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Archaeological discoveries 
on Lizard Island

The archaeological exploration of the Jiigurru  
(Lizard Island) Group, which has been supported by  
funding from the Australian Research Council Centre of 
Excellence for Australian Biodiversity and Heritage (CABAH) 
since 2017, has a rich origin story that builds on the work  
of many researchers over the past 15 years, in partnership 
with Dingaal and Ngurrumungu Traditional Owners.  

Prior to the current project supported by CABAH,  
New Zealand archaeologist Dr Matt Felgate (University  
of Auckland) and his team had been investigating possible 
connections between pottery found in the Solomon Islands 
and on the Australian coast. Their 2006 discovery of 
several pieces of pottery in the lagoon at Jiigurru raised 
some tantalising questions. Was the pottery made by 
local Traditional Owners, or was it on the island as a result 
of trade? Could it have come from a recent European 
shipwreck? Or was it made by the Lapita people, who 
colonised the western Pacific between about 3,500 and 
2,900 years ago (including islands that now belong to 
Vanuatu, New Caledonia, Fiji and Tonga), and who are 
known to have produced pottery? 

Working with Traditional Owners, Matt’s team undertook 
excavations in the Jiigurru lagoon in 2009 and 2010, 
recovering more pottery and collecting environmental 
samples from a number of sites on the island. Preliminary 
analyses comparing the composition of the pottery with 
sand and clay samples from Jiiguuru showed that most, if 
not all, of the pottery was made of local materials. While 
the research team was unable to establish the age of 
the pottery, this finding presented clear evidence that 
Aboriginal Australians knew about pottery, knew how to 
make it, and indeed did make it during the period in which 
they have lived on this continent.  

We (archaeologists Ian McNiven and Sean Ulm) began 
collaborating with Matt and his team in 2011, returning 
to Jiigurru on several occasions to conduct further 
fieldwork. We recovered more pottery from the same 
area of the lagoon, which we attempted to date using 
thermoluminescence dating. This method exposes materials 
to high heat and then measures the amount of light emitted 
from quartz grains in the pottery. Because it enables 
archaeologists to calculate the last time a material was 
heated (in a kiln or fire, for example), thermoluminescence 
is often applied to pottery. Unfortunately, the pottery pieces 
collected on Jiigurru returned results that were too broad to 
be conclusive. 

E X C A V A T I N G 
J I I G U R R U

Previous page 

Jiigurru (Lizard Island) Group. QM, Gary Cranitch

Some of the pottery excavated from the midden on South Island. To scale. 
Courtesy: Sean Ulm

The late Johnny Charlie working with Matt Felgate to recover 
pottery samples from Blue Lagoon. Courtesy: Jim Specht 

Blue Lagoon, Jiigurru (Lizard Island), looking south-west towards 
South Island (left) and Palfrey Island. Courtesy: Sean Ulm
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In 2013, we excavated a shell midden on a headland near 
where the pottery was found. Middens constitute evidence 
that people have lived or gathered in a place. They contain 
items such as food remains and tools that people left 
behind. Radiocarbon dating showed that people started 
camping at this site 4,000 years ago, making it the oldest 
site of human occupation then known in the Jiigurru Group. 
However, no pottery was found on the surface of the site or 
in the excavation. 

The excavation of this midden on Jiigurru led to a wider 
survey in 2016 of all the islands in the Jiiguuru Group, 
revealing the deep Indigenous history of this part of the 
Coral Sea. As well as other shell middens on these islands, 
there are also hundreds of stone arrangements, including 
representations of many marine animals, such as turtles,  
fish, dugongs, and even whales.  

The following year, work began on excavating a large  
shell midden on South Island. This took longer than we  
first imagined, due to the unforeseen depth of the midden.  
After ten weeks of digging (over a period of two years), 
excavation was completed in September 2018, finishing  
at 2.4 metres below the ground surface. Archaeological  
sites of such depth are uncommon anywhere around  
the Australian coast.  

Radiocarbon dating showed that the lowest shells in 
the midden on South Island are the remains of shellfish 
collected and eaten by people more than 6,000 years 
ago. This date makes these shells the earliest evidence for 
the use of offshore islands along the length of the Great 
Barrier Reef. The top of the midden is around 300 years old, 
telling us that it was still being used around the time when 
European ships starting sailing through the area. Dozens 
of pieces of pottery appeared at a depth between 60 
centimetres and 80 centimetres below the ground surface. 
The midden also contained stone artefacts, shell artefacts 
and charcoal. Radiocarbon dates on charcoal and shells 
found close to the pottery show that it is between 2,000  
and 3,000 years old, making it some of the earliest  
pottery ever discovered in Australia. 

In partnership with Dingaal and Ngurrumungu 
Traditional Owners, a team of over 60 scientists — 
including archaeologists, dating specialists, geologists, 
geomorphologists, conservators, palynologists (who study 
fossil pollen), and environmental scientists — continue 
to study the rich history of these islands. Through our 
collaborative research, we are creating new and important 
information to bring to light stories of the Jiigurru Group’s 
incredible past. 

Sean Ulm and Ian McNiven

One of the turtle stone arrangements recorded on Jiigurru.  
Courtesy: Sean Ulm

Sean Ulm excavating the midden on South Island in 2017.  
Courtesy: Ian McNiven
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