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Experiencing Childhood at Roonka: An Analysis of Enamel Hypoplasia in 
the Permanent Dentition of Australian Aboriginal Hunter-Gatherers 
CAITLIN B. SMITH and JUDITH LITTLETON. Anthropology, The University of 
Auckland.  

 

Little is known about childhood in prehistoric Australian Aboriginal 
societies. The analysis of enamel hypoplasia provides a window into the life 
histories of these children. We investigate patterns of enamel defects at Roonka, 
a large burial place along the Murray River in South Australia (7,000 BP – 200 
BP). Dental enamel hypoplasia was recorded in all individuals with teeth using 
two methods (n=133). Hypoplasia was assessed macroscopically across the 
dentition in order to understand variation in the number, types, and timing of 
defects. Additionally, lower canines (n=66) were observed under a scanning 
electron microscope in order to obtain finer detail in the timing of defects. 
Previous analyses of hypoplasia in this sample and elsewhere in the Murray 
Valley region have shown a high prevalence of defects. While the high 
prevalence is replicated in this research (77% in maxillary canines, n=81), the 
use of detailed information on the timing, type, and number of defects 
illuminates the complexity in the patterns of defects among individuals from 
Roonka. Research from Central Australia demonstrated that diversity in the 
number of defects per individual parallels diverse living conditions while more 
challenging conditions are mirrored by marked homogeneity in the timing and 
number of defects. We investigate how well this model explains patterns of 
hypoplasia at Roonka. Between 5.2 and 9 years of age, the number and timing 
of defects are highly variable. We hypothesize that these defects signify a 
transition in the bio-cultural experiences of children as they began to forage for 
their own food. 


