o  the  eas t -nor theas t  
and the southern highlands of Queensland 1200km t o  t h e  sou theas t .  

In  the course of t h i s  reconnaissance,  Hughes and Aplin 
excavated four t e s t  squares ,  each 5Ocm square ,  i n  a dolomite s h e l t e r  
on Col less  Creek (F igs  2 and 3 ) .  Analysis  of t h e  extremely r i c h  
chipped stone assemblage recovered from t h i s  s i t e  ( c o l l e s s  Creek 1 - 
D A I A  s i t e  no. AL-~11) i s  being undertaken by Pe te r  Hiscock. On t h e  
bas i s  of so r t ing  and a preliminary examination of t h i s  m a t e r i a l  i t  
has become c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  assemblage w i l l  provide va luab le  d a t a  not  
only i n  e s t ab l i sh ing  a l o c a l  sequence but f o r  Australia-wide 
comparisons. One discovery,  the  presence of  backed b lades  i n  t h e  
depos i t ,  is the sub jec t  of t h i s  note.  

Four d e f i n i t e  backed blades ,  and one which i s  poss ib ly  backed, 
were recovered from the  deposi t  a t  Col less  Creek 1 .  Three o f  t h e  
four squares excavated appear t o  have a continuous sequence t h a t  
extends up t o  recent times. The f o u r t h ,  square Q ,  has  been t runca ted  
by animal disturbance and only the  lowermost u n i t  i s  rep resen ted  
(Fig .3) .  In  each of the  squares,  o t h e r  than Q ,  backed b lades  were 
recovered only from s p i t  2 which on average l ay  between 2 and 5cm 
below the  surface  ( ~ i g . 3 ) .  Four preliminary C14 d a t e s ,  t h r e e  on 
charcoal and one on freshwater s h e l l ,  have been obta ined from s p i t s  
2 ,  3 and 4 i n  square P. The charcoal  d a t e s  range from 700 t o  300BP 
with increas ing depth.  The s h e l l  d a t e ,  from s p i t  2 ,  l i e s  between 
4000 and 5000BP. Another sample of  s h e l l  has been submitted t o  t r y  
and resolve  these inconsis tences  i n  d a t i n g .  

The backed blades  a r e  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  Figure 4 and desc r ibed  
below. 
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Hypothesised northern barndew of &ckd Blades (after M u l v w  1975:224 25 nd bmmingl 1978 : 322) 

Figure 1 
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P46/2-1 D e f i n i t e  Backed Blade (Geometr ic  i n  form).  The two 
backed m a r g i n s  a r e  b i d i r e c t i o n a l l y  s t r u c k  ( i . e .  from b o t h  d o r s a l  and 
v e n t r a l  s u r f a c e s )  a l o n g  t h e i r  e n t i r e  l e n g t h .  It  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  t h i s  
a r t e f a c t  was backed u s i n g  b i p o l a r  t e c h n i q u e s .  A s  t h e r e  a r e  no 
p l a t f o r m ,  PFA ( p o i n t  o f  f o r c e  a p p l i c a t i o n )  t r a i t s ,  o r  d o r s a l  r i d g e s  
p r e s e n t  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  i n d i c a t i o n  a s  t o  which i s  t h e  v e n t r a l  
s u r f a c e .  The two concave  backed edges  a r e  unusua l  and presumably 
c a u t i o u s  b a c k i n g  was r e q u i r e d  t o  produce them. Along most of  t h e  
c h o r d ,  edge  damage i s  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  form o f  s m a l l  ( l e s s  thanlmm) 
f l a k e  s c a r s .  Maximum Length = 1.9cm. Chord Length = 1.9cm 

P46/2-2 P r o b a b l e  b u t  no t  d e f i n i t e  backed b l a d e .  This  p i e c e  i s  
t h e  b roken  ( d i s t a l ? )  end o f  a  f l a k e .  One margin c o n t a i n s  s t e e p  
u n i d i r e c t i o n a l  n e g a t i v e  f l a k e  s c a r s ,  about  l-3m long b u t  n o t  
r e a c h i n g  t o  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s u r f a c e .  Because bo th  f a c e s  a r e  f l a t  and 
b e a r  no i n d i c a t i o n  o f  which was v e n t r a l  and which d o r s a l  i t  cannot  
b e  d e f i n i t e l y  s t a t e d  t h a t  the  n e g a t i v e  s c a r s  on t h e  margin occur red  
a f t e r  de tachment  o f  t h e  f l a k e ,  t h e r e b y  c o n s t i t u t i n g  r e t o u c h .  I t  i s  
p o s s i b l e  t h e r e f o r e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a  r e s h a r p e n i n g  o r  r e d i r e c t i n g  f l a k e ,  
a s  b o t h  t h e s e  forms o c c u r  i n  t h e  assemblage .  From i t s  shape ,  and t h e  
p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  s c a r s  on t h e  marg in ,  i t  is  thought  t h a t  t h i s  specimen 
may w e l l  b e  a  backed b l a d e  t y p e ,  a l b e i t  broken.  Maximum 
Length  = 1.2cm. Chord Length 0.9cm. 

U39/2-1 D e f i n i t e  Backed Blade (Geometr ic  i n  form).  Unlike t h e  
p r e v i o u s  specimen t h i s  i s  comparable t o  t h e  a r c h e t y p e s  i l l u s t r a t e d  
i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e .  It  i s  u n i d i r e c t i o n a l l y  s t r u c k  from t h e  v e n t r a l  
f a c e  a l o n g  b o t h  backed edges .  On one o f  t h e  backed e d g e s  c r u s h i n g  i s  
v i s i b l e  on t h e  d o r s a l  edge  . T h i s  i s  l i k e l y  t o  have r e s u l t e d  from 
knapping  t h e  a r t e f a c t  w h i l e  i t  r e s t e d  on an  a n v i l .  Backing is  
t h e r e f o r e ,  i n  p a r t  a t  l e a s t ,  l i k e l y  t o  have  been b i p o l a r .  The 
v e n t r a l  s u r f a c e  i s  r e a s o n a b l y  f l a t  and c o n t a i n s  no remnant p l a t f o r m s  
o r  PFA f e a t u r e s .  On t h e  d o r s a l  s u r f a c e ,  however, one d o r s a l  s c a r  
r u n s  p a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  c h o r d .  Maximum Length P 1.6cm Chord 
Length  = 1.6cm 

T39/2-1 D e f i n i t e  Backed Blade (Asymmetric - though p o s s i b l y  a  
worked down o r  r e p a i r e d  specimen o r i g i n a l l y  more g e o m e t r i c ) .  
U n i d i r e c t i o n a l  b a c k i n g  o r i g i n a t e s  from t h e  v e n t r a l  f a c e ,  though t h e  
n e g a t i v e  s c a r s  d o  n o t  r e a c h  t h e  d o r s a l  s u r f a c e .  No d o r s a l  r i d g e s  o r  
o t h e r  d o r s a l  f e a t u r e s  e x i s t .  The v e n t r a l  s u r f a c e ,  on  t h e  o t h e r  hand ,  
r e t a i n s  b u l b a r  and remnant p l a t f o r m  c h a r a c t e r s .  Edge damage o c c u r s  
on  t h e  c h o r d ,  though n o t  a l o n g  i t s  e n t i r e  l e n g t h .  Maximum 
Length  = 1.4cm Chord Length l .  Ocm 

~ 3 9 / 2 - 2  D e f i n i t e  Backed Blade (Asymmetric though a g a i n  broken) .  
B i d i r e c t i o n a l  b a c k i n g  o c c u r s  a l o n g  most o f  t h e  margin.  D o r s a l l y  
d e r i v e d  s c a r s  domina te  towards t h e  d i s t a l  e n d ,  and t h e r e  t h e  v e n t r a l  
edge  i s  m a i n l y  c r u s h e d  and s h a t t e r e d .  Again t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  t h a t  
b i p o l a r  working i s  d e m o n s t r a t e d .  P l a t f o r m  and PFA f e a t u r e s  a r e  
a b s e n t  from t h e  specimen and t h e  proximal  end i s  s h a t t e r e d  on bo th  
d o r s a l  and v e n t r a l  s u r f a c e s .  Maximum Length = 1.7cm Chord 
Length  = 1.7cm. 

Approximate ly  one c u b i c  m e t r e  o f  t h e  d e p o s i t  was dug i n  a l l .  
W h i l s t  o n l y  f i v e  backed b l a d e s  were found t h i s  r e p r e s e n t s  a  h igh  
d e n s i t y  a s  a l l  were r e c o v e r e d  from s p i t  2 which i s  on average  o n l y  
3cm t h i c k .  The d e n s i t y  o f  backed b l a d e s  i n  s p i t  2 i n  a l l  t h r e e  
s q u a r e s  i s  about  200 p e r  cub ic  m e t r e .  Put  a n o t h e r  way, t h e r e  a r e  on 
a v e r a g e  s e v e n  backed b l a d e s  p e r  s q u a r e  m e t r e  of s u r f a c e .  As t h e  
t o t a l  s u r f a c e  a r e a  o f  t h e  s i t e  i s  about  60 s q u a r e  m e t r e s  t h e r e  might 
w e l l  be more t h a n  400 backed b l a d e s  i n  t h e  whole s i t e .  The s i t e  i s ,  
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however, c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a  low number of  re touched a r t e f a c t s .  The 
on ly  o t h e r  r e a d i l y  recognized types  found i n  s i t u  were a  smal l  
number of probable b u t t s  of  p i r r i  p o i n t s  and t h e s e  a l l  came from 
s p i t s  1  and 2 .  The upper t h r e e  s p i t s  i n  each  squa re  c o n t a i n  a  
chipped s tone  assemblage t h a t  d i f f e r s  n o t i c a b l y  from t h e  lower 
m a t e r i a l .  On t h i s  b a s i s ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  on t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  
backed b l ades  and p i r r i  p o i n t s ,  we surmise  t h a t  t h e  t o p  8cm o r  s o  of  
t h e  depos i t  is  equ iva l en t  i n  age t o  t h e  ' sma l l  t o o l  t r a d i t i o n '  found 
e lsewhere .  More d e t a i l e d  s tone  a n a l y s i s  w i l l  be r e p o r t e d  a t  a  l a t e r  
d a t e .  

A number o f  open s u r f a c e  s i t e s  were r e p o r t e d  from a long  C o l l e s s  
and Lawn H i l l  Creeks i n  t he  1979 f i e l d  s eason  which appea r  t o  have 
numerous retouched a r t e f a c t s  inc luding  t u l a s  and p i r r i  p o i n t s .  No 
backed b lades  were seen on these  open s i t e s .  These o b s e r v a t i o n s  need 
t o  be v e r i f i e d  by sys t ema t i c  recording  o f  t h e s e  s i t e s  b e f o r e  any 
conclus ions  can be drawn; and t o  t h i s  end we r e v i s i t e d  t h e  r e g i o n  i n  
Apr i l  1980. On s u r f a c e  s i t e s  on Col less  Creek,  on t h e  ~ ' ~ h a n n e s s y  
River 70km t o  the  s o u t h e a s t ,  and around o u t l i e s  on t h e  Ca rpen ta r i an  
P l a i n  between them backed b l ades  were found. We c o l l e c t e d  seven 
a rche typa l  specimens on s i x  s i t e s  i n  t h e s e  t h r e e  a r e a s ;  and f i v e  
less c l a s s i c / u n f i n i s h e d  specimens on t h e s e  and o t h e r  s i t e s .  S i x  out  
o f  the  seven a rche typa l  specimens a r e  aga in  geometr ic  i n  form and 
have edge damage on t h e  ' cho rd ' .  Other unexpected specimens were 
found i n  t he  a r e a  du r ing  t h e  1979 su rvey ,  i n c l u d i n g  a juan k n i f e  
which i s  of p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  g iven  t h e  c l o s e  morphologica l  
resemblance between such a r t e f a c t s  and backed b l ades .  

The presence of  backed b lades  i n  t h e  C o l l e s s  Creek a r e a ,  we l l  
t o  the nor th  of t he  g e n e r a l l y  accepted l i m i t  o f  t h i s  implement t ype ,  
has  important imp1 i c a t  i o n s  f o r  i n f e r e n c e s  c o m o n l y  drawn on t h e  
b a s i s  . of  t h e i r  supposed d i s t r i b u t i o n  i g l  Recent syn theses  
cont inue  t o  espouse t h e  r e a l i t y  of t h i s  n o r t h e r n  boundary ( c f .  
Mulvaney 1975:224-225; Kamminga 1978:321-322; Jones  1979:457; White 
and 0 'Connell  1979:26). The b a s i s  of t h e  accepted  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  
backed b lades  a r e  d a t a  ga thered  from a  smal l  number o f  excavated  
s i t e s  i n  the  no r the rn  h a l f  of t he  c o n t i n e n t ,  most i n  t h e  l a s t  decade 
o r  so ,  and an even sma l l e r  number o f  su rveys  o f  s u r f a c e  s i t e s ,  
a l b e i t  e x t e s i v e ,  undertaken before  t h e  1960 's .  The northernmost  
ex tent  of backed b l ades ,  i n  c e n t r a l  Queensland,  co r r e sponds  t o  t h e  
no r the rn  l i m i t  of Gres se r ' s  (1962, 1963a, 1963b, 1964) su rvey  a r e a  
which extended through NSW and i n t o  Queensland a s  f a r  n o r t h  as  
Hughenden and Cloncurry.  S i m i l a r l y  Johnson ' s  (1963,  1964) survey i n  
c e n t r a l  A u s t r a l i a  accounts f o r  our knowledge o f  backed b l a d e s  south  
of the  supposed boundary i n  t h a t  a r e a  simply because h e  d i d  not  
extend h i s  survey a rea  any f u r t h e r  n o r t h  ( s e e  a l s o  S tock ton  1971).  
These surveys by Gresser  and Johnson mark t h e  e x t e n t  of t h e  d a t a  on 
which t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of backed b l a d e s  have been based .  

Excavation of s i t e s  i n  nor thern  Nothern T e r r i t o r y ,  NSW, aud i n  
southern Queensland ( p l u s  i s o l a t e d  s i t e s  such a s  Laura i n  n o r t h e a s t  
Queensland) appear t o  have s u b s t a n t i a t e d  t h i s  view. The Northern 
T e r r i t o r y  s i t e s  dug so  f a r  a r e  repor ted  t o  have con ta ined  no backed 
blades (however see  below) whereas many s i t e s  a t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  end of 
the  con t inen t  have produced p r o l i f i c  numbers of  backed b l a d e s .  The 
presence of backed b l ades  i n  s i t e s  i n  Arnhemland has  been r epo r t ed  
only once i n  t he  l i t e r a t u r e  ( ~ o u l d  1973:18) ,  b u t  acco rd ing  t o  C .  
S c h r i r e  ( p e r s .  co rn . )  t h i s  c la im can be d i scoun ted .  Neve r the l e s s  a s  
most of t he  Northern T e r r i t o r y  has  not  ye t  been s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  
surveyed the  absence of  backed b lades  may be  more appa ren t  than 
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Compact red clay 

Figure 3 
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r e a l .  
The ev idence  from C o l l e s s  Creek n e g a t e s  any simple 

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  backed b l a d e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  one 
which h a s  a  s h a r p  demarca t ion  between t h e  sou the rn  two t h i r d s  of  t he  
c o n t i n e n t  and t h e  t r o p i c a l  n o r t h .  Nor i s  i t  t h e  on ly  r e c e n t l y  
e x c a v a t e d  s i t e  t o  do  s o .  I n  e a s t e r n  Queensland t h e  Jourama s i t e  i s  
r e p o r t e d  t o  c o n t a i n  one backed b l ade  ( ~ r a y s h a w  1977:281).  In 
D o r t c h ' s  (1977:116-117) r e p o r t  on t h e  Western A u s t r a l i a n  Ord r i v e r  
s i t e s  he  n o t e s  t h e  presence  of  a  type  he  c a l l s  ' ~ i m b e r l e ~  backed 
p o i n t s ' .  Do r t ch  acknowledges t h a t  s e v e r a l  o f  t h e s e  resemble l a r g e  
g e o m e t r i c  m i c r o l i t h s  o r  bondi p o i n t s .  On morphologica l  c r i t e r i a  we 
have  l i t t l e  doub t  t h a t  a  number o f  t h e  a r t e f a c t s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by 
Dor t ch  a r e  t e c h n i c a l l y  backed b l a d e s  ( ~ o r t c h  1 9 7 7 : ~ i g . 5 : 6 - 1 3 ) .  
S i m i l a r l y  i n  t h e  Nor the rn  T e r r i t o r y  some of  t h e  ' p o i n t s '  ( e s p e c i a l l y  
asymmetr ic )  from t h e  Yarra  s h e l t e r  s i t e  i l l u s t r a t e d  by Flood (1966: 
5 7 b , n o . a ;  5712,no.a; p l a t e s  1 5 ,  17 and 2 0 )  have a t t r i b u t e s  s i m i l a r  t o  
backed  b l a d e s ,  such  a s  s t e e p  angled r e touch  on one margin on ly .  I f  
t h e  a r t e f a c t s  from t h e  Ord River  and Jourama (and perhaps Yarra?)  
a r e  a c c e p t e d  a s  backed b l a d e s ,  t h e  ev idence  from the se  s i t e s  and 
C o l l e s s  C reek ,  s i t e s  which a r e  spread  a c r o s s  t h e  e n t i r e  b r ead th  of  
t r o p i c a l  A u s t r a l i a ,  must d r a s t i c a l l y  a l t e r  any s imple  concept  of  an 
a b r u p t  n o r t h e r n  boundary i n  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  backed b l a d e s .  

It i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h s t  t h e  concept  of  type  boundar ies  h a s  been 
used  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  wi thout  any e x p l i c i t  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  n a t u r e  
o f  such  b o u n d a r i e s  o r  how we p e r c e i v e  them l e t  a l one  t h e  q u a l i t y  of  
t h e  ev idence  used t o  d e f i n e  them. It i s  normally implied t h a t  t h e  
r a t e  o f  change a c r o s s  t he se  bounda r i e s  is  r a p i d ,  t h a t  i s  t h a t  
b o u n d a r i e s  c an  be r ep r e sen t ed  by a  s h a r p ,  cont inuous  l i n e  t h a t  
e x t e n d s  a c r o s s  t h e  e n t i r e  c o n t i n e n t .  The p l o t t i n g  of  d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  
p a t t e r n s  a l s o  r e l i e s  on t h e  a c c u r a t e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t ypes .  I t  ha s  
been  assumed t h a t  unquant i f  i e d  t y p o l o g i e s  , c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on 
a r c h e t y p e s  and no t  t h e  v a r i a t i o n  around t h e s e ,  a r e  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  
t h i s  pu rpose .  The d e f i n i t i o n  o f  bounda r i e s  h a s  a l s o  assumed t h a t  
t h e s e  a r c h e t y p e s  a r e  unchanging a c r o s s  t h e  c o n t i n e n t .  A l l  t h e s e  
a s sumpt ions  w i l l  be confounded i f  t h e  morphology of  a r t e f a c t  t ypes  
changes  s p a t i a l l y  i n  a  manner ana logous  t o  c l i n e s  i n  l i v i n g  
o rgan i sms .  

More impor t an t  t h a n  t he se  assumpt ions  ha s  been t h e  w i l l i n g n e s s  
o f  A u s t r a l i a n  a r c h a e o l o g i s t s  t o  c o n s t r u c t  pan-cont inenta l  
d i s t r i b u t i o n s  on v e r y  l i m i t e d  amounts of  d a t a .  In  t h i s  c a s e  t he  
obv ious  f a u l t  ha s  been  t o  assume t h a t  backed b l a d e s  do no t  e x i s t  
beyond t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e i r  'known' d i s t r i b u t i o n .  Given t h e  
u n c e r t a i n t y  o f  o u r  d a t a  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  l a c k  o f  any well-developed 
t h e o r e t i c a l  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  chipped s t o n e  a r t e f a c t s  
( i n c l u d i n g  backed b l a d e s ) ,  we f e e l  it i s  i l l - a d v i s e d  t o  a t tempt  t o  
draw s i m p l e  b o u n d a r i e s  f o r  a r t e f a c t  d i s t r i b u t i o n s  which may i n  
r e a l i t y  be  o f t e n  e x t r e m e l y  complex. I n  t h e  c a s e  of  backed b l a d e s  we 
would a r g u e  t h a t  t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n  ex t ends  much f u r t h e r  n o r t h  i n t o  
t r o p i c a l  A u s t r a l i a  t h a n  p r ev ious ly  acknowledged. Furthermore i t  
a p p e a r s  t h a t  t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n  i n  t r o p i c a l  A u s t r a l i a  i s  
d i s c o n t i n u o u s  and t h a t  t h e i r  morphology need not  f i t  a r che types  
d e f i n e d  from s o u t h e r n  A u s t r a l i a .  

The new d a t a  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h i s  pape r ,  and t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  we 
have  drawn from t h e s e  may we l l  prove t o  have f a r  reaching  
consequences  f o r  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  A u s t r a l i a n  p r e h i s t o r y ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  ' s m a l l  t oo l  t r a d i t i o n ' .  For example t h e  s o u t h e r l y  
d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  backed b lades  h a s  been used a s  an ev idence  a g a i n s t  
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their introduction from island Southeast Asia and at a broader level 
against the integrity of the ' small tool tradition' (see White and 
O'Connell 1979:26). These arguments are now in doubt and will be 
unable to be sustained if further work in tropical Australia leads 
to the discovery of more sites containing backed blades. 
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