


culture which can be related to the participation of artefacts in
information exchange’ (Wobst 1977:321).

‘Stylistic heterogeneity’ is perceived here as being the
variability in style which demonstrates widely dissimilar
artistic components; the end result of doing or producing
material culture which signals either a less culturally fettered
activity of a particular group of people, or the activity of a
particular group which has less rigorous stylistic rules. In
either case the heterogeneity needs to be relative, i.e. it can
only be defined in comparison to stylistic activity which is
more homogeneous.

Smith (1989), using Australian material tested the thesis
that increased stylistic heterogeneity is correlated with more
fertile environmental conditions and more closed social
networks (e.g. Gamble 1982, Jochim 1983). Her analysis
compared Arnhem Land bark paintings with ‘acrylic’ paintings
from the Western Desert of Australia. The environments of
these two sample areas are as diverse as can be imagined in
Australia, and the art forms under analysis are also very
different. Smith successfully demonstrated the greater
heterogeneity of the secular art from the more fertile region,
than the secular art of the arid zone. She also made important
conclusions about social structure and symbolic behaviour
(Smith 1989:147):

...The art of the Western Desert appears to
function to integrate groups of people on the basis
of their rights to specific sites, which are viewed in
relationship to sites of neighbouring groups.
Social interaction is less frequent but probably
more intense, than in Arnhem Land. In both cases,
however, social and artistic interaction occurs
within a framework in which such interaction is
derived from ancestral dictates ... it appears that art
serves as a bounding function in Arnhem Land and
a bonding function in the Western Desert.

Smith’s classificatory system, however, may well have
been a contributing factor to the diversity demonstrated by the
Arnhem Land barks. Given that the two art bodies are
intrinsically different, the selection of her taxonomy was
extremely important to ensure that some level of comparability
existed in any analysis of the two. For instance, the acrylic art
sample classified 38 motifs, which was compared to a bark
painting sample described by 307 motif classes. While
intrinsic variety in an assemblage may require a larger
taxonomy, much of Smith’s classification appears to consist of
unjustified splitting. Munn’s (1966) distinction between motif
systems of continuous and discontinuous meaning is also
relevant here. Examples of the motifs which appear to have
been unnecessarily split are the 25 Arnhem Land motifs which
are fish with varying degrees of morphology and internal
detail; the 46 anthropomorphic categories; the 15 snakes, and
so on. Most (224: 72.9%) of her Amhem Land motif classes
occur only once in her sample paintings and are thus more
likely to relate to ‘assertive’ stylistic behaviour than
emblematic. While there is less repetition in the classification
used for the Western Desert art, 15 of the 38 motif types
(39.5%) still occur only once in the assemblage. Given this
duplication of motif classes, the calculations of potential
combinations possible and of motif co-occurrence for each art
body (Smith 1989:126) are potentially meaningless.

Nevertheless, a clumping of these duplicated motifs would
still produce a more extensive motif taxonomy for the Arnhem
Land art than for the Western Desert art because of the
figurative component of the former. In central Australian art,
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compositional criteria create meaningful distinctions within
formal categories (Dickens 1992). The potential for
heterogeneity, based on motif, would thus always be greater for
the Arnhem Land art body.

Classificatory problems aside, this is an excellent testing of
the notion that art will be relatively more homogeneous in
situations where groups of people need to reinforce the social
bonds that exist between them. Smith’s overall analyses do
demonstrate that the Amhem Land art, from a fertile and
densely populated environment, is more heterogeneous in its
motif elaboration than that of the arid Western Desert area,
which is characterised by low population densities and open
social networks. She states (Smith 1989:167) that the
application of Wobst’s theory of style:

. to prehistoric contexts is complicated by
problems in determining environmental conditions
and past population densities. However, despite
these problems, the theory does explain social
processes associated with stylistic variation among
the art of hunter-gatherer populations. In
archaeological circumstances where there is no
ethnographic information available it may be
necessary to analyse stylistic differences in the art
system as a whole.

The engraved and pigment art bodies of the Sydney region
provide a unique opportunity for just this purpose.

Regional context

There is no ethnographic data on how the art of the Sydney
region functioned within Aboriginal society prior to white
contact. There is, however, ethnohistoric literature compiled
by journalists of the First Fleet (Collins 1975a [1798], 1975b
[1802]; Phillip 1963 [1791]; Tench 1789, 1961 [1793], White
1962 [1790] etc.), linguistic evidence for the region (Dawes
1790; Capell 1970), and ethnographic work on remnant
pockets of the original populations (Mathews 1897a, 1897b,
1901, 1903, Mathews and Everitt 1900). Extensive
environmental research suggests that environmental conditions
throughout the Holocene have been relatively stable (Costin
1972. Bowler et al. 1976) and there is a detailed context
provided by four decades of archaeological research (e.g.
Attenbrow 1987; Kohen et al. 1984; McCarthy 1948, 1964;
McDonald 1992; Megaw 1974).

In the Sydney region comparisons of stylistic homogeneity can
be made at regional and more localised levels (McDonald 1994)
using varying scales of inclusion (Conkey 1987). In this paper it
is intended to describe only the stylistic patterning at a regional
scale and to discuss possible interpretations for these patterns.

The region falls within a single ‘culture area’, the south-
east coast (Peterson 1976). The watershed for the Hawkesbury
River further defines the regional culture area within the
broader south-east coast. Given the size of this region it is
assumed that environmental factors, and to a large extent the
resultant economic constraints, would have been constant
across the area. Based on existing ‘environmental’ models and
on Wobst’s (1977) theory of stylistic behaviour, the Sydney
region, due to its position in the fertile coastal zone, could be
expected to have had high population densities and territorially
based social networks. Linguistic and ethnohistoric evidence
indicate underlying social patterning, but the stylistic
variability can be explored in this study at a much finer scale
than in previous studies (e.g. of the European Upper
Palaeolithic) which ultimately compared style regions and not
the internal variability of these.

N
(V]









Media and social in prehistoric Sydney

several major differences found across the region in the
presence and/or absence of certain motif classes. For instance,
in the south of the region where a style boundary is identified,
there are no engraved culture heroes, emus, profile
anthropomorphs or contact motifs. None of these absences can
be ascribed to environmental causes. All result from cultural

A classification based on motif combined with
Correspondence Analysis, which looks for patterns in the
combination of variables (i.e. motifs), were considered
appropriate ways of investigating the proposal of thematic
change as a component of stylistic choice. More detailed
testing of this approach has also been undertaken (McDonald

choices. 1994, 1999) by analysing individual classes of motifs to test for
more subtle changes in
Variable | Motif description Engraving sites Shelter art sites ‘compositional  features’
No. (Sackett 1990) across the
Maximum % sites Maximum % sites region.
present present
1 man 14 27.8 34 15.6 The potential for
2 woman 5 7.8 7 9.1 heterogeneity

3 anthropomorph 15 16.1 29 28.0 In order to investigate
4 profile anthropomorph 5 7.4 9 5.6 the stylistic variability in
5 culture hero 2 4.1 6 1.6 these two art contexts, it was
6 macropod 13 34.5 45 398 necessary to consider the
7 snake 3 6.3 22 15.3 potential for heterogeneity
8 other land animal 10 23.7 17 29.2 in each. A method for
9 emu 7 7.1 6 3.8 assessing the significance of
10 other bird 11 14.1 38 17.8 stylistic heterogeneity, if
11 fish 47 349 10 14.0 found, needed to be
12 eel 7 13.6 16 13.6 established. If a basic
13 whale 7 9.9 1 0.5 potential for variability
14 other marine animal 9 13.6 5 3.6 exists in either medium, then
15 shield 23 14.4 7 6.2 before any significance can
16 boomerang 15 20.1 33 12.2 be attributed to this finding,
17 axe 5 39 14 5.3 the variability demonstrated
18 other material object 13 14.8 12 9.1 needs to be greater than the
19 unidentified open 20 23.7 47 452 intrinsic ~ potential  for

20 unidentified closed 19 39.1 157 779 variability.
21 hand 3 1.5 417 37.4 The motif classes used
22 human foot (mundoe) 99 219 9 6.5 for the two assemblages
23 hand variation * - 79 15.6 were almost identical, with
24 roo track 18 6.0 13 7.1 only two extra motifs being
25 bird track 95 99 5 2.2 counted in the shelter art
26 circle 17 13.4 30 4.4 assemblage. There is little
27 complex-non-figurative 3 7.4 12 10.7 chance  therefore  of
28 contact motif 11 1.5 22 2.9 classification playing any
29 other * - 43 11.4 role in either components

*Not counted in engraving sites

Table 3

Maximum number of times a motif recorded in any one site and percentage of sites at

which each motif is present

Variable No.

Motif-variable description

1

~N A B~ W

Anthropomorphic
Terrestrial animals
Birds

Marine animals
Material objects
Tracks

Other

Clumped variable | =vl -5,2=v6-8,3=v9,10,4=v 11-14; 5=v 15-18,6=v 21-25,7 =
v 26-28 (ie. individual variables, see Table 3). With shelter art sites clumped variable 6 includes
v 23, 7=v 26-29. Unidentifiable motifs have been excluded from this level of analysis.

Table 4

58

Clumped motif variables used in analysis.
Shelter art sites.

Engraving and

relative variability (e.g.
Gamble 1982 vs Soffer
1987, Smith 1989).

One potential source of greater heterogeneity
in the shelter art assemblage is found in
assemblage size. Shelter art assemblages are
considerably larger than their open engraved
components.

The general statistics for site size (Table 1)
indicate that the potential for heterogeneity of
motif assemblages based on this factor is far
greater for shelter art sites than it is for engraving
sites. The variability inherent in shelter art sites
according to site size is three times as great as that
demonstrated by the engraving sites. When
looking at the numbers of motifs used in the
different sites for the two media, however, this
variability is substantially decreased (Table 2).
While the maximum number of motifs present at
any one site is greater for shelter sites than
engraving sites, the standard deviations for the
two are very similar.
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