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Australian Aboriginal cultures are rich in artistic traditions.
If their art took a more permanent form Aborigines would be
living in a forest of paintings and carvings that would be a
visual testament to their artistic heritage. As it is, most of
their art works are temporary, many almost transitory — body
paintings that hardly outlast their production and sand
sculptures that begin to weather before completion. Apart
from certain sacred objects, only the paintings on sheltered
rock walls, rock engravings, stone arrangements and tree
carvings survive from past generations, and not all of these
occur across Australia. Art exists for most of the time in
people's heads waiting for a purpose to call it into being: a
ceremony to initiate young men, or a mortuary ritual to
farewell the dead and see them to their spiritual home. For
art in Aboriginal Australia is seen as a form of spiritual power;
it is an intervention of the world of the mythical past in the
present. It is a means by which knowledge is passed from
generation to generation about the creative forces that shaped
the world and will enable it to continue into the future. Artin
Aboriginal Australia is, in this respect, information: one of
the main ways, if not the main way in which individuals are
socialised into the Dreaming — the Ancestral Past — is through
art. People learn about mystic events through learning
meanings that are encoded in paintings and explained in song
and dance. In the case of many non-European indigenous art
traditions referential meaning is absent from, or at best a
secondary component of, the system (see e.g. Forge 1973;
O'Hanlon 1989), but in Aboriginal Australia referential
meaning is primary.

Aboriginal art is certainly much more than the encoding
of referential meanings and not all aspects of its form can be
explained on such a basis. A full study of the art must also
include consideration of the expressive and aesthetic
dimensions of the work (see Sutton 1988; Tagon 1989;
Morphy 1992). The pattern of stylistic variation across the
continent needs to be studied and the extent to which this in
turn reflects processes of attachment to place and the
development of concepts of self, at a level more general than
the particular actions of ancestral beings, needs to be analysed.
Although in many cases these other dimensions of works of
art may be integrated within systems of referential meaning,
they are unlikely to be fully explained by their referential
function alone. However in Australia ‘what does the art mean?'
is not only an outsider's question,; it is an insider's question
too. And it is this dimension of Aboriginal art that is the
primary focus of this paper.

The referential meanings of Aboriginal art partly explains
its sacred nature. However art objects are not only sacred for
the information they encode about the Ancestral Past, they
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are also sacred for what they are: they are manifestations of
the Ancestral Past (Morphy 1991). The design forms are
believed to have originated through the actions of Ancestral
Beings, often first occurring as designs on their bodies or on
an object associated with them. For example a design may
have originated through the mark left by the tide as it washed
over the body of an Ancestral Being lying dead on the beach,
or it may have been etched into his digging stick or spear
thrower caught in the path of a passing bushfire, or it may
have been a design that the Ancestral Being painted on his
body for the purposes of a ceremony. People say that this
Ancestral origin endows the designs with power, for in using
the objects or design people are recreating mythic behaviour
and are able to participate in, or at the very least establish
contact with, the Ancestral domain. However, in this paper |
am not so concerned with these phenomenological aspects of
Aboriginal art as I am with its power to encode meaning, for
it is in the elaborated nature of its encoding system that
Aboriginal art is so remarkable.

In analysing how an artistic system can be said to produce
objects that have meaning one has to consider both the abstract
properties of the encoding systems and the interpretative
context. This is especially so in Australia and other areas
where art is incorporated into a system of restricted
knowledge. In many Australian Aboriginal cultures men
acquire increased access to secret knowledge as they grow
older. This knowledge is revealed or released to them in closed
contexts, such as the men's ceremonial ground from which
women and uninitiated men are excluded. Theoretically
women are denied access to all but public interpretations of
designs, dances and ritual acts. Hence women will in many
cases have a different basis for interpreting a particular
painting than an adult initiated man. In parts of Australia
women have analogous systems of restricted knowledge from
which men are excluded (see e.g. Munn 1973; Hamilton 1980;
Bell 1983).

Although I have argued elsewhere (Morphy 1991) that
the role of secrecy per se in Aboriginal cultures has at times
been exaggerated, there are, perhaps universally, systems for
controlling access to knowledge including access to the
meanings encoded in paintings. In analysing Aboriginal art
it is important to bear in mind that the 'how' of meaning is
just as important as the 'what'. We shall see that the structure
of Aboriginal art systems is ideally suited to encoding multiple
meanings within a system of restricted knowledge. I will
begin by examining, in abstract, the properties of the two
main representational systems used in Australian Aboriginal
art. These two systems reflect ideal types of representational
system that can be found in most cultures throughout human
history. One system is iconic (I will label it figurative), the
other is non-iconic (and will be labelled geometric). 1 begin
with some simple examples to show the key differences
between the two systems (Fig. 1).
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The geometric art is congruent with Yolngu metaphysics
because the meanings are not fixed. The metaphysical system
is dynamic in that it involves a discourse about essences and
origins which is continually being modified as it is being
reproduced (see Stanner 1989). The geometric art allows this
discourse to take place below the surface. The encoding of
meaning in the art is a continuous process that never ends,
yet meaning can always be concealed from outsiders. The
geometric art is highly structured, providing a framework for
encoding meaning that can in turn be related to other structural
frameworks, such as the distribution of features in a landscape.
But the geometric art does not finally and irrevocably impose
any meaning on the world. It fixes nothing and leaves
everything open-ended, for as a mnemonic sponge it is
continually filled and emptied of meaning as it soaks up
interpretation from the initiated and squeezes it out to the
initiates.

Epilogue: 'fragments of credibility'

It is possible to interpret the analysis of Australian
representational systems presented here as a pessimistic
message for archaeologists and a demonstration of the
limitations of archaeological interpretation. Iain Davidson
has written of my analysis of Yolngu art (Morphy 1991) 'The
great promise of the study of prehistoric art is that it might
allow archaeologists to go beyond utilitarian interpretation
to allow some understanding of symbolic systems. [Morphy's]
study shows the vanity of such a hope' (Davidson 1995:891).
Davidson's particular concern is that the arbitrary element in
many representational systems, and the essential role of
human agency in interpreting and attributing meaning to
representations, means that over time those meanings become
unrecoverable: 'people not things produce meaning' (ibid.:
892). He argues against Conkey's position that 'the
meaningfully constituted material record is not an 'expression’
or 'reflection’, nor even a 'record’, but an active, constructing,
constituting agency, which does not express meaning, but
produces it' (Conkey 1987).

On the surface my own conclusions to this paper would
tend to lend support to Davidson's position: the open-
endedness of present interpretations of the geometric art
illustrate how difficult it is going to be for an archaeologist,
without the help of exegesis, to interpret art in ways intended
by members of the producing culture. In addition any system
of secret knowledge that is designed to hide meaning from
those who are socialised into the art-producing society is
surely going to be effective in hiding meaning from the
archaeologist a millennium or more later. Davidson is
expressing a necessary caution, and in emphasising the role
of human agency in systems of meaning and waming against
endowing material objects themselves with agency, he is
arguing for greater epistemological clarity in the analysis of
prehistoric art. Nonetheless I remain optimistic that the
'meaningfully constituted material record’ does provide some
access to the meaning of art in both archaeological and
ethnographic contexts. Ironically it is often anthropologists
who neglect the material record and fail to demonstrate the
role of art in the patterning and transmission of meaning,
giving too much or too little role to individual interpretation,
without ever demonstrating the relationship between meaning
and form.
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Aboriginal art systems are meaning-producing in the sense
that they enable human beings to manufacture art objects for
purposes that are in part semantic. The role that formal
properties of the system play in communicating meaning is
something that has to be established. A useful first stage of
the analysis of any art is to pose questions about the form of
the objects in order to develop hypotheses that may provide
an explanation for it. This approach applies equally to the
meaning of art as it does to aesthetic or functional aspects of
it. Archaeologists, in particular prehistorians, are forced by
the absence of exegesis to begin with the question of how
something means before they turn to the question of what it
means. Yet this is a question that should be posed as part of
any anthropological analysis of art. It is this that reveals the
nature of the system of interpretation, and enables art to be
connected to its interpretative context and to the society that
produces it. In archaeology this requires the reconstruction
of context; in ethnography it involves taking contextual factors
into account (see Morphy 1989:12 for detailed discussion).
It is not sufficient to say that a work of art means something.
One must ask: to whom it means, and in what contexts, and
what knowledge has to be brought to bear before it can be
interpreted in the ways it is. But it is equally necessary to ask
of the object: what is it about its form that enables it to be
interpreted in the way it is? how does the system of forms
articulate with the system of meanings? and to what extent
do the two operate in conjunction to contribute to the trajectory
of a society? :

In the most extreme case it is conceivable that meaning
adheres to artworks quite independent of any formal properties
of the system, that paintings are representations only in the
sense that they become a locus for attributed meaning. In
such a case the formal structure of the art will not reveal
underlying semantic properties. In the case of most Australian
art this is demonstrably not the case. Aboriginal art is in part
language-like in its properties and in its potential to encode
and communicate meaning. Like any language, however, it
has to be learnt and in many cases interpretation requires
knowledge of context or even individual specific information.
As a text it may be partially closed to even the most
knowledgeable interpreters and much of its meaning will be
forever unrecoverable to the archaeologist. However, there
are meanings in Aboriginal art that operate at a collective
level.

Although Yolngu or Warlbiri art is open to an immense
diversity of interpretations, and although both contain
elements of open-endedness, there are also areas of greater
consensus, and of institutionalised meanings which may
include both core symbols and core components of the social
structure. Recurrent patterns of meaning — the site-path motif,
the marking of clan difference — are reflected in the structure
of the art, and do provide the possibility of interpretation
through the analysis of form. It is the existence of a structured
relationship between the form of art and its meaning which
opens up the possibility that even without exegesis the analysis
of the material record will allow the archaeologist to develop
hypotheses about how the art in question encodes meaning.
It may be possible to demonstrate the existence of a
hierarchical system of knowledge, or the existence of secular
and sacred forms of art at some stage in the past, or multivalent
symbols, signs of rank or status and so on. The existence of
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