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For want of other secure evidence, the study of art in prehistoric societies normally 
amounts to looking at pictures, though there must have also been sound, and surely 
music. The long lithic tradition of central northern Australia permits a rare insight into 
another kind of prehistoric art, the meaning and aesthetic order that may lie behind a 

lithic industry. 

Introduction 
Archaeologists and anthropologists in many 
parts of the world have argued that some forms 
of stone tools may be considered the oldest 
surviving forms of art made by modern humans. 
Dther researchers, however, focusing on the 
functional, practical, technological or envi m- 
mental aspects of stone-tool manufacture, are 
hard-pressed to acknowledge tool forms as art. 
Aspects of the aesthetic may be recognized, but 
the pieces are not art in the western definition. 
Part of the problem lies with finding a cross- 
cultural, non-biased definition of art (see Taqon 
in press), and in most cases the stone tools have 
such great antiquity that we  have no indigenous 
insight into aesthetic and symbolic aspects of 
their form. 

This has not stopped some from acknow- 
ledging an aesthetic aspect to stone tools. For 
instance, as early as 1859 some Acheulean hand 
axes were viewed as ‘clearly works of art’ 
(Ramsay 1859; Lye11 1873: 163). As Isaac & Isaac 
(1975: 20 )  note, 

The artistic impulse appears to have manifested itself 
in exceptional individuals long before the Upper 
Palaeolithic period, indeed probably from the dawn 
of tool-making. The great Acheulian hand-axe [Pl. I ]  
from the gravels at Furze Platt, Maidenhead, is 
evidently the product of an artistic craftsman. It has 
been suggested that a masterpiece of such size and 
beauty may well have been treasured by the tribe. 

However, there has been much debate and 
others have argued that Acheulean axes are 
‘thick and clumsy’ (Osborne 1916: 178) or that 
differences in their workmanship is ‘simply due 
to the skill ofthe workman, the lengths to which 
he has carried his work, or the quality of the raw 
material’ (Boule & Vallois 1957: 149). 

In regard to Solutrean tools, however, there is 
much more agreement that they are beautiful 
objects ‘manufactured with much art’ (Boule & 
Vallois 1957: 262). Henry Osborne, in parti- 
cular, has noted their aesthetic and synibolic 
significance (1916: 344-5; see also figure 169, p. 
339 for example 130): 

practical nioti\.os. . . . 

Furthermore, Kenneth Oakley adds (1972: 83): 

examples of these spt:ar heads are the famous pointes 
de laurier, fourteen in number, discovered at Volgu, 
SaBne-et-Loire, in 1873:  they were found together as a 
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votive offering, for one at least was colored red, and 
all were too fragile and delicate to be of any use in the 
chase. They are of unusual size, the smallest meas- 
uring 9 inches, and the largest over 136. In work- 
manship they are equalled only by the marvellous 
Neolithic specimens of Egypt and Scandinavia. 

More recently, in Ontario, Canada, Joan Vast- 
okas has argued that ‘aesthetic sensibilities are 
detected as early as 10,000 BC in the flaking 
patterns of stone tools made in the Palaeo- 
Indian period’ (Reid & Vastokas 1984: 15); she 
included a stone point from this period in a 
1984 exhibition on native and European art at 
the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto. In Arctic 
archaeology, Robert McGhee (1976) has argued 
similarly, stating that its earliest chipped stone 
technology, the Arctic Small Tool tradition 
(ASTt), ‘suggests in the forms and 
craftsmanship employed that it served as a 
means of artistic expression’. He elaborates 
(1976: 205): 

Although all ASTt stone artifacts appear to be func- 
tional, an aesthetic element in  their manufacture is 
suggested by the choice of fine-grained and highly 
coloured materials, decorative seriation of edges, 
extremely fine and detailed workmanship, and a 
striking regularity in the forms of certain tools pro- 
duced over great geographical and temporal dis- 
tances. 

One of McGhee’s premises is that “‘art” con- 
ceived as “aesthetic intent” may be expressed 
through technology as well as through other 
facets of human culture, and it is the technology 
which remains in the ground’ (1976: 204). Of 
course, art is more than just aesthetics as sym- 
bolism. The context of use, and the communica- 
tive capacity of an object, or ‘expressive 
meaning’, are also most important and help 
differentiate purely functional objects from ‘art’ 
objects. 

The remoteness of time and culture of most 
lithics tends to preclude a consideration of the 
aesthetic, and lithic studies end up narrowly 
functionalist. Paul Mellars (1970) first made 
mention of this problem in reference to 
Acheulean and Solutrean material (1970: 85): 

One would be hard pressed to explain the total 
disappearance of the long-lived handaxe form at the 
end of the Middle Palaeolithic phase in any convinc- 
ing functional terms. The same could be said of the 

abrupt appearance and disappearance of bifacially- 
worked, leaf-shaped points during the French Solu- 
trian episode. These and many other variations in 
Palaeolithic industries must surely represent conspi- 
cuous changes in  tool morphology which bear little 
relation to the basic activities being performed. 

Most recently, Gero (1989) has shown that the 
narrow functionalist argument tells us little and 
that all lithics have meaning. She proposes a 
method for extracting social information from 
stone tools and argues (1989: 103): 

material objects are essential, active agents in the 
maintenance of complex social relations. They not 
only stand as tangible abbreviations for the quantity 
and quality of resources that an individual has access 
to, but also the production and acquisition of new 
classes of objects places groups of producers and 
consumers in new relations to one another. 

Furthermore, she concludes that ‘focusing on 
lithics in this light offers new insights, both into 
the adoption of particular lithic forms and into 
the socialimaterial world more generally’ (1989: 
103). 

In western Arnhem Land, northern Australia 
(FIGURE 1) we have a rare opportunity to gain a 
direct insight into lithic meaning and can carry 
it into the archaeological record going back 
several thousand years. We can go far beyond 

Coburg 
Ipeninsula  -* Gurig 

A r n h e m  

L a n a  

FIGURE 1. Location map sk wing Kakadu, Arnhem 
Land and Gurig. 
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even Gero’s study as there is much ethnogra- 
phic information to provide understanding. 

In this paper, then, the intent is not to re- 
define art but to broaden our understanding of 
the range of objects that can and should be 
considered as art. Specifically, a growing body 
of ethnographic evidence supports the conten- 
tion that many forms of stone tools produced 
over the past 6000 years in western Arnhem 
Land have both aesthetic and symbolic value 
which influenced their manufacture. Much of 
this is related to ideas about power: the power of 
Ancestral Beings that created the landscape, 
including rocky outcrops used as quarries; the 
power and properties of stone as a substance, 
and especially quartz and quartzite; the power 
of initiated males who made, used and con- 
trolled access to certain stone tools; and so 
forth. Some of this power was harnessed during 
the manufacture and later was heightened 
through ritual, story-telling and other practices. 
Some of the changes in tool types detected in 
the archaeological record can be related to these 
aspects of the belief system. Two specific regio- 
nal examples are drawn, from Gurig National 
Park (Cobourg Peninsula) and Kakadu National 
Park, to illustrate this. Finally, it is shown that a 
narrow functionalist view limits our under- 
standing of stone tool change. 

Ancestral Beings, the origin of stone and 
other symbolism 
The idea that stone tools have or had great 
symbolic meaning for Aborigines in northern 

Australia is not new. Lauriston Sharp (1952), for 
instance, demonstrated the great economic and 
symbolic value of stone axes among the Yir 
Yoront of north Queensland. The stone axe, 
prominent in interpersonal relations, in the 
totem system and in the larger belief system, 
was also a symbol of masculinity and of age; 
axes ‘belonged’ to older men from whom 
women and the young had to borrow them. In 
the borrowing, the status, position and power of 
older males was reinforced. 

More recently, Scott Cane (1988) has pointed 
to symbolic and ceremonial significance of 
various stone tool forms for Aborigines of the 
Central and Western Desert region of Australia. 
Specifically, Kimberley points were identified 
by Aborigines as ‘implements used for sorcery 
or ceremonial activities’ while leilira blades 
were said to have been ‘used in self-mutilation 
ceremonies and fighting’ (Cane 1988:91). Jones 
& White (1988), discussing the symbolic signi- 
ficance of stone tools among Aborigines of 
eastern Arnhem Land, note certain stone tools 
as the exclusive property of men; also ‘stones 
from certain quarries had high prestige and 
were believed to be imbued with mystical 
properties which made them much sought after 
as parts of a fighting man’s armory’ (Jones & 
White 1988: 51; see also Jones 1990). 

In western Arnhem Land, stone axes, spear- 
points and other tools were also recognized as 
belonging to men. The most significant had 
further symbolic power; they were conceived to 
embody the essence of Totemic Heroes and 

FIGURI~  2. Namnrrgon 
the Lightning Man ,  
with stone axes 
attached to his limhs, 
painted by 
Najornbolrni in  1964. 
Nourlangie, Kakudu 
National Park. 
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Ancestral Beings that shaped and formed the 
world in the distant Dreamtime past. This is one 
of their most important aspects, making the 
tools more efficient and reinforcing a male 
connection to creativity for Aborigines. 

According to Aboriginal elders, the land- 
scape was formed by the actions of Ancestral 
Beings, such as the Rainbow Serpent (Taylor 

FIGURE 4. 
behind on this wall in Deaf Adder Gorge, Kakadu 
National Park, after bringing important ceremonies 
to the people in the Dreamtime. 

Mandjawilpil (Djowog) left his image 

FIGURE 3.  The Ubirr 
Rainbow Serpent, 
Kakodu Nationctl 
Park. The Serpent is 
said to have entered 
the landscape ot this 
location. 

1990: 331), Bula the first barramundi, Gulinj the 
flying-fox man, Namarrgon the Lightning Man, 
who produces lightning by smashing stone axes 
attached to his limbs (FIGURE 2) ,  and other 
creatures. At many locations the Beings entered 
directly into the landscape after their travels 
and creative acts, often leaving their images 
behind on the rock surface (FICXJRJS 3 & 4). A 
large number turned into stone at their final 
resting place. In other cases, the Rainbow Ser- 
pent, one of the most potent of all Beings, 
swallowed other Ancestors and then was forced 
to vomit their bones, which then formed the 
rocky sandstone and quartzite escarpment and 
other geological features of the landscape 
(FIGURE 5; see T q o n  1989a: 211-70 and Taylor 
1990 for a review of some of these). In eastern 
Arnhem Land similar beliefs persist. As Jtmes & 
White note (1988: 55): ‘It is the connections of 
these beings with the quarries that is said to give 
the stone its special properties and to imbue the 
place with its major spiritual significance.’ 

In western Arnhem Land, Aborigines made 
seasonal camps in the shelters located at the 
base of the escarpment and adorned the walls 
and ceilings with thousands of hand or hand- 
and-arm stencils (FIGURE 6). monochrome and 
polychrome paintings (FIGLJRE 7). By stencilling 
arid painting they bonded more closelv with 
specific sites and tapped directly into the power 
of the Ancestral Beings I jpresented in animal, 
human or mythical form. As Howard Morphy 
(1987) has explained, ‘the art of western 
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Arnhem Land projects images of that alternative 
reality onto rock surfaces, so that tho ancestral 
dimension can be directly experienced' (1987: 
3 2 ) .  

Furthermore, analysis of western Arnhem 
Land rock art (Taqon 1989a) has revealed that 
through the production of some forms, such as 
X-ray paintings of creatures with internal 
features illustrated, Aborigines tapped into the 
creative power of the original Ancestral 
Dreamtime Beings at specific geological sites 
(TaCon 198Ya: 375). 

F ' I ( ; L # I ? ~ :  6. flanrl-and- 
urn1 stencils cvere made 
( i t  numerous sites in 
ivestrrn Arnhem Land 
1 0  strengthen the bond 
bet we en i 11 d i vid uals , 
 sit^ and associated 
kriowletlgr:. 

FIGURE 5. Large, 
unusual outcrops of 
sandstone and quartzite 
that dominate the 
landscape in western 
Arnhem land are 
associated with 
powerful Ancestral 
Beings. 

Most X-ray rock art was produced over the 
past 1400 to 3000 years when freshwater 
environmental conditions, similar to those of 
today, developed and persisted in Western 
Arnhem Land. However, some very simple 
monochromatic red X-ray forms may be as old 
as 6000-8000 years, but they are much less 
detailed and most often include only one or two 
internal features. The recent X-ray paintings 
usually incorporate three or more internal 
elements, and representations of the interior 
structure of creatures range from highly natural- 
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istic to very abstract. Red, yellow, white and 
purple are the predominant colours, but orange, 
pink, black and, most recently, European- 
derived blue were used on occasion. Colour 
combinations in paintings vary across the land- 
scape and reflect the availability of pigments 
more than clan or moiety preferences. Never- 
theless, it is combinations of colour in and 
around anatomical features that are most impor- 
tant for conveying abstract ideas related to the 
art, such as Dreamtime beliefs associated with 
sites, subjects and motifs. One of the most 
important was the conveying of Ancestral 
power through the use of bright combinations of 
pigment in solid, hatched and, especially, 
cross-hatched bands or blocks. This adds iri- 
descence, likened to rainbows and Rainbow 
Serpents, as well as ‘brightness’, associated 
with other Ancestral Beings, to the images. It is 
this feature that makes them most powerful. 
Significantly, the greatest degree of elaboration 
in this sense occurred only within the last 1000 
years. It is during this period that hatching and 
cross-hatching was used most frequently, with 
the internal structure of some subjects being 
composed almost entirely of this design (FIGURE 
8 ) .  

Along with the X-ray paintings of humans, 
animals and mythical beings, numerous solid or 
stroke infill subjects were created. These differ 
from their X-ray counterparts only in terms of 
internal detail and otherwise have a similar 
form. Aboriginal people argue they depict 

FIGURE 7. An X-ray 
barramundi, a common 
subject in the most 
recent body of rock art. 
Deaf Adder Gorge, 
Kakadu National Park. 

‘dead’ or ‘cooked’ beings while X-ray paintings 
depict living creatures. However, the X-ray art 
has greater potential for expressing meaning, 
due to its multi-layered form and structure, and 
the various forms of colour combinations used 
to create symbolic resonance. Painting some 
creatures with brilliant ‘rainbow’ colour thus 
enabled Aborigines to tap into the Ancestral 
force believed to be inherent in the landscape. 

This is also one of the reasons particular 
pieces were repainted or superimposed over. 
The retouching and repainting changed the 
shelter art back from dull to brilliant, and 
allowed Aborigines to make contact with the 
continuing cycle of spiritual and physical exist- 
ence. In the process it reaffirmed the Aboriginal 
past and present for the artists and their 
extended families. It also helped ground them 
in both time and space. Through painting. as 
well as myth and ritual, Aboriginal creativity 
became united with natural creativity. and 
Aborigines intensified their links and bonds 
with the larger natural and supernatural world. 

The production of X-ray paintings at sites has 
occurred for roughly 6000 years. Certain types 
of stone tools also played a r6le in intensifying 
the links and bonds between Aborigines and the 
larger universe. Many quartzite shelter sites in 
the Mount Brockman, Nourlangie and Deaf 
Adder Gorge regions of Kakadu were used as 
quarries (FIGIJRES 9 & 10); the raw material was 
believed to be the petrified remains of the bones 
of certain Ancestral Beings. The completed 
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FIGI:KE 8.  An X-ray barramundi with extensive hatched and cross-hatched infill. Injuluk, Oeripelli 

bifacial points and unifacial lauwk points were 
made more powerful and effective in hunting 
and warfare as they were seen to contain the 
essence of the creatures that formed the sites 
from which the raw stone was obtained. By 
careful choice of colour and workmanship, 
aesthetic attributes were added to the pieces. 
This human meative dimension further 
strengthened the creative bond between the 
tool-makers and the Ancestral landscape. 
Examples of this may bc found in many parts of 
western Arnhem Land, including Gurig 
National Park where sources of stone are rare 
and Kakadu National Park where they are 
abundant . 

A further link between the tools and Anccs- 
tral power is that quartzite and quartz tools at 
times shimmer with bright refleLtcd light or are 
almost iridescent. This is a most important 
quality, as iridescence and ‘brightness’ arc 
associated with both life and Ancestral Beings 
(Taqon 1989a: 319-42). This attribute makes 
rainbows and Rainbow Serpents extremely 
potent as natural and supernatural phenomena, 
for instance, and is one of the reasons quartz is 
often associated with medicine men, Kairibow 
Serpents and sacred rituals. In eastern Arnhem 
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Land, Morphy (1989) has noted a similar sym- 
bolic system that emphasizes bright, shimmer- 
ing and iridescent light. Objec,ts that exhibit 
brightness, such as fat, blood, quartz, quartzite, 
cross-hatched white pigment and so forth, are 
both aesthetically appealing and spiritually 
charged with power. 

Gurig National Park 
Sources of stone with a hardness, strength and 
quality suitable for the production of stone tools 
are rare on the Cobourg Peninsula. Conse- 
quently, bifacial stone points, axe heads, uni- 
facial lauwk points and other tools were often 
traded into the area from the south (see FIGURE 
11 and TaCoii 1988). When a local stone source 
was found, it was often given heightened signi- 
ficance by associating it with powerful, danger- 
ous forces. This not only helped control access 
to and use of the site but also reinforced the 
power and prestige of both the managers of the 
quarry site and the owners of the tools made 
from it. 

A small ironstone quarry known as Argalarga 
or ‘Thunder Rock’ is located near the Smith 
Point Ranger Station. It consists of a small 
outcrop (10.1 x 9.2 m) of unusually hard, 
durable ironstone at the end of a small pen- 
insula (FIGURE 12) .  Numerous axe blanks were 
removed, and a completed axe now resides in 
the Smith Point collection (Taqon 1988: 68; 
FIGLJRE 13). According to Aboriginal elders, 

FIGLIRE 10. A close-up 
view offlakes a n d  cores 
that litter the shelter 
quarry floor. Deaf 
Adder Gorge, Kakadu 
National Park. 

Thunder Rock is a dangerous site; a vine associ- 
ated with it is especially significant and hazard- 
ous. ‘It is said to bring about a person’s death by 
cutting the vine and calling out the name in 
Gurig’ (Cobourg Peninsula Sanctuary Board 
1987: 33). The area is said to attract electrical 
storms and, indeed, the first storm of the season 
struck a few hours after the author visited the 
site in 1987. 

Elsewhere in Gurig National Park, stone was 
used in some of the more restricted ritual 
activities conducted by certain clans. A stone 
arrangement site in the interior may be the 
result of such activity (TaCon 198Yb: 35-61, A 
more convincing site, consisting of at least 29 
grinding grooves in a large outcrop of laterite 
(ironstone), can be found on a peninsula north- 
west of Raffles Bay. The grooves are spread over 
an area measuring 8.5 x 3.5 m,  and the site is 
associated with rain-making and other cere- 
monies. Three grinding stones of tubular late- 
rite were located near the grooves. They are 
unlike those associated with food preparation 
sites, and are likely the tools used to make the 
grooves. The site is not a stone-axe sharpening 
site; Aboriginal elders remarked that the site has 
great cultural significance and is considered 
sacred (Taqon 1988: 13-14). It is located in an 
area that attracts frequent lightning strikes 
(Dave Lindner pers. comm. 1987); for the Abori- 
gines, lightning and resulting rain storms can be 
attracted to the area by grinding stone on stone. 
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Here, humans can harness the power of nature 
through the appropriate rituals and by using 
special stone tools at the appropriate stone sites. 

Kakadu National Park 
Various forms of stone have long been recog- 
nized as symbolically powerful in the greater 
Kakadu region, even though sources and quar- 
ries are much more common there. Most large 

FIGIJR~: 11. Stone 
and glass tools from 
Gurig National Park. 
The second tool in 
from the upper left- 
hand corner is a 
quartzite lauwk 
mifacial spear-point 
traded from the 
Kukadu region. 

stone arrangements, for example, are con- 
sidered to he very sacred, and often are said to 
have been made by Dreamtinie Beings (Taqon 
1989a: 248-50). Later they were used by men for 
some of the most sacred rituals and to teach 
initiates (Arndt 1962; 1966; Taqon 1989a; 1990). 
Other stone piles and rows made by Aboriginal 
men were also used in sacred rituals. ‘Initially, 
stones were arranged to mark the ritual sites hut 

F I G I . ~ :  1 2 .  Argcilarga 
or ‘Thunder Rock’, a 
rare qtiarry and 
d u ngero u s site . G u rig 
Nut i on n 1 Park . 
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later they came to play an important role in the 
practices performed. Among other things, their 
presence and permanence reaffirmed the power 
and long-lasting persistence of religious 
knowledge associated with the site, as well as 
the larger natural and supernatural environ- 
ment’ (Taqon 1990: 21).  

Furthermore, clefts and holes in the rocky 
escarpment were frequently used for secondary 
burials. In essence, the bones of dead humans 
were placed among the bones of Ancestral 
Beings, and the association between the two 
groups again reinforced. After human death 
only the bones remain, and ‘this sense of per- 
manence is said to be the same as that associated 
with stone and human or animal spirits’ (Taqon 
1990: 22).  This is true outside Kakadu as well; in 
western Arnhem Land both stone and bone are 
symbols of persistence and immortality, among 
other things, because of their enduring quality. 

This idea may have partially influenced some 
stone-tool production, in terms of material 
preference and the acquisition or development 
of new technologies. Specifically, Jones & 
Johnson (1985: 192 ,206)  have noted the sudden 
appearance of quartzite-dominated layers in 
archaeological deposits from Deaf Adder Gorge 
beginning about 6000 years BP and continuing 
to the present. Also (1985: 199), 

FIGURE 13. Large stone 
axes from Gurig 
National park. The 
largest piece, to the left, 
was likely quarried 
from Argalarga. 

Older layers in the deposit were dominated 
by chert or quartz. A sample for radiocarbon 
dating was chosen ‘at the beginning of the rise in 
quartzite and the location of the lowermost 
broken bifacial point. This gave a value of 
5860F90 [b.p.] (ANU-3180)’ (Jones & Johnston 
1985: 206). Jones & Johnston conclude that 
‘points were not being made here ca. 6100 years 
ago, but were being made and used 5700 years 
ago’ (1985: 206). This date corresponds well 
with the final rise in sea levels to the north, and 
the first instances of polychrome paintings with 
internal features produced at the same or 
near-by sites (Taqon 1989a). Between 3000 
years BP and 2200 years BP there also was a 
florescence in quartzite use at the Lindner site 
(Jones &Johnston 1985: 192) .  

Although a small number of tools were made 
from volcanic materials, such as dolerite, most 
were fashioned from quartz, chert or quartzite 
during all time periods. The quartzite is a hard 
grey, white or pink siliceous recrystallized 
sandstone, but a coarser-grained quartzite or 
silcrete (hardened sandstone) was used on occa- 
sion. It was obtained from nunierous quarries 
along the edge of the sandstone and quartzite 
escarpment. The cherts used vary in colour and 
grain, but most found in the upper units of 
excavations are deep red in colour while those 
at lower levels are mottled red and white. 
Aboriginal elders argue the red chert is superior 
primarily because of its rich, full colour. Cherts 
were traded into the area from 
metres to the Of 

Kakadu National Park (Jones & Johnston 1985: 
188-90). Quartz, 011 the other hand, is abundant 
throughout Western Arnhem Land, and large 

At the Lindner Site, Nauwalabila I, of the entire 
collection of 45 pieces, 39 of them or ca. 87% of the 
total were made from quartzite, three from chert and 
three from quartz. This indicates the same degree of 
preponderance of quartzite as the preferred medium 
for manufacture of points at Jimeri 11, where 84% of 
them were of this rock type. 

in what is now Stage 
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crystals, lag stones and bands can be found in 
creeks. on flood plains and in local bedrock. 
Artefacts were made mostly from a milky 
quartz, which varied in quality from a hard 
compact variety to one that tended to break up 
along tabular cleavage plains within the rock. 
Sometimes, however, clear crystals of quartz 
had been used . . . the cutting properties of the 
edges were of the highest quality’ (Jones & 
Johnston 1985: 190). 

Allen (1989), Jones (1985), Kamminga&Allen 
(1973). Schrire (198%) and others have noted a 
consistent depositional pattern in the archaeo- 
logical record of Western Arnhem Land. As 
typified by the Lindrier Site, Nauwalabila I, 
artefacts made of quartz dominate the lowest 
levels, a t  a depth below c. 1.30 m,  and comprise 
between 45-85% ofartefacts recovered. The use of 
quartz peaked between 14,000 and 20,000 years 
ago and Jones & Johnston suggest the ‘cessation 
for its use being associated with the buildup of 
the valley floors sandsheet covering the layer of 
crystals’ at the base of the near-by cliff-foot 
apron (1985: 191). Flaked artefacts, such as 
generalized scrapers, utilized edge tools, cores 
and retouched quartz crystals are predominant. 

The middle section of deposits is dominated 
by chert tools. Their presence peaks between a 
depth of0.85-1.00 m at 70-78%. The cherts are 
red with white flecks while those higher up are 
dark maroon. ‘The beginning phase of this 
dominance was gradual, with a steady 
replacement of quartz by chert between depths 
ofca. 1.40 and 1.10 m. i.e. between ca. 14  arid 10 
kyr ago. However its end was a relatively 
sudden event’ (Jones & Johnston 1985: 192). 
Artefacts consist of generalized scrapers, util- 
ized edge tools, cores and a few rejuvenated 
flakes and steep-edge scrapers, much the same 
as the quartz-dominated layers below. 

As was noted above, quartzite flakes arid tools 
dominate the uppermost levels of deposits at 
rock shclter sites, beginning abruptly at depths 
dated to about 6000 years ago. Besides a red- 
uced sample of the range of tools found in lower 
depths, points and adzelchisel slugs are found 
for the first time. Points are most often made 
from quartzite while adzelchisel slugs were 
primarily made from high quality cherts. They 
consist of ‘small, flat, tabular pieces usually 
elongated‘ (Jones & Johnston 1985: 206) and are 
believed to have been hafted for use as high 
pressure implements for cutting and scraping. 

Adzelchisel slugs appear in  the archaeological 
record about 2000 years after the first stone 
points (1985: 206-8). 

However, at wetland sites, 011 flood plains, 
the pattern is different. These open sites, less 
than 1400 years of age, contain surface scatters 
of tools primarily made of quartz. Quartz consti- 
tutes 50-65% of all pieces while hard quartzite 
accounts for only 15-30‘6 (Meehan et aJ. 1985: 
138). Test excavations of wetland sites yield 
even less quartzite (1985: 149). Points are rare 
but scrapers, adzeichisel slugs and rejuvenated 
or polished flakes are common. There are likely 
functional, situational and symbolic reasons for 
the differences as raw quartz is commonly 
available at flood plain sites, seasonal activities 
different from those practised at plateau sites 
were engaged in  and many of the flaked tools 
were used by both sexes (1985: 108-34). Quartz- 
ite points and blades appear to have been used 
sparingly but during ceremonies at these sites 
they may have been an important trade item 
among men. ‘Ethnographic testimony from 
Kapirrigi states that members of his clan from 
Deaf Adder Gorge used to go to the wetland 
edges during the dry season and exchange storie 
spear-points for Phragmites and bamboo spear 
shafts amongst other things’ (1985: 135). 

During the last 1000 years large blades were 
more frequently made, used and traded. These 
long, pointed luuwks (FIGUKL 14) were made 

FIGLJKE 14.  
Kakudu National Park. 

A large lauwk blade froni Nourfangic, 
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FIGURE 15. 
tipped spear protruding from its neck. This was a most effective and prestigious way of killing large 
macropods. 

The large polychrome X-ray painting of a kangaroo (1.82 m x 2.07 m) has a 1.47 m lauwk- 

primarily for hunting large animals, such as 
kangaroos (FIGURE 15),  and for combat. The 
exclusive property of men, they were quarried 
from relatively few sites. Harry Allen (1989) 
notes the specialized nature of large blade- 
manufacturing sites at the top of Mount 
Brockman, in Deaf Adder Gorge and elsewhere. 
He concludes that lauwks ‘were produced 
under different social circumstances to the 
small projectile points. . . . Small points, in the 
Kakadu region, appear to have been produced 
or completed at ordinary habitation sites’ (Allen 
1989: 115). Jones & White (1988) have docu- 
mented the ritual activity and symbolic signifi- 
cance of similar specialized quarries in eastern 
Arnhem Land. At these sites a stone tool’s 
killing power comes from the stone source, 
according to Aborigines, for it is the ‘power 
within the stone which saps the life out of its 
target’ (Jones &White 1988: 61; see also McKen- 
zie 1983 and Thomson 1983: 67-8). 

Jones (1990) elaborates further by explaining 
the layers of inside and outside meaning associ- 

ated with various layers of material found 
within large quartzite stones. Significantly, the 
innermost layer, from which blades are struck, 
is likened to kidney fat, a prized food and 
ritually important substance among Arnhem 
Landers. Among other things, fat is bright and 
shiny, and this sense is linked to brilliant. 
luminous and iridescent Ancestral power 
which, in turn, is connected to the forces that 
are responsible for life and death (Jones 1990: 
27): 

The outer hydrated layer was referred to as the 
‘cooked skin’. Inside this was a think crystalline layer 
called militj, a word meaning ‘white’. but especially 
in the context of a respected ‘elder’ and having 
reference to white hair. Finally within the best stones 
was a fine siliceous quartzite having a translucent 
pinkish-grey colour. This rock was called larr 
djukurr, literally ‘fat flaking stone’. The term djukurr 
has many meanings. At the most secular level it 
means ‘fat’, especially the highly valued fat within 
and around the kidneys. . . . 

The cross-section of a flaked core was seen as being 
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similar to that of d kidney, the inorganic mimicking 
the organic. Yet within the ritual realm, the inorganic 
was seen as being the quintessence of the organic, 
Lontaining its true being. In this sense, djukurr was 
seen as ‘power’, and it was this intrinsic power within 
the ngambi spear blades that caused such a searing 
burning pain; it was this which made the blood flow 
freely and which sapped away the life of any animal 
or man hit bv one. . . . 

There were higher, more restricted meanings to this 
concept of ‘power’, to which I was not privy, except in 
a general sense. 

The rise in quartzite use appears to be inti- 
mately associated with the emergence of stone 
point technology in Arnhem Land. It is 
advanced here that it also is linked to the rise 
and development of detailed polychrome X-ray 
rock art. Often large sites and near-by areas were 
used as camps, quarries and galleries during the 
same period. Among traditional Aborigines of 
the contemporary period, quartzite was con- 
sidered to be the petrified bones of Ancestral 
Beings (see above). By painting at quartzite sites 
one could tap into the power of those Beings. 
One could also harness power for particular 
purposes by fashioning lauwks and other tool 
forms from quartzite; the shimmering effect the 
pieces have in sunlight ensured that they would 
be ‘magically’ charged and effective. Further- 
more, when chert was used for tool-making it 
was chosen according to its deep rich colour, 
again considered to produce a more powerful 
and effective artefact. 

Therefore, it is contended that a larger sym- 
bolic context encompasses both quartzite stone 
tools and solid red chert tools with those 
polychrome rock paintings that illustrate iri- 
descence through cross-hatched, hatched and 
X-ray infill. Their simultaneous emergence 
about 6000 years ago is not coincidental. It is 
possible the whole complex, which underlies 
the contemporary ideology, had its roots at this 
time. This may also correspond with the arrival 
of Aboriginal populations from the ancient, 
now-submerged, Arafura plain to the north that 
were pushed inland by the final rise in world 
sea levels. Perhaps they brought the point 
technology with them, but it is interesting to 
note that earlier forms of tools and art are 
attributed to thc Mimi by traditional Abori- 
gines. The Mimi today inhabit the area in spirit 
form but, it is said, the first Aborigines 
encountered them painting and living in the 

rock shelters. The Mirni stories and myths 
appear to embody experiences of an early form 
of culture contact and to describe cultural 
adaptations antecedent to those of the present 
(see Taqon 1989a: 395-7). 

Between 3000 years BP and the present, this 
symbolic complex that focuses on powerfully 
bright and iridescent substances, the potency of 
Ancestral Beings and the relationship of all of 
this to cycles of human and animal life, became 
thoroughly entrenched in the belief system of 
western Arnhem Land Aborigines. It also 
became one of its most important elements 
(Taqon 1989). 

Other features of the complex involving stone 
Other aspects of the symbolic use of stone in 
western Arnhem Land should also be briefly 
mentioned. First of all, it has been shown that 
stone is considered to be a ‘male’ substance not 
only in this part of the world but also among 
indigenous North Americans, pre-Celtic 
peoples of the United Kingdom and other 
groups (Taqon 1990). In all of these regions ‘the 
earth is a symbol of fertility and femaleness 
because of the plant life it nurtures and sup- 
ports. As a counterpart to earth’s more fragile 
produce, hard stone was perceived as a male 
phenomenon’ (Taqon 1990: 29). The hardness 
of stone and the fact that it penetrates deep into 
the earth are obvious reasons for its adoption as 
a male symbol. Stone tools such as spear-points 
are also considered masculine as, when aimed 
properly, they, like penises, ‘penetrate flesh. 
Jones (1990: 26) ,  for instance, has noted this 
symbolic connection between stone quarries, 
spear-points, men and penis in eastern Arnhem 
Land: 

The complex ofquarries is located within the estate of 
the Marra-lam-mirri patrilineal clan, the name being 
translated literally as ‘head-stone flake - belonging 
to’. Sometimes the clan was referred to as Gurrka-larr- 
mirri; the word gurrka is ‘penis’, having an allegorical 
meaning here, of the very essence of a man. The 
analogy of the shape and penetration of spear-point 
and penis is probably also involved. 

Because red, yellow and other coloured 
ochres were obtained from the earth, and resem- 
ble coloured soil when ground into a pigment, 
they were seen to be female; and they had to be 
mixed with water, another creative, life-giving, 
female symbol, before application. When bright 
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pigment is applied to rock surfaces, male and 
female symbols are united to produce an especi- 
ally powerful object or image that is believed to 
resonate Ancestral power. It is the pigment that 
adds life and vitality to objects. This is one of 
the reasons some ceremonial stone tools or 
sacred men’s marrayen stones were painted 
with pigment (see Spencer 1928: 830-43, figure 
545; Mountford 1956), while functional stone 
tools were not. By painting stone with bright 
pigment, objects attained a much higher level of 
ritualiceremonial significance. Some became so 
powerful they had to be hidden from the weak 
and uninitiated so that harm would not befall 
them (Taqon 1989a: 395; Jones 1990: 29). 
Quartzite blades, already seen to be especially 
potent, had to be distributed across the land- 
scape through trade for, ‘in addition to any 
aspects of economic self interest, the trade was 
also driven by an imperative to spread this 
power in ngambi points as widely as possible’ 
(Jones 1990: 29). 

In order to tap into the ultimate life-giving 
powers of Ancestral Beings it was necessary for 
Aborigines to unite male and female together, as 
with sexual intercourse. Much of this, for 
instance, is central to the Rainbow Serpent 
mythology of Western Arnhem Land and 
beyond (Taylor 1990: 330-31). As stone spear- 
points were used to bring about death, rather 
than life, it was also important to keep them 
uncontaminated from aspects of femaleness. 
Stone spear-points, therefore, were made, owned 
and used by males (Jones 1990: 25-8); they were 
not adorned with aesthetic qualities considered to 
be linked to the female realm. Similarly, wooden 
objects - also hard, rigid and ‘male’, and with 
sources, trees, that penetrate and are nurtured by 
the earth - were most often painted if they were 
to be used in ceremonies concerned with life or 
the after-life (marrayen pieces, hollow log 
coffins, bark paintings, and so forth). What was 
most important about stone tools, such as spear- 
points, in terms of aesthetics, was the substance 
from which they were made and where it came 
from and, at times, the care and degree of 
workmanship. It was also necessary that their 
‘male’ qualities not be covered over so that they 
remain potent to penetrate flesh and, in the 
process, to be ‘painted’ with blood. 

Conclusions 
Humans have long been fascinated by the 

properties of stone. Hardness, durability, 
colour, coarseness, size and situation in larger 
landscapes are but a few of the qualities that 
have stimulated human imagination and inter- 
est. Responses have been both symbolic and 
aesthetic, with many stone landscapes acquir- 
ing fantastic origin myths and specific sites 
being marked or sculpted to accentuate human 
significance. The transformation of hard, 
durable natural substances, such as stone or 
wood, into cultural objects with symbolic value 
also was extremely important. Objects, such as 
stone spear-points, for instance, were not seen 
to be merely functional but also participated in 
and reinforced the larger symbolic complex and 
belief system of which they were a part. 

In this paper, various symbolic and aesthetic 
aspects of stone use in western Arnhem Land 
have been outlined. It has been argued that the 
adoption of quartzite to make unifacial and 
bifacial stone spear-points about 6000 years ago 
corresponds with the development of poly- 
chrome paintings at sandstone and quartzite 
sites, and with an increasing interest in the 
intrinsic prqperties of substances, objects, crea- 
tures and Beings that shimmer, are ‘bright’ or 
exhibit iridescence. Spear-points were also con- 
sidered to embody maleness; for them to be 
effective it was important that they not be 
contaminated with female-linked substances 
such as pigment. However, stone objects would 
be painted for use in important rituals and 
ceremonies concerned with life, the after-life or 
rites of passage. One reason is the primary use of 
spear-points to bring about death, a male- 
dominated activity, while ceremonial stone 
objects were used by men to promote, extend 
and create life, a more typically female- 
dominated activity. 

It has also been demonstrated that quartzite as 
a substance was believed to be especially 
powerful since it resulted not only from the 
activities of great Ancestral Beings but also their 
final remains. Ultimate power may be derived 
from these Beings, and much ritual and cere- 
monial activity centres around this. By making 
tools from the petrified remains of these Ances- 
tral Beings, especially powerful and effective 
pieces would result. 

A narrow functionalist approach to stone tool 
production and change in western Arnhem 
Land would not have concluded this. First of 
all, it would be at a loss to explain the change in 
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chert preference as, if anything, the mottled red 
and white chert is more readily available and 
has virtually the same hardness. Secondly, the 
functionalist approach would have concluded 
that in terms of availability of raw material and 
hardness, quartz and chert would be more 
effective and that quartzite use was linked 
solely to the introduction of stone point tech- 
nology. But functionalists would be at a loss to 
explain the extremely marked and rapid 
change. Perhaps a gradual shift to quartzite used 
could be explained by the fact that the length of 
blades increases over time, but the sudden 
change to more brittle material such as quartzite 
would be difficult to explain in purely func- 
tional terms. Indeed, it is sudden changes in 
tool form, material and manufacture that tell us 
most definitely that social, symbolic and aes- 
thetic influences have to be considered. Mellars 

Europe and Africa, and this has shown to be the 
case for northern Australia. As researchers 
become frustrated by the limited amount of 
information obtained from typological and 
functional studies of lithics perhaps future 
work elsewhere should shift its focus more to 
the social, symbolic and aesthetic realms. 
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