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An aboriginal cranium and mandible (M49O3) was recovered from a deflated midden 

deposit w:thin the National Parks and Wildlife Reserve on the Cape Portland Estate, Cape 

Portland, northeastern Tasmania. No additional skeletal material was found during follow 

up excavation procedures that took place about two weeks after the discovery. The skull 

is within the known morphological range for Tasmanian aboriginals. 

INTRODUCTION 

A Tasmanian Aboriginal skull (Tasmanian Museum No. M4903) was discovered in a 
deflated ruidden deposit at Cape Portland by naturalist Ralph Cooper of Legana. The skull, 
(complete cranium and mandible) and some fish bones were presented to the museum by Piers 
All brook and Dee Mills of !lob art, shortly after the discovery which took place in February 
1980. The cranium and mandible were removed from the site after their positions were 
marked because the prevailing wind had shifted and had commenced refilling the deflated 
surface upon which the remains were found. 

The Tasmanian National Parks Service was informed of the find and an expedition to 
recover additional remains was set for the following weekend (Feb. 29th-March 2nd). 

EXCAVATION 

Mr Cooper kindly met us at Cape Portland and led us to the site (fig. 1). The human 
remains were located in a deflated midden (sheet 8416/EQ809858) that extends for about 0.5 
km in a northwesterly direction. For several hours the surface was searched for human 
skeletal remains. No additional skeletal material was found. A grid system of 1 metre 
squares was laid out over the general area from which the cranium and mandible were 
recovered. 

This area was trowelled down to 0.05 m below the surface and an adjacent test pit was 
dug to a depth of 0.5 metres. The sand lying directly below the surface proved to be 
sterile to .5 metres, indicating that all of the midden material and human remains were 
derived from deflated sediments lying above the surface from which they were removed. 

MIDDEN CONTENTS 

'!he midden contains remains of both vertebrate and invertebrate food i terns, bone and 
stone artifacts and some invertebrate remains that had been blown into the area (mostly 
tests of the sea urchin Holopneustes and cuttlefish). Invertebrate food remains include 
warrener, abalone, scallop, mussels, several small gastropod genera and limpets. Verte­
brate food remains include sea lion, fur seal, swan, duck, Bennett's wallaby, forester 
kangaroo, mutton bird and fish remains, including parrot fish. A bone point made from 
wallaby fibula was found about 14 m from the human remains (plate 1). None of the 
material was in its original stratigraphic context although adjacent intact middens may be 
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DESCRIPTION

Tne specimen consists of a nearly
complete cranium and mandible (plate 2).
The cranium shows erosion of
the vault due to and
rootlet invasion. Faint streaks of
mineral stain also present. There
is some damage to the posterior
of the palate and both
have irregular holes
located just above the
The tips of the nasal bones are damaged

The right central and left central and lateral
first molar are missing. The mandible lacks the

the right coronoid process.

FIG. 1.- Map of locality, Capt Portland,
northeastern Tasmania.

and both zygomatic arches
maxillary incisors and the
right central incisor and the

1ne skull probably represents a male between 20 and 30 years of age. The
sphenoidal-basioccipital suture suggests the lower 20's. The third molars are
erupted and well worn.

The braincase is long relative to width (cranial index = 71, with
an estimated cranial of 1380cc. The external occipital
associated nuchal muscle are only moderately well The
is broad with slight brow ridges. Glabella is not prominent nor
very deeply depressed. 1ne eminences are poorly expressed. The vaul t has a
pentagonal outline resulting a shallow convexity in the parietals on either side of
the sagittal suture. Obelion is slightly depressed. Wormian bones are absent in the
lambdoidal suture. The auditory meatus is roofed by well developed suprameatal crest.
Auditory meatal exostoses on both mastoid processes are eroded,
but of medium size for a Tasmanian male. The digastric relatively narrow
and shallow. The orbits wide and low (orbital index nasal bones are
much abbreviated and convex. nasal aperture and narrow for a
Tasmanian (nasal index 54.0) . 1ne upper face

106) . The palate is
are and attrition is marked. Interproximal

crowns. Moderate to severe alveolar recession is evident.
own alveolus second premolar on the left

The right first
small,

The cranium
relatively deep and
wear is present on all molar
An anomalous root is present
side. A similar growth
premolar shows alveolar
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practices, popula-

PLATE 1.- Bone point
collected from surface
near skeletal remains.

A

corresponding exposure on the crown.

The mandible is stout with a neutral chin and a
poorly defined mental trigone. The digastric fossae
are well developed and genial spines are present.
The gonial angles are moderately everted. A similar
degree o£ alveolar recession is present on the mandible.

Its features are generally delicate. The parietal
eminences are only slightly expressed and there is no
impression of a sagittal keel. Obelion is just
perceptibly depressed. However, the external occipital
protuberance is well developed, the suprameatal crest is
prominent, the orbits are very low and wide and the face
is short. broad and prognathous. Despite the moderate
expression of many of the characteristic traits, the skull
retains an overall form that is distinctly Tasmanian.
This is seen in the conformation of the cranial vault, and
morphology of the face and palate. The mandible is
typical of Tasmanian aboriginal males.

This is the second skull found at Cape Portland.
previous discovery took place in March 1924 apparently
under similar conditions. Occurrences of human remains
are rarer on the north-east coast than on the west.
Ten provenances are recorded from the entire east and north­
east coast in the short distance between Mt Cameron West
and Temma. Discoveries are still rarer from the south­
east and south where only nine localities are recorded.
It does not seem likely that material lacking provenances
could account for this discrepancy. Factors such as burial/cremation
tion size and preservational environment may be responsible.

M4903 is both metrically and morphologically wi th­
in the kno\;n range for Tasmanian aboriginals and there
is no reason to consider its affinity with any other
racial group. It combines both minimal and maximal
expressions of morphological features generally accepted
as being characteristic of Tasmanian aboriginal popula­
tions.

The 1924 Cape Portland cranium (TS83) displays well developed parietal bosses,
markedly convex parietals and a depression around obelion. The individual is smaller,
probably a male, and is somewhat older, judging from the complete closure of the
basioccipital-sphenoidal suture. There is also more attrition of the molars, and
evidence of osteo-arthritis on the occipital condyles and glenoid fossae (fig. 2).

Populations in the northeast appear to exhibit about the same degree of individual
variability as from from other parts of Tasmania suggesting the presence of social
mechanisms leading to liberal gene flow throughout the isl and. Tasmanian aborigines
express a comparatively high degree of morphological homogeneity, as a result of a small
population size and genetic isolation.
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PLATE 3.- Lateral views of cranium.
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4. Maxillary and mandibular dentitions.
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FIG. 2.- Comparison of TS83 and the new Cape Portland skull M4903.
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