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Australian indigenous art is some of the oldest existing art in the world dating back to more than 

30,000 years. Traditional Aboriginal art consists of rock, bark, cave and body paintings and 

engravings on domestic and ritualistic objects. Art was and still is an important and inseparable part 

of Aboriginal life and was a way of recording history and story-telling from generation to generation. 

Drawings and performances were used as a way of communicating the stories of creation from the 

Dreamtime and also a framework for the cultures to live within and a connection between the 

natural and spiritual worlds. Traditional Aboriginal paintings were made using ochre, a stone which 

ranges in colour from white to yellow to red which is ground into a powder and mixed with a liquid. 

It was applied using fingers, sticks, fine brushes made from sticks and human hair and stencil type 

markings were created by blowing a fine spray of the pigment over an object, commonly hands to 

mark the presence of humans in a location. 

'Aboriginals see themselves as part of nature. We see all things natural as part of us. All the things on 
Earth we see as part human. This is told through the ideas of dreaming. By dreaming we mean the 
belief that long ago, these creatures started human society. These creatures, these great creatures 
are just as much alive today as they were in the beginning. They are everlasting and will never die. 
They are always part of the land and nature as we are. Our connection to all things natural is 
spiritual.' Silas Roberts, first Chairman of the Northern Lands Council. (Australian Indigenous Art, 
Clarity Communicators Australia Pty Ltd 2007) 

Indigenous art has served historians as a means for which to learn about the ancient civilisations 
that have existed on the island of Australia for many thousands of years and provided insights into 
the longest surviving race in the history of the world. The style of art varies across the different 
regions of Australia.  

“Traditionally there were large variations in the style, symbols and materials used in the production 
of art in different regions of Australia. This diversity included bark paintings and wooden sculptures 
with intricate cross-hatched designs, delicate engravings on pearl shell in the West Kimberley, 
symbol-based sand and body designs of the Central and Western Desert, engraved rock in Tasmania 
and rock art in Cape York and central Queensland.” (as stated by Martin Wardrop Director, 
Aboriginal Art Online Pty Ltd) 

The oldest paintings were made inside cave walls with red ochre and depicted human figures, animal 
tracks and x-ray images of humans and animals internal organs and are held sacred today as a 
connection to ancestors from at least 30,000 years ago. There are also more abstract styles which 
sometimes served as a type of map to show the way to water supplies and hunting areas and 
strongly feature the use of dots and line. 



 

Image Source: http://www.theglobalmail.org/feature/rock-art-riches-the-devastating-cost-of-australias-
mining-boom/570/ 

Today more than a quarter of indigenous Australians are involved with producing art work and there 
has been an increased interest in and desirability for it over the past 20 years. There has been an 
establishment of many art centres across the nation that serve as a place for Aboriginals to come 
and make, exhibit and sell their paintings and generate income for their communities.  

The nature of Aboriginal art has changed over the last 200 years after British colonisation with the 
introduction of acrylic paints, canvas and paper. Some artists choose to continue to work in the 
traditional style and technique while others work in a contemporary style.  

Albert Namatjira was one of the first and one of the most well-known Australian and Aboriginal 
painters. His landscapes blended conventional European style painting with the traditional 
Aboriginal technique of patterning. He became the first Aboriginal to be granted Australian 
citizenship by the government in 1957 after his outstanding skilful depiction of the landscape that 
seem to have a particular feeling of connection to the land brought him national and international 
recognition. Citizenship gave Albert and his wife the same rights as the white Australian’s such as 
entering a hotel, purchasing alcohol and purchasing land. His success raised many societal issues 
with regards to Indigenous Australian rights and it took a further 10 years before other Aboriginals 
could gain citizenship of their country. 

 

Image Source: http://www.artistfootsteps.com/html/Namatjira_ghostgum_centaust.htm 

 

Albert Namatjira 

Ghost Gum, Central 

Australia  

1945 

watercolour over pencil  

36.5 x 25.5 cm 

 

 

Djulirri area rock-art panel painted 
several thousand years ago shows a 
ceremony scene. 
 

http://www.artistfootsteps.com/html/Namatjira_ghostgum_centaust.htm


Another notable Aboriginal artist, spokesperson and rights activist who began blurring the lines of Aboriginal 
art was William Barak (1824-1903), the last Aboriginal in Victoria to be traditionally initiated in his tribe. Barak 
used his paintings on paper to communicate the importance of tribal cultural rituals and customs to the white 
migrants and also to the Aboriginal people of Coranderrk. Barak used combined traditional mediums of ochre 
with the new synthetic paints on paper and used his art to help lead and educate the people. His father was 
Melbourne regions most senior elder and taking on his father’s leadership role he held a vital role in 
negotiating between the Aboriginal people and the white settlers, he suggested that communities for 
Aboriginals be self- governed and demanded more rights for them. 

 

Image Source: http://www.cv.vic.gov.au/stories/art-and-artefacts/1746/ceremony-with-rainbow-serpent-[c.-
1880]/  

Australian Indigenous art holds an important role in the history of art and of Australia. The ingenuity of the 
Aboriginals has been captured through their art work and is a beautiful example of the value and essentiality 
of art in society and among different cultures. The artworks of the Aboriginal people have served as a way to 
communicate, educate, record history, and a means of expression throughout history and right up to current 
day it has been used to enrich the lives of the indigenous people and served as a means of preserving their 
culture and improving the economy within their communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ceremony with Rainbow Serpent 

1880 

 Pencil, gouache, earth pigments, 

charcoal on paper 

48.5 x 58.5 cm (image and sheet) 

http://www.cv.vic.gov.au/stories/art-and-artefacts/1746/ceremony-with-rainbow-serpent-%5bc.-1880%5d/
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