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MESSAGE FROM MUNGO

Lake Mungo is an ancient Pleistocene lake-bed in south-western New South
Wales, and is one of the world’s richest archaeological sites. MESSAGE
FROM MUNGO focuses on the interface over the last 40 years between the
scientists on one hand, and, on the other, the Indigenous communities who
identify with the land and with the human remains revealed at the site. This
interface has often been deeply troubled and contentious, but within the
conflict and its gradual resolution lies a moving story of the progressive
empowerment of the traditional custodians of the area.

The film tells a new story that has not been represented in print or film
before, and is told entirely by actual participants from both the science and
Indigenous perspectives. It focuses on one particular archaeological find —
the human remains known generally as “Mungo Lady”. In 1968, scientist
Jim Bowler came across some unusual materials exposed by erosion.
Archaeologist Rhys Jones identified these as the remains of a young woman
who had been given a formal ritual of cremation. The remains were the
subject of international academic exciterment and debate: claims were made
that the remains were as much as 40,000 years old or even older. Lake
Munga became recognised as an archaeological site of world importance.

Through the 1970s and 80s, led by three remarkable Aboriginal women -
Alice Kelly, Tibby Briar and Alice Bugmy - and encouraged by archaeologist
Isabel McBryde, Aboriginal groups associated with Mungo began to question
the work of the scientific community, and became increasingly involved in
the management of archaeological work. In 1392, after much pressure from
Indigenous groups, the remains of Mungo Lady were handed back to the
Indigenous custodians. This hand-back ceremony was a turning point

in the relationship between scientists and the local tribal groups.
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