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Australian H. sapiens Pre-history:  Art
Content

First mathematics

Rock art:

 Archaic ï 40-5 kya 

 (finger fluting, tally marks, stencils, engraving)

 Regional rock art styles < 5kya

  Kimberley (Gwion Gwion & Wandjina)

  Arnhem Land (ñmimiò figures, X-ray  & Dynamic styles)

  Queensland (Quinkan)

Art dating

Bark painting
Juunkan Gorge cave art

46,000 BP ï 2020 AD



First mathematics using finger fluting

Koonalda sink-hole, Nullarbor, SA

Tally marks(?):

Herringbone design in Koonalda Cave, SA. 24-15 kya

37 finger markings above 

74 short diagonal engraved lines  [2 * 37 = 74]

Riches of ancient Australia, J. Flood, UQP, 1990



Oldest Oz rock art = 43 kya (cation [K+Ca to Ti] ratio dating of desert varnish) !!?

Walinynga (Cave Hill), SA -300 km NE of Adelaide

human-spirits? 

human figures

circles,

abstract figures,/animals ?



Pleistocene (>12 kya)  rock art sites

Engraved pavement at Panaramitee N., SA., 

> 40 ky old (radio C dating of varnish)

Kimberley rock art

Pecked and abraded hollows on vertical rock faces.

Petroglyphs ï figurative and non-figurative.

ñGlobal evidence of early human symbolic behaviourò, 

R G. Bednarik, Human evolution, 1997

Number of rock art sites in Australia  = 100,000

Rock art > 30 kya

Allens Cave, Cuddie Springs, 
Carpenters Gap



Archaic finger fluting

Koonalda Cave, 24-15 kya

άtŀǊƛŜǘŀƭ ŦƛƴƎŜǊ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέΣ 
RG Bednarik, Rock Art Research, 1986

Koongine Cave, Mt. Gambia, SA, >~20 kya



Hand Stencils

Composite stencils, Carnarvon NP, Q.

using boomerang tips to represent emu tracks 

Stencils - Carnarvon NP, Q.

             > 3.5 kya
ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƘŀƴŘǎ
[squirting paint from mouth]

Ballawinne Cave, Tas



Archaic non-figurative engraving, ~10 kya 

Karake style rock art, Paroong cave, Mt. Gambia, SA

(largest set of non-figurative cave art in world)

Callamurra waterhole, Cooper Creek, SA.

Asymmetric concentric circles, Panaramitee N.,SA.
ñParietal Markings projectò, GD Aslin, EK & RG Bednarik,  Rock Art Research,1985



(Classic) Panaramitee-style engraving

Lizard, Thomas Reservoir, NTSnake with eggs, Rockholes, 

Panaramitee Station
Laura engravings, Quinkan fig, ~13 kya

a. macropod tracks 

b. bird tracks 

c. circles 

d. radiating lines

e. Lizards

f. Crescents

g. dots



Archaic pecked engraving, 22 kya

Puritjarra   rock shelter (45m x 20 m), Cleland Hills, 320 km W. Alice Springs, NT.



Silhouette style engraving

Anthropomorph with boomerang, Sydney, NSW, ~5 kya

Silhouette engraving sites



Principal Rock-Art Regions

Archaic engraving

Gwion Gwion

 & Wandjina

  figures

Quinkan figureWoodstock

engravings

Bunjil

ñmimiò figures,

Dynamic & 

X-ray style

Quinkan spirits



Arnhem Land rock art 
ñMimisò are the tiny, match-thin spirits & are so shy that they 

hide within huge boulders all day long

ñmimi  spiritsò

Xray style

Long-necked turtle,

Noorlangie Rock, NT.

Dynamic style

Running figures, Oenpelli, NT
Emu, Kakadu, NT. 



Art using ochre

.
Most ochre is found between the Kimberley region and Alice Springs.  Colours are red, pink, 

yellow, white and sometimes blue.  It is ground to a powder and then mixed with saliva, egg, 

water or animal fat to make paint (=> can be dated)



Kimberley Rock Art - Gwion Gwion (formally called  ñBradshaw figuresò)

.

~ 12 kya (painted-over wasps nests)



Kimberley Rock Art - Gwion Gwion

Period of Tassellated Figures

Tassels from hip, tapering headdresses, bracelets.
Straight legs. Figurative & non-figurative.

Period of Bentïknee Figures

Knobbed headdresses, bags.

Dark pigments



Kimberley Rock Art ïpre-Wandjina
Straight parts& missing pigment ï 

animal images, some with body 

cavities

ThylacineEchidna

Painted hands 
With long fingernails

Parallel-line figures

Female figures



Kimberley rock art - Wandjina

Mythological figures 

Mt Elizabeth station ï 3.8ï4.0 kya



Arnhem Land rock art 
ñMimisò are the tiny, match-thin spirits & are so shy that they 

hide within huge boulders all day long

ñmimi  spiritsò

Xray style

Long-necked turtle,

Noorlangie Rock, NT.

Dynamic style

Running figures, Oenpelli, NT
Emu, Kakadu, NT. 



Bark painting & relation to rock art

Noarlangie rock art, Arnhem Land


