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Abstract — The Mulka’s Cave Aboriginal site, within “The Humps” Nature
Reserve near Hyden, Western Australia, was recorded in detail prior to an
overall tourist-orientated development of the Reserve. The site features 452
motifs, an extremely high number for the region where most sites have fewer
than 30 motifs. The artwork is dominated by 275 handstencils, with 40
sprayed areas, 23 handprints, 23 paintings, 3 drawings and a single object
stencil produced with a wide range of colours. The high diversity of art
attributes is unusual in a region where the rock art is dominated by red
handstencils. The site appears to have been of considerable importance to the
Noongar people in the past and remains significant to them today. Its
significance to the broader Western Australian community is evidenced by

the high number of tourists it currently receives.

INTRODUCTION

The Mulka’s Cave Aboriginal site is a decorated
rock shelter with an occupation deposit within “The
Humps” Nature Reserve near Hyden, Western
Australia. The site’s management is to be upgraded
as part of an overall tourist-orientated development
of the Reserve. In line with this upgrade, the site’s
rock art has been recorded in detail for research,
interpretation and conservation needs. The name
“Mulka’s Cave” derives from the associated
Aboriginal myth (see below). The site is currently
promoted to the general public and is estimated to
receive around 80,000 visitors per year, a very high
level of visitation for an Australian rock art site
(excluding the exceptionally popular tourist sites at
Uluru and Kakadu; Gale and Jacobs 1987). The
recording was undertaken as part of the Wheatbelt
Heritage Management Strategy of the Department
of Indigenous Affairs. The strategy aims to develop
a procedure of consultation with local Noongar
people with respect to the management of
Aboriginal sites within the Noongar Native Title
area.

THE SITE AND ITS CONTEXT

Mulka’s Cave is 18 km north-east of Hyden
(Figure 1) and 300 km inland from Perth. It lies 15
km north of Wave Rock, the region’s, and one of the
nation’s, premier tourist attractions. While Mulka’s
Cave is a promoted tourist attraction, it is largely
“riding on the back” of the very successful Wave
Rock tourism development.

Mulka’s Cave has formed beneath a large boulder
at the base of an outcrop of Archaean granite now

known as The Humps (Figures 1 and 2). The
outcrop is some 2 km x 1.5 km in area and rises to
80 m above the surrounding plain (Twidale and
Bourne 2003). It is the highest of several granite
inselbergs in the region that form notable
landmarks in an otherwise flat landscape. These
inselberg were important for the Aboriginal people
as both navigational guides and water reserves
(Bindon 1997). The rock consists of “variably
textured, medium and coarse grained seriate granite
and adamellite” (Geological Survey of Western
Australia 2003). Small, deeply weathered areas of
the outcrop on the eastern side form linear ridges
and tors, and it is beneath one of these tors that
Mulka’s Cave has formed.

The mean annual rainfall for the region is 345 mm
(Bureau of Meteorology web site for Hyden).
Rainfall tends to be heavier in winter (June 52 mm)
and lightest in December (mean 14 mm), but can
occur throughout the year. The temperature
extremes range from 48°C in summer to 5°C in
winter. The interior of Mulka’s Cave does not
receive any direct sunlight and hence it is not
subject to the extreme temperature changes that are
a common factor in rock deterioration (Twidale
1980: 134). Run-off water flows through the cave
making the interior floor damp and slippery for
prolonged periods after rain. This run-off has
doubtless also affected the integrity of the
archaeological deposits at the main entrance. Water,
both flowing through the shelter and percolating
through the rock matrix, is probably the principal
agent for the massive exfoliation occurring within
the shelter that threatens the existing artwork (cf.
Twidale 1980: 142; Thorn 2001).
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Figure 1  Mulka’s Cave, The Humps, near Hyden. Main entrance arrowed.
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Figure 2 Interior of Mulka’s Cave looking down to the main entrance from the main chamber.

The vegetation surrounding The Humps is vegetation on The Humps themselves (Twidale
essentially a mallee scrub with localised stands of and Bourne 2003). Yams and wattle seeds are the
salmon gums (Eucalyptus salmonophloja) only plant foods whose use by Indigenous

(Bowdler et al. 1989), with pockets of relic hunter-gatherers is documented in the region
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(Bowdler et al. 1989). Early explorers (e.g., Roe
1852) found water and feed for their horses scarce
throughout the region around Hyden, and
sandalwood cutters relied upon the water they
found in “granite rockholes” (Bowdler et al.
1989). As such they would have been of
paramount importance to the Aborigines utilising
the area (Bindon 1997).

The few early references to Aborigines around
Hyden are scanty at best and have been
interpreted as suggesting that the area was little
visited because of its poor natural resources
(Bowdler et al. 1989). However, the number and
distribution of Aboriginal sites associated with
gnammas across the region (Webb and Gunn 2004)
suggests that the area was regularly visited
following suitable rains.

Tindale (1974) placed the area around Hyden
within the tribal area of the Njaki Njaki people who
shared “overall cultural similarities” with the
people of south-west Western Australia (Bowdler et
al. 1989). Consequently, they were part of the south-
western cultural group known as the Goreng
(Tindale 1974) or, more usually, Nyungar or
Noongar (Berndt 1980). The Njaki Njaki were also
known by the names Kokor and Kikkar (Tindale
1974). Today the site is within the area of the South-
West Aboriginal Land and Sea Council (SWALSC)
which represent the various Noongar groups of the
South-West.

Methods

The Western Australian Department of
Indigenous Affairs (DIA) contracted the author to
produce a detailed recording of the site. The
Department undertook initial consultation for the
project and received permission and approval from
the local and regional Noongar representatives for
it to proceed. DIA subsequently organised an on-
site meeting between the consultant and the local
Noongar representatives when the recording aims
and methods were fully explained. The Department
also gave their permission for the publication of this
paper.

A plan of the site was prepared using handheld
GPS, with finer detail mapped by tape and
compass. Arbitrary key points were placed on the
art panels and mapped onto the plan. These were
later used to integrate the photographic record into
a photomosaic.

The shelter interior, which is poorly lit on even
the brightest days, was illuminated using generator-
powered arc lights. The artwork was recorded by
freehand sketching and photography, following
published procedures (Gunn 1995a, 1995b) and a
photomosaic subsequently prepared from which
detailed drawings were made. Using the freehand
sketches and the photographs, each image and area
of pigment was allocated a discrete motif number.
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Following Maynard (1977, 1979), a list detailing the
attributes of technique, colour, form, type,
condition and size for each motif was then
compiled (Gunn 2004). Colour was generalised to
orange-red, purple-red, brown-red, orange, yellow,
cream and white. For hand stencils and prints, the
knuckle size was measured on-site as an indicator
of the size/age of the hand’s owner. The maximum
length of other distinct motifs was measured to the
nearest half centimetre.

The Mulka Dreaming

Two versions of the story of Mulka have been
published. The earliest is very brief:

The outcast Mulka, driven from the tribe because it
was feared that his crossed eyes would bring a curse
to those he looked upon, took refuge in the cave at
the Humps (Meeking 1979).

The second comes from a brochure of the
Department of Aboriginal Sites (DAS 1989):

Mulka was the illegitimate son of a woman who fell

in love with a man to whom marriage was

forbidden. As a result, Mulka was born with

crossed eyes. Even though he grew up to be an

outstandingly strong man of colossal height, his

crossed eyes prevented him from aiming a spear
accurately and becoming a successful hunter. Out
of frustration, Mulka turned to catching and eating
human children, and he became the terror of the
district. He lived in Mulka’s Cave where the
impressions of his hands can still be seen much

higher than those of an ordinary man. His mother
became increasingly concerned with Mulka and
when she scolded him for his anti-social behaviour,
he turned on his own mother and killed her. This
disgraced him even more and he fled the cave,
heading south. Aboriginal people were outraged by
Mulka’s behaviour and set out to track down the
man who had flouted all the rules. They finally
caught hirn near Dumbleyung, 156 km south-west
of Hyden, where they speared him. Because he did
not deserve a proper ritual burial, they left his body
for the ants; a grim waming to those who break the
law.

Bowdler et al. (1989) consider this myth to be
atypical of Aboriginal myths and consequently they
dispute its origin. The author, however, has
recorded similar myths in Central and Northern
Australia, and considers this to be quite typical of
local (non-travelling) myths, although even the
longer version given here is likely to be a very much
abridged rendition of a longer and more complex
story. A myth with close similarities to the Mulka
myth was also recorded by Meggitt (1962: 261-262)
from the Warlpiri of Central Australia. [The
Warlpiri are a Western Desert language group who
share cultural links with the people to the east of
the Noongar (see Gould 1969a; O'Connor et al. 1998,
for maps)].
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Figure 3 The Humps Reserve showing the location of the features of interest.

Mulka’s Cave

Mulka’s Cave is the only known rock art site
within The Humps Reserve. In common with most
Aboriginal rock art sites, Mulka’s Cave is part of a
larger site complex encompassing a range of other
site types (cf. Gunn 1997). Here the associated sites
consist of an adjacent open artefact scatter, a “lizard
trap”, five gnammas and a rockhole.

The Cave site lies at the base of the eastern slopes
of the steep sided outcrop that forms The Humps
hill (Figures 1, 3). The lizard trap, rockhole and four
of the gnammas occur on flat granite pavements
300 m to the north of the cave. The fifth gnamma

lies on the northern mid-slope of the hill. This
distribution of sites suggests that the principle area
of Aboriginal interest was to the eastern side of the
Reserve. While no further art sites or water reserves
have been located on The Humps, no survey for
stone artefacts has been undertaken to the west of
the hill.

The first published account of the site was by R.
B. Day (1951; quoted at length in Serventy 1952).
Day mentioned that the site contained “hundreds
of hand-marks done in red ochre...and the
remnants of a large native drawing” but he did not
provide any illustrations. Davidson had previously
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recorded the site in 1938-1939 but he did not
publish his findings until the following year
(Davidson 1952: 113). He identified seven paintings,
92 stencilled hands, and 37 printed or drawn hands.
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These are in red, white or yellow pigments.
Davidson’s study is the most detailed to date and is
referred to further below. Serventy (1952), Wolfe-
Okongwu (1978) and Flood (1990) also briefly
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Figure4 Mulka’s Cave plan and section.
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discuss the site but incorporate few new details into
their descriptions. Internal reports of the then
Department of Aboriginal Sites (DAS; now DIA)
offer further descriptions of the site including note
of “a recent-looking painting in orange (2ochre)
which is probably not Aboriginal” that has not been
mentioned by previous researchers. This large and
imposing work of graffiti was almost certainly
produced between 1952 and 1971 and is excluded
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from the following description. A number of rock
art conservation and management studies have
been undertaken at Mulka’s Cave (Randolph 1973;
Clarke 1976; Haydock and Rodda 1986; Gunn
2003a) but these need not be discussed here.

The Shelter
Mulka’s Cave is a tafone cavern underneath a
large granite tor. A tafone (pl. tafoni) is a hollow or
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Figure 5 Front chamber artwork.
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cavern that develops on the underside of a boulder
(Twidale and Bourne 1975: 481), while a tor as used
here, is an Australian term for a “boulder of
weathering” (Twidale 1980: 95-105). The tor here is
25 m long by 18 m wide and 5 m high and irregular
in plan and section (Figure 4). The top of the tor
slopes steeply (20°) downhill such that rainwater
run-off is directed down over the shelter mouth,
contributing to the erosion of the deposits in front
of the shelter. The cave is a steeply inclined tunnel
beneath the tor, with low entrances on both the
downslope and upslope. The ground in front of the
shelter slopes very gently down to the east, forming
a level area that radiates for about 20 m out from
the downslope (and main) entrance. Behind the
shelter, The Humps hill rises rapidly in a series of
vegetated rock benches. A number of large water-
retaining pans are at the southern end of one of
these benches, some 50 m south of, and 20 m above,
the shelter.

Mulka’s Cave is 15 m deep by 9 m wide, with a
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maximum height of 2.5 m above the floor. The
interior is dark due to the low entrances and, while
light penetrates through both entries, artificial light
is required to see most of the artwork. For
discussion and description, the cave is divided into
five units on the basis of its interior morphology:
main entrance, front chamber, main chamber, upper
shelter and side tunnel (Figure 4).

The “front chamber” is immediately inside the
main entrance (Figures 2, 4). It is 6 m wide and
deep, with a domed ceiling up to 2 m high. Artwork
covers most of the ceiling, with the exception of the
actively eroding southern wall. The rear of the
chamber is taken up with a large sloping block of
granite. The chamber is divided from the main
chamber by this block and a corresponding drop in
the ceiling height. The floor consists of a flat deposit
of grey sand in a narrow strip that runs diagonally
back and into the side tunnel chamber. This was
found to be rich in archaeological material (Bowdler
et al. 1989; discussed below).
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Figure 6 Main chamber artwork detail.
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The “main chamber” is 6 m wide by 9 m deep,
with a domed and undulating ceiling that rises to a
maximum height of 2.5 m above the floor. The floor
slopes steeply (c.20°) towards the entrance and at
its lowest point is 1.5 m above the floor of the front
chamber. Boulders cover most of the floor but there
is a small area of flat soil at the lowest point. These
boulders are convenient to sit on but there is little
flat area suitable for sleeping. Towards the back
entrance, the floor is covered by smaller, loose rocks
(c.0.5 m diameter). Artwork covers most areas of
the ceiling but with a denser concentration on the
downhill side (facing uphill and away from the
entrance; figure 2). This area of ceiling is the most
obvious to decorate for people sitting in the cave.

The “upper shelter” is on the uphill side of the
tor. Although it is 10 m wide, 5 m deep and 2 m
high, the floor is both steep and rock strewn,
making it unsuitable for occupation. A small panel
of artwork occurs directly above this entry.

The “side tunnel” is about 12 m long. Although
1.5 m wide and high at its mouth, it decreases
rapidly in width such that despite its flat soil floor,
only the first six meters is comfortable to sit in.
There is no artwork within the tunnel, whose
ceiling and walls are actively deteriorating.

The Artwork

A total of 452 motifs were recorded from three
alcoves within the cave (Figures 5 and 6). [The full
list of motifs and their attributes is given in Gunn
(2004).] The front chamber has 131 motifs, the main
chamber 318, and the rear shelter three. The densest
area is on the downhill face of the main chamber
ceiling. The northern sidewall is most easily viewed
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without artificial lighting. The quantity of artwork
on the castern face suggests that the Aboriginal
artists would have worked with artificial lighting.

The absence of motifs within the side tunnel and
the south wall of the front chamber is probably
attributable to moisture and consequent rock
deterioration. The small number of motifs within
the rear shelter most likely reflects its unsuitability
for occupation as well as its water-washed wall
surface, while the total lack of extant artwork on the
outside wall at the main entrance can be attributed
to its water-washed surface.

A lack of artwork on the dry wall of an adjacent
shelter to the immediate north of the cave, however,
is less readily explained. This small shelter has a
flat floor with a light scatter of stone artefacts,
indicating that it was used in the past, presumably
by the same people who decorated Mulka’s Cave.

Motif types

Fighteen distinct motif types were recorded in
Mulka’s Cave (Table 1). Visually and numerically
the artwork is dominated by hands (69%); these are
primarily stencils but include a few handprints
(Figures 5 and 6). Left hands outnumber right hands
108 to 72 (a ratio of 1.5:1). Similar ratios occur
throughout Australia and are thought to reflect the
proportion of left and right handed people in the
population, as right-handed people tend to stencil
their left hands and vice versa (Gunn in prep).
While most of the hand stencils and prints are of
the standard type with splayed fingers, a small
number of the stencils are variants (cf. Walsh 1979),
with the second (middle) and third (ring) fingers
held together (Figure 7). Among the handprints, a

Table1 Motif types by technique.
Motif Type Print Spray Paint Draw Total
Unknown object 1 1
Spray area 37 37
Variant hand 9 11 20
Right hand 10 62 72
Unknown hand 14 99 113
Left hand 4 103 1 108
Band 1 1 2
Other apex element 2 2 4
Arc set 1 1 2
Bar set B D
Line single 3 3
Other element 2 2
Arc pair 1 1
V shape 1 1
Line pair 1 1
Simple design kla 1 1
Simple design k1b 1 1
Simple design k3 1 1
Total & 314 21 3 375
Fragments 75 2 77
% 8 86 5 <1 100
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Figure 7 Group of red “variant” handstencils.
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Group of red “variant” handprints, possibly

imitating a trail of macropod tracks.
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few have all their fingers closed together but with
the thumb splayed, giving the shape of a kangaroo
or other macropod track (Figure 8; and see
McDonald 1983), but whether this resemblance was
intentional or fortuitous is unknown.

Solid areas of pigment sprayed onto the wall (in
the manner of a stencil but without stencilled object)
are a feature of the artwork. Several are unusually
large, up to 40 cm, and involve the use of a
considerable amount of pigment. No ochre source is
known in the immediate vicinity and hence it is
assumed that the ochres used here would have to
have been brought in from some distance away.
Consequently the use of large quantities of ochre
implies some particular value in the artwork
produced even though no recognisable image is
apparent. It is probable then that the importance was
in the application of pigment to the wall rather than
the production of any particular image. This would
then fall into one of Ross’s “associated rock art
traditions” that include other non-image works such
as abraded areas, scribble areas, etc. (Ross 2003: 89).

Two large, linear, simple designs in the front
chamber are the most visually impressive motifs in
the cave (Figure 9). Other motifs consist of small
“geometric element” motifs: bars, lines and arcs, in
either sets or other various combinations (Figure
10). This graphically simple repertoire is consistent
with the pattern of rock art throughout much of
southern Australia (Wolfe-Okongwu 1978; Gunn
1981, 1983, 2002).

Small numbers of large linear designs within a
suite of numerous handstencils is now becoming
apparent throughout south-west Western Australia
(Hallam 1972; Gunn and Webb 2003). White all of
the design motifs are similar in structure (linear),
they are unique in their individual designs.

Techniques

Four art production techniques were recorded in
Mulka’s Cave (Table 2): spraying (86%), printing
(8%), painting (5%) and drawing (<1%).

Table2 Motif colour by technique.

Colour Paint Spray Print Draw Total %
Monochrome

Red (brown-red) 6 2 8 2
Yellow 1 18 19 4
Red (purple-red) 8 199 18 225 50
White 3 106 2 111 25
Red (orange-red) 5 28 7 3 43 10
Orange 1 3 4 <1
Cream 7 7 2
Bichrome

Whitetred 32 32 7
Yellow+red 2 2 <1
White+yellow 1 1 <1
Total 23 389 37 3 452
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Figure 9

R.G. Gunn

The major paintings in the front chamber of Mulka’s Cave. Motif 68 is in purple-red and overlies motif 67 in

an orange-red. Motif 67 is 1270 mm and motif 68 is 830 mm. The colour scale is 10 cm.
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Figure 10 Freeform motif types.

Of the spraved motifs, 38 are solid areas of
sprayed pigment, while the others are sprayed over
an object, most commonly a hand, that was then
removed leaving a negative stencil image. Although

most of the stencils were produced on an area of
bare rock wall, 35 were produced by placing the
hand on a pre-pigmented surface (Figure 11).
Although artworks produced by this technique are
known elsewhere in Australia in small numbers, the
number of examples here make the technique a
feature of the Mulka’s Cave art. In some instances
this appears to be incidental overlap, but in a
number of cases the placement is central to the
pigment area and therefore probably deliberate.
While it is not possible to determine whether or not
the original pigment was applied immediately
before the stencilling (and hence as part of the
stencilled motif), or whether a previously sprayed
area was deliberately chosen, a number of examples
suggest the former. In these cases, red pigment was
used as the underlying colour and white as the
stencilling colour. Due to some unusual character
of the pigment or the wall surface itself, the white
pigment has dropped off the wall taking with 1t the
underlying red pigment. What remains is a positive
red image, of the negative stencilled hand, within a
field devoid of pigment. Superficially these
resemble handprints, yet the character of the hand
1s distinctly in the form of a stencil. Other examples
in the cave demonstrate the intermediary stages of
this deterioration process and clearly show the
white overlying the earlier red layer.

In contrast to stencils which produce a negative
image, printing produces a positive image by
imprinting a pigment-laden object, again usually a
hand, directly onto the rock surface. Here only
handprints occur, both standard splayed hands and
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Figure 11 White handstencils over red pigment arcas in Mulka’s Cave. The white pigment and the underlying red
have eroded away leaving a red positive hand on a bare rock surface. The motifs in the upper two photo-
graphs retain fragments of white pigment around the red hand.
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some “variant” hands with non-evenly splayed
fingers (Figure 8).

The paintings, due to the lack of any brush
striations, appear to have been exccuted with a
daubed finger rather than any form of brush. The
drawings were produced using a dry ochre nodule,
in the manner of a crayon.

The motifs tend to form two groups (Table 1):

* Paintings and drawings : Geometric elements
and simple designs

: Hands, objects and
spray areas

This is a common division in pictogrammic art
(e.g., the “art” and “associated art traditions”
divisions of Ross 2003) where “freeform” images
(where the shape of the object is determined by the
artist’s mental image) are distinct from preform”
images (where the shape of the image is derived
from an actual object or by the technique itself)(see
below).

e Sprays and prints

Colour

Seven distinct colours were recorded (Table 2):
purple-red (50%), white (25%), orange-red (10%),
and brown-red, yellow, cream, and orange in
smaller numbers. The three reds appear to be
distinctly different hues, but analysis may show
them to be the same colour in various stages of
preservation. Purple-red is the most common colour
among the sprays, prints and paintings.

Three bichrome colour combinations were also
recorded: whitetred, white+yellow, and
yellow+red. These are all handstencils produced
over an underlying colour. Cream is restricted to
printing. However, as the number of motifs
involved in these two groups is small, the

Table 3 Motif type by colour.

R.G. Gunn

distinctions are not considered significant at this
stage. On the other hand, the lack of yellow
handprints and the very small number of white
prints (two, cf 106 white stencils) appears culturally
motivated, as the pigments were obviously readily
available.

A matrix of colour and motif types shows that
whereas hands and sprayed areas are made with a
wide range of colours, geometric elements and
designs use a limited range basically restricted to
the three reds (Table 3). Contrary to Davidson
(1952), who found that left and right hands occur in
equal numbers with all colours, the author found
that when all hands are included, left hands
predominate over right in all colours in a ratio
ranging from 1.5:1 to 2:1.

Motif forms

Six motif form types were identified (Table 4):
handstencil (73%), solid (11%), handprint (10%),
linear (6%), and single examples of an object stencil
and an outline+infill painted motif. Motif form can
be subdivided into preforms, where the form is
dictated by the technique used, for example
handstencils, and freeforms, where the form is
independent of the technique, such as paintings.
The preforms recorded here account for 93% of the
motifs, and comprise hand and object stencils,
handprints and sprayed areas. The freeform motifs
are dominated by linear types, the most complex of
which is a simple outline+infill design. Apart from
the solid sprayed areas, and a single painted “hand”
motif, there is a distinct separation of the motif
types between freeforms and preforms (Table 4).

The single yellow object stencil is a narrow shaft
about a metre long and 25 mm thick. Its simple

Motif Type rb p ro w y WHr c o y+r w+y  Total
V shape 1 1
Line pair 1 1
Arc pair 1 1
Other element 1 1 2
Line set 2 1 3
Simple design k1b 1 1
Simple design k3 1 1
Arc set 1 1 2
Band 1 1 2
Other apex element 1 2 1 4
Bar set 1 2 2 5
Left hand 1 B85 4 45 6 14 2 1 108
Unknown hand 47 11 37 5 9 2 2 113
Right hand 24 8 22 3 8 3 2 1 1 72
Spray area 34 1 2 37
Variant hand 17 1 1 1 20
Simple design kla 1 1
Unknown 1 1
Total 7 163 33 108 18 32 7 4 2 1 875
Fragments 1 62 10 2 1 77





































