
Teaching about 

Aboriginal art and 

the Dreaming 

A free resource for teaching and 

learning, not for commercial use. 

See more at www.hass-sa.asn.au 

 



Plan for today 

• Link learning to Australian 

Curriculum 

• Learn about diversity of 

Aboriginal artists around 

Australia 

• Learn about Dreaming and 

symbolism in traditional 

Aboriginal art 

• See examples of contemporary 

Aboriginal art 

• Create your own symbols to tell 

your own important story 



Australian Curriculum:Visual Arts 



What do we want students to know, 

understand and do? 

F-2 Visual Arts CONTENT DESCRIPTIONS 

• Explore ideas, experiences, observations and imagination to create 

visual artworks and design, including considering ideas in artworks 

by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists 

• Use and experiment with different materials, techniques, 

technologies and processes to make artworks 

• Create and display artworks to communicate ideas to an audience 

• Respond to visual artworks and consider where and why people 

make visual artworks, starting with visual artworks from Australia, 

including visual artworks of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Peoples 



How will we know when they get there? 

See Australian Curriculum Visual Arts Work Sample (Above satisfactory) at  

https://australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/work-samples/samples/art-response-leaving-home-above/ 





What do students bring with 

them? 

Use safe ways to find out before you plan a unit of work: 

 

• What knowledge students already have 

• Do students have a stereotyped view, eg only think 

there is ‘dot’ painting 

• What misconceptions may students have 

 

 

 



Ideas for teaching and learning 

Ensure students see and learn about a range of both traditional 

and contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander visual 

art works and understand their contexts 

 

Research images of traditional rock art and locate on a map 

relevant locations, eg Quinkan, Mimi, X-ray, Wandjina 

 

Many picture books are illustrated by contemporary Aboriginal 

artists 

 

Visit galleries and museums and engage with Indigenous artists 

and their work 

 

Learn how traditional art usually links to the spiritual beliefs of 

particular language groups and provides a way to teach about 

the land and the law 

 



Aboriginal art and the Dreaming 

• Out of print but may be in 

your school library 

• Strategies for teaching 

about Aboriginal art, craft 

and design in schools 

• Lots of illustrations 

• Background information 

about different types of 

Aboriginal art 



Aboriginal artists in South 

Australia 

• Over 100 Aboriginal 
artists from throughout 
South Australia 

• Photos of their artwork 

 

• Out of print but may be in 
your school library 

• Interviews with the artists 
about their work 

• Life stories from some 

artists 

• Styles include photography, 

painting, batik, lino cut, 

sculpture, silk painting, emu 

egg carving, wood carving 

and more 

 



Traditional Aboriginal and TSI art – 

some examples 
 

Different symbols, stories, styles from different parts of Australia 

Arnhem Land - 

Cross-hatched 

bark painting 

Cape York – 

Quinkan figures 

NW of WA -  

Wandjina 

Central 

Australia– 

‘Dot’ 

paintings 

Tasmania

– Shell 

necklaces 

Torres Strait Islands– 

distinctive headdresses, 

carved artefacts 

Arnhem Land – 

mischievous 

Mimi spirits 



Aboriginal art and the Dreaming 

• ‘Dreaming’ stories teach about the features of land, 

including animals and plants, as well ‘rules for living’ 

• Different languages have different names for the 

‘Dreaming’ 

• Traditionally the stories were told, sung, danced and 

symbols were painting on rock surfaces, artefacts and 

bodies 

• Stories were traditionally told, sung and danced in 

places relevant to the stories 

• Children learnt from elders as they travelled from place 

to place within their ‘country’ 

 





Can you guess meanings of these 

symbols used traditionally in arid 

areas? 



Can you guess these symbols? 

Emu 

Bush turkey or 

bird other than 

emu 
Kangaroo or wallaby 



Some ‘dot’ painting symbols 

from Central Australia 

A child and woman 

with a dish and 

digging stick 



Dot painting protocol 

Kelly Taylor with her paintings 

based on Yankunytjatjara 

Dreaming stories told by her 

grandmother, Millie Taylor.  

 

On the left is Lightning 

Dreaming. Kelly has to seek 

permission from her grandmother 

to paint these stories. 

 

All art is copyright and should 

not be copied without permission. 



Bark painting from Arnhem Land 



Jillian Davey – Ernabella ‘walka’ 

(plant inspired design) 



Body paintings from Central 

Australia 



Painting at Arkaroo Rock 
near 

Wilpena 

Pound in the 

Flinders 

Ranges 

Snake and people symbols in the art 



Engraved possum skin cloak 

from western Victoria 



Robert Campbell Junior 

Contemporary Aboriginal art 



Lin Onus was from Victoria but he learnt from 

Arnhem Land artists 



Gordon Waye from SA, painted in the style of Namatjira watercolours 



Dingoes, by Zane Saunders 
Dingoes are protected on Butchulla people’s Fraser Island, Queensland 



Byron Pickett, 

from Western 

Australia –  

 

emu egg carver 



Kunyi June McInerney – Colebrook mission memories, Oodnadatta 



Mark Blackman, Butchulla artist from Fraser Island, 

Queensland now living in Adelaide 



Symbolism 

It is helpful to learn about symbolism generally and talk 

about the meaning and power that symbols can convey, eg 

© $ " ½ ► 

♫ ♂ ♀ ☺  



Some Australian flags 

Do you know 

what the symbols 

mean? 

http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=www.teachers.ash.org.au/thwaites/abflag.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.teachers.ash.org.au/thwaites/flag.htm&h=144&w=231&prev=/images?q=aboriginal+flag&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=abc.net.au/message/proper/img/tsi.gif&imgrefurl=http://abc.net.au/message/proper/faq.htm&h=70&w=113&prev=/images?q=torres+strait+island+flag&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=www.greasedlightning.co.uk/australian flag.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.greasedlightning.co.uk/&h=591&w=886&prev=/images?q=australian+flag&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8&sa=G


Religious symbols 

http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=www.flashfire.com/m360gifs/pid33425.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.flashfire.com/3Dmodels/Misc/RSymbol1.htm&h=240&w=320&prev=/images?q=religious+symbols&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=www.sacred-texts.com/hin/hindu.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/&h=360&w=480&prev=/images?q=hindu&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8


What can learners do? 

Students at Mannum 

High School each 

illustrated a section of 

the Ngurunderi story 

Think of a story that is 

really important then 

develop symbols to ‘tell’ 

that story. 



When using symbols rather than 

words, you can keep some parts 

of the story secret.  

 

Think about a story that is very 

important to you. 

 



Your life story 

A particular incident in your life 

A family tree 

A favourite family story 

A map of your ‘country’ 

 

Think about symbols you could 

use to ‘tell’ your story 

 



Cultural appropriation 

Please note that some Aboriginal communities do not 

like school students or their own community 

members using styles of Aboriginal art from other 

parts of Australia. 

 

Learning to develop your own symbols to ‘tell’ your 

own story is as important for Aboriginal people as it 

is for others. 

 

 



The love, but also dangers that the new baby will face 



Living in different parts of South Australia 



Migration from England to Australia 



Coming out 



Moving to the 

grey city after 

childhood on 

a sheep and 

grain farm 



A family tree with links to the river 



Meaningful stage of a 

personal life story 



Traumatic memories 





Frank Clarke with his people’s 

Dreaming story about a willy wagtail 



Remember you 

only have to share 

as much as you 

want to. 

This is a family 

holiday to Western 

Australia. 

Students who do 

their art work first 

and write second, 

write with more 

fluency. 



Memories of my 

grandparents’ house - 

the garden beds out 

the front,  

the hens (top left), 

fruit trees (centre top), 

Grandpa’s sweet pea 

house (top right),  

the outdoor loo, 

laundry shed and 

more   



Your life story 

A particular incident in your life 

A family tree 

A favourite family story 

A map of your ‘country’ 

 
Use symbols to ‘tell’ your story on card 

or paper using crayons or felt pens 

 


