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Appendix: Transcription of 
Aboriginal vocabulary5

When quoting written sources we have left the spelling of words from Aboriginal 
languages unchanged. When quoting oral sources we have used italics and a 
practical orthography.

Consonants

The following consonants are used in Paakantyi and Malyangapa:

labial velar dental palatal alveolar retroflex

stop p k th ty t rt

nasal m ng nh ny n rn

lateral lh ly l rl

semivowel w y

r-sounds tap r

 trill rr

 glide r

Only these unvoiced consonants have been used in transcription: they are closer 
to the actual pronunciation, hence we write:

th not ‘dh’

t not ‘d’

p not ‘b’

k not ‘g’

There is one exception to this: we have used voiced consonants for the nasal+stop 
clusters, hence we write nd, mb.

Velar nasal

The digraph ng is used to transcribe the velar nasal, which is pronounced like 
the final ‘ng’ in English ‘sing’. 
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Dentals

As shown in the table above, h is used to mark the dental consonants, pronounced 
with the tongue against the teeth.

Palatals

y marks the palatal consonants, i.e. ty, ny and ly. The palatal nasal ny is similar 
to the English ‘ny’ of ‘canyon’, but pronounced as a single consonant, while ly 
is close to the English ‘lli’ of ‘million’, but pronounced as a single consonant. ty 
is rather like ‘t’ and ‘y’ pronounced simultaneously. 

Retrof lexes

r is used to mark a following consonant as retroflex, pronounced with the tip 
of the tongue curled toward the hard palate: rt, for instance, resembles the 
American pronunciation of ‘rt’ in ‘Martin’.

r-sounds

All the languages in the general area have three r-sounds:

r is a lightly tapped r, with the tip of the tongue behind the teeth-ridge

r is a retroflex glide, like the English pronunciation of r

rr is a trilled ‘r’.

Vowels

i is used to represent [i] as in ‘bit’,

u is used to represent [u] as in ‘put’ 

a is used to represent [a] as in ‘father’

Long vowels are written as double vowels: aa, ii, uu. The distinction between 
long and short vowels is phonemic: it differentiates between words, as for 
instance in the following pair of words in Paakantyi:

marni fat

maarni corroboree

The first syllable of a word always carries the accent, and vowels in this syllable 
are more clearly articulated. 
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w+a

The vowel a (not aa ) following w is slightly rounded and raised and approaches 
the position of an open [O]. This is reflected in some of the early Paakantyi 
transcriptions, e.g. Teulon ‘wokka’ for waka ‘chin’, and ‘wonnga’ for wan.
ga ‘meat’. This does not apply when a palatal follows, hence wanyi [wannyi] 
‘wing’, not *[wOnnyi].

a+w

When w follows a the labialisation is anticipated and there is some slight 
diphthongisation of [a] to [au] as in the dialect name Marawara [Marauwara].

y+a

The vowel a but not aa following y is slightly fronted and raised and approaches 
the position of an open ‘e’; thus yarra ‘tree’ is pronounced [yerra], yalthi ‘long’ 
is pronounced [yelthi]. This is reflected in some early Paakantyi transcriptions 
such as Teulon’s ‘yertu’ for yartu ‘wind’, ‘yernda’ for yarnda ‘stone’. 




