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ABSTRACT
Australian backed artifacts appear in the terminal Pleistocene but “proliferate” to become the dominant retouched
form in the southeast of the continent only in the mid-Holocene. This change was triggered by the onset of an
ENSO-dominated climatic pattern 4,000 to 5,000 years ago, and increased backed artifact production was
one of a number of strategies that reduced risk during the mid-Holocene. Adoption of technologies featuring
standardized kinds of artifacts was advantageous at that time, but the parallel response of the different techno-
logical systems in southern and northern Australia reveals historical contingency in the evolutionary trends.

major quest for Australian archaeologists is to
understand the “proliferation” of typologically
regular and finely made flaked implements during the
mid-Holocene. This proliferation consists of an increased
rate of production of those implements in many regions
across the continent. In an earlier attempt to explicate this
process a model proposed that mid-Holocene exploitation
of the landscape involved significant risks, and the adop-
tion of particular toolkits assisted in reducing risk (Hiscock
1994). That model dealt with the possible connection be-
tween the three most widespread implement types (points,
backed artifacts, and tulas) and increased risk associated
with environmental change, high mobility, and coloni-
zation of previously unoccupied landscapes. In this chap-
ter aspects of the proliferation of backed artifacts in
Holocene southeastern Australia are examined further
and a simple cultural-selectionist model presented as a
means of advancing that risk-response hypothesis. By
emphasizing selection as the mechanism responsible for
differential persistence of cultural traits, such a model
provides a powerful framework for understanding the
effects of changing environmental contexts on assemblage
variation through the effects of different technologies and
assemblages on the success of individuals (Bamforth and
Bleed 1997; Dunnell 1980; O’Brien and Holland 1990).
A review of the temporal distribution of backed ar-
tifacts reveals they existed in southeastern Australia for
thousands of years before the mid-Holocene, when

knappers began to produce them in extremely large num-
bers. As a consequence the proliferation of backed arti-
facts in mid-Holocene Australia cannot have been caused
by the invention/importation of either the idea of a new
type of tool or a specialist technology with which to
manufacture it. Instead, the mid-Holocene increase in
backed artifact production is explicable as one of a num-
ber of strategies that acted to reduce risk at that time.
The factors inducing risk are probably numerous, but one
was the initiation of a drier and more variable climate. It
will be argued that in that context the production of
backed artifacts was given new emphasis as a means of
creating abundant standardized and maintainable stone
artifacts that were beneficial in reducing risk incurred
by environmental uncertainties.

Microliths or Backed Artifacts?

This chapter discusses what I will call backed arti-
Jacts, which are flakes with steep retouch along one or
more margins. Their distinguishing feature is the near
90-degree retouch that was often accomplished with the use
of bipolar techniques on an anvil. This “backed” surface
often contains bidirectional scaring, and the “backing” re-
touch sometimes removes the platform and/or distal end
of the flake.

In Australia the term microlith has now been aban-
doned, for reasons Hiscock and Attenbrow (1996) ex-
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plore. This is not a trivial issue of regional preferences
in terminology, but a reflection of the classificatory con-
structions upon which our models are founded. One re-
searcher to appreciate this issue is Hallam (1985), who
expressed concern that the archaeological problems of
assemblage variation being examined may merely be “a
non-problem, a construct of semantic usage.” She sug-
gested that in the 1970s Australian archaeologists were
using the term microlith as a label for particular kinds of
backed blades, while outside Australia it was backed
blades that were seen as a particular variant of microliths.
The incompatibility of categories revealed by Hallam
encourages an examination of the nature of relevant an-
tipodean classifications.

Etheridge and Whitelegge (1907) are credited with
the identification of flakes with steep backing retouch.
They called their specimens “chipped-back surgical knives,”
emphasizing a functional terminology for an artifact they
inferred to have acted as a “surgical lancet.” In their dis-
cussions Etheridge and Whitelegge reveal three charac-
teristics of the objects they recovered from Bondi and
Maroubra beaches in Sydney that were employed in clas-
sifications throughout the twentieth century:

* The plan shape of these objects was distinctive,
with specimens being markedly asymmetrical, typi-
cally with one rounded end and one pointed end (see
Figure 11.1).

* They were small, ranging in length from 10 to
50 mm (Etheridge and Whitelegge 1907:239).

* Specimens displayed one lateral margin that was
steeply retouched and that Etheridge and Whitelegge
described as a “delicately carved back.”

The first of these characteristics, plan shape, was
employed in a number of classifications, both to distin-
guish these items and to divide them into subclasses.
Kenyon (1927), for example, claiming that Etheridge and
Whitelegge’s functional ascription was erroneous be-
cause many specimens were “without a cutting edge
worthy of such a description,” subdivided these forms
into shape categories such as “crescents” and “points.”
In later classifications, most influentially that of
McCarthy et al. (1946), distinctions on the basis of sym-
metry were maintained, with symmetrical ones being
termed microliths (such as “geometric microlith”) and
the asymmetrical ones labeled points (such as “bondi
point”). This is the usage of the term microlith to which
Hallam (1985) was referring; a usage that separated tech-
nologically similar items into typologically different
groups and in which asymmetrical variants were seen to
be closer to bifacial points than “microliths.” Because
“microlith” in this sense was too exclusive a category it

complicated the analysis of space-time patterns in backed
objects, and the term has fallen from favor during the
past two decades.

A very different classificatory custom has been the
use of size as the key criterion for differentiating some
types of implements. The most obvious example of this
is the literal reading of “microlith” as small stone arti-
facts, of any regular form, even if not backed (e.g., Gould
1968). Other terms in use in the early decades of the cen-
tury, such as “pygmy implements” (Turner 1932), also
emphasized size as a variable of overwhelming impor-
tance. Numerous researchers condemned this usage of
“microlith” as being too inclusive a category to isolate

Figure 11.1. Examples of backed artifacts published by
Etheridge and Whitelegge (1907) as “chipped-backed surgical
knives.” No scale available.
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the space-time patterns of distinctive points and backed
flakes (e.g., Glover and Lampert 1969; Hallam 1985;
Mulvaney 1985). In classificatory terms size alone fails
to isolate any category of retouched flake that conforms
to a conventional implement type (as per McCarthy
[1967] or similar analysis). Furthermore, small size is
not a good chronological marker since we now know that
small retouched flakes are common throughout Austra-
lian prehistory, as illustrated by McNiven (1994, 2000).
One solution to this observation is to focus the classifi-
cation on a trait other than size, such as the presence of
the backed margin.

Systematic use of the term backed blade for speci-
mens containing steep retouch to a lateral margin was
proposed by Richard Wright and widely adopted
(Mulvaney 1985:211). The immediate benefit of this ter-
minology was that it isolated an accepted typologically
distinct grouping that appeared to possess well-defined
space-time distributions (Mulvaney 1985; Pearce 1974)
while uniting backed specimens of a variety of shapes
(Pearce 1973). In many publications the term backed
blade therefore replaced microlith in the early 1970s as
a means of emphasizing backing rather than size as the
defining characteristic. Backed blade has now been re-
jected in favor of the term backed artifact because backed

blade conveyed the unfortunate connotation of a special-
ized blade technology (see below).

The importance of this terminological change has
been to reveal patterns hidden by the original emphasis
on size. For instance, it is true that the two major sub-
categories of backed artifact traditionally recognized (the
“bondi” and “geometric” forms) contain specimens that
are often small, averaging 23 mm in length (N = 1,300),
with the vast majority of specimens being less than 35
mm. But it is clear that not all specimens within those
conventional categories are small, as there are specimens
in excess of 60 mm. Even larger specimens, technically
the same, were hidden by classifications that labeled them
as other implement types, such as “Juan knives” or
“Eloueras” (see Figure 11.2 for an example). All of these
typologically different classes containing flakes backed
on one margin can be subsumed under the single cat-
egory of “backed artifact,” even though in some regions
and in some time periods they may be relatively large
(up to 190 mm in length). Consequently the reexpression
of terminology, from microlith to backed artifact, has
encouraged a refocusing of attention from small size to
standardization of size and shape. The question now be-
ing addressed is therefore not simply about a chrono-
logical trend to artifacts of smaller size but why, at a
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Figure 11.2. Large asymmetrical backed artifact traditionally called a Juan knife (from Evans 1872:264). Scale in centimeters.






