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TRANSLATION OF DREAMING  
Dreaming is an approximate English translation of 
an Aboriginal concept, which has no equivalent in 
the English language.  
THE DREAMING  
Dreaming does not convey the fullness of the 
concept for Aboriginal people but is the most 
acceptable English word to Aboriginal people. The 
word is acceptable because very often revelations 
or insights are received in dreams or recurring 
visions. The Dreaming refers to all that is known 
and all that is understood. It is the way Aboriginal 
people explain life and how their world came into 
being. It is central to the existence of traditional 
Aboriginal people, their lifestyle and their culture, 
for it determines their values and beliefs and their 
relationship with every living creature and every 
feature of the landscape.  
 
LINKS WITH THE LAND  
Whenever a traditional Aboriginal person looks at 
the landscape, he or she always sees much more 
than just the physical features. There is a deep 

awareness of the presence of the Dreaming ancestors. All around are signs of their presence, 
their tracks, places where they had dug out valleys, split rocks or disturbed the ground in 
their passing. Sometimes too, their bodies or those of their enemies are perceived in rocks, 
boulders and trees. Their actual spirits are also there, not dangerous or unfriendly, living on 
in the world they made. It is possible to communicate with ancestor spirits. The bond that 
this creates is one of enormous strength. Overall, the earth is a 'mother' in a real sense. 
 
CONCEPT OF ART IN TRADITIONAL ABORIGINAL SOCIETY  
The concept of art in traditional Aboriginal society is very different to the concept of art in 
European society. In traditional Aboriginal societies, activities like dancing, singing, body 
decorations, sand drawings, making implements or weaving baskets were not considered to 
be separate activities called art and design. All of these activities were a part of the Dreaming 
and a part of normal daily life. There was no concept of a special type of person, artists, 
because, in a sense, everyone was an artist. This is changing as tradition-oriented 
communities adapt to aspects of western culture although the number of 'artists' in any 
Aboriginal group would generally be far greater than in non-Aboriginal communities. 
 



ICONOGRAPHY 
Art is a very important part of our 
religious life, to maintain traditional 
representations and styles. It is still in 
the tradition to represent many of the 
desert Dreamings stories, and the sand 
paintings have been replaced by 
paintings on canvas and new styles like 
dot paintings and X rays styles are the 
most popular modern art styles based 
on traditional Dreamings and totemic 
representations. 
 
Symbols used within paintings include 
concentric circles, curved lines & 
straight lines. Concentric circles usually 
represent camp sites, waterholes or 
places of significance. Curved lines 
generally represent rain or water 
travelling underground. Straight lines 
may be indicative of travelling & when 
these lines join concentric circles it may 
show the pathway travelled by the ancestors. A small "U" shaped figure may represent a 
person & depending on the iconoraphy next to the person determines whether it is male or 
female. 

Tracks, whether human or animal, are often shown as they appear on the ground. Lizards 
and snakes are frequently seen from a topographical view - as one would see them from 
above.  
Dotted motifs & design work have become the trademark of the contemporary Aboriginal Art 
movement. 
 
 
 


