ABORIGINAL
ROCK ART

Hand Stencils in Manja Shelter, Gariwerd

What Is Aboriginal Rock Art?

Aboriginal people created artworks
on rock surfaces. These include
stencils, prints and drawings in rock
shelters, and engravings in limestone
caves.

Rock shelter paintings are usually
of small stick figures, other simple
forms such as kangaroo and emu
tracks, and sets of stripes or bars.
A few hand prints and hand stencils
occur in Gariwerd (the Grampians).

Where Is It Found?

Aboriginal people painted in shallow
rock shelters that are large enough
to protect a small number of people
from wind and rain. Such shelters are
found in Gariwerd and north eastern
Victoria, usually in small clusters on
the lower slopes of the ranges.

Engraving sites are more scattered,
although they all occur in limestone
caves. Finger lines occur in areas
of near or total darkness, while
scratched motifs tend to be closer
to cave entrances.

Why Did Aboriginal People
Produce Rock Art?

We do not fully know why Aboriginal
people produced rock art. Possible
reasons include painting or
engraving to:

e perform part of a ritual;

¢ illustrate aspects of ceremonies,
such as initiation rites or funerals;
show the people’s bond with the
land;
record events such as a
successful hunt, or the arrival of
white people.

Site |dentification
Mini Poster 14

Characteristics
Shelter Art

Red or white motifs are
found on the rear wall of a
rock shelter.

The motifs are usually less
than 200 millimetres in
width.

The art is made up of

small numbers of simple
line shapes, with denser
concentrations at the larger
sites.

Some sites have hand
stencils or prints.

The floors of larger shelters
often contain stone artefacts
and traces of charcoal.

Limestone Cave Art

Parallel and overlapping
sets of sinuous finger marks
are usually found on the
cave ceiling, towards the
back of the cave. The art

is often about 3 metres in
length.

Scratched motifs of emu
tracks, V shapes, lines,
ovals and barred ovals are
usually found on the walls or
ceiling near the cave mouth.
Most of these artworks are
less than 200 millimetres in
length.

The cave floor may contain
stone artefacts and traces
of charcoal.




The Bunijil Painting

Only one painting has a recorded
Aboriginal interpretation — the figure of
Bunijil, at Bunijil's Shelter near Stawell.
Bunjil was the main Dreaming Being of
south eastern Australia. He produced
many of the natural features of the
landscape, and gave the various tribes
their particular country. He also provided
the laws, customs and rites with which
to organise Aboriginal society. Bunijil
was important in boys’ initiation into
manhood, and he was also the guardian
of the secret lore. At the end of his time
on earth, he rose into the sky where

he is represented by a star. The Bunjil
painting has exceptional significance for
the present Aboriginal people of western
Victoria.

Bunijil’s Shelter

How Did Aboriginal People
Produce Rock Art?

Aboriginal people collected pigments
for painting. The artists made red,
purple and yellow pigments from ochre
clays (which are rich in iron), and white
pigment from kaolin clay. They worked
in the rock shelter, grinding up the ochre
(usually with a stone on a grindstone
slab) and adding water. They applied the
paint to the rock wall with a finger, or
with a brush made of bark or feathers.

Hand prints involved covering the hand
in paint and pressing it against the wall.
Hand stencils involved spraying paint
from the mouth over a hand held against
the wall. A shadow image was left on the
wall when the hand was removed.

Drawings were made with a small lump
of red ochre or charcoal used much like
a crayon.

Engravings were cuts into the rock
surface with a harder, blade-like rock,
probably a specially made stone tool.

Finger impressions could be made only
in the soft clay that builds up on the
walls of limestone caves. The Aboriginal
artists drew their fingers across the wall
surface, leaving a characteristic trail of
three or four parallel grooves.

What are the Subjects in
Aboriginal Rock Art?

Rock art varies across regions, but

the style is broadly consistent across
most of south east Australia. A simple
vertical bar is the most common motif
in Victorian rock art. Other common
forms are human figures, lines, dots and
hands. Pictures of animals are rare. The
human figures are mostly stick figures,
either with an elongated body or wearing
a simple head dress. The hands are
generally stencils or prints, although a
few are painted.

The engravings take the form of sinuous
finger marks or scratched lines. The
finger marks often appear in dense
overlapping sets, while the scratched
engravings tend to occur in small
clusters. The two styles occur across the
southern half of Australia in most areas
where there are suitable caves.

How Old Is Aboriginal Rock
Art?

No Victorian rock art has been firmly
dated. Circumstantial evidence suggests
that the finger markings belong to a
tradition that began during the last Ice
Age, more than 10,000 years ago. The
scratched engravings may be more
recent, but they are still probably at least
5000 years old.

The age of the earliest paintings is
unknown. But white paintings often
overlay red paintings, so the white ones
must be more recent. A red painting of
what could be a thylacine (or Tasmanian
tiger) at Mount Pilot in north east Victoria
may be at least 3000 years old, because
thylacines are thought to have been
extinct on mainland Australia since that
time.

Why Is Aboriginal Rock Art
Important?

Rock art is one of the few traces of
pre-contact Aboriginal society that
does not directly relate to the society’s
economic needs. It gives us a valuable
glimpse of the aesthetics, psychology
and spirituality of the artists and their
cultures.

Rock art sites are particularly significant
as an important link for Aboriginal people
today with their culture and their past.

Is Aboriginal Rock Art under
Threat?

Rock paintings are particularly prone

to natural erosion because they are
found on exposed surfaces. Many art
motifs may be destroyed unless they are

protected. Most are located in remote
areas, so they are difficult to monitor and
protect from weathering and vandalism.

Aboriginal Affairs Victoria records the
location, dimensions and condition

of Aboriginal rock art sites. The aim

is to have a permanent written and
photographic record of this important
part of the heritage of all Australians.
Management works around Aboriginal
rock art, such as drainage, fencing,
graffiti removal and visitor control, help
preserve the sites for future generations.

Are Aboriginal Rock Art Sites
Protected?

The law protects all Aboriginal cultural
places and artefacts in Victoria. It is
illegal to disturb or destroy an Aboriginal
place. Artefacts should not be removed
from sites.

What if You Find an Aboriginal
Rock Art Site?

Do not disturb the site or remove any
material. Check whether the art has the
typical characteristics of Aboriginal rock
art. If it does, record its location, write

a brief description of its condition, and
sketch or photograph the artwork. Note
whether it is under threat of disturbance.

Please help to preserve Aboriginal
cultural sites by reporting their presence
to Aboriginal Affairs Victoria.

Contact:

The Heritage Registrar
Aboriginal Affairs Victoria
PO Box 2392
Melbourne VIC 3001

Telephone: 1800 762 003
Website: www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/aav
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