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In this section, people other than the chapter authors give a brief 
acknowledgement of Jane’s influence. 

Rosemary Plummer, Warumungu linguist and educator, 
Tennant Creek
I have known Nangali [Jane] for a really long time. I saw Nangali in 1979. 
When I first saw Nangali I thought she was strange, a nitwit! Because she 
came and spoke to my karnanti ‘mother’, Napaljarri. And then she kept on 
coming, talking to other people. 

Pina, purtakijji pina apina purtakijji. Ngalakanya malukuna wangkan ajurnu 
pulkapulka story ajurnu parinjina apparr story kapi apparr, Warumungu 
apparr. Kukumpal nyanjina arni yurrmulajja. Akkil ngini parnngajajinyikarn 
ajiil, Nangali ngini. 

English gloss: ‘She kept coming back here, talking with our families and old 
people, and she wrote down stories and language, Warumungu language. 
But I was waiting to meet her, and then finally we got to know each other, 
me and Nangali’.

I made friends with Nangali, yes. And then we became friends and I got my 
interest to do apparr ‘language’. And I never stopped there, and I’ve still got 
this interest. In 1985 we had a big Land Rights meeting. And we were sitting 
in the middle of the court for Land Rights. And Nangali was interpreting in 
court, for my kampuju ‘auntie’, Nakamarra. When she was finished 
interpreting, we started talking about setting up a Language Committee. 
Put notices up so that we can get a committee and start a Language Centre. 
We had nothing then. I don’t know where the ideas all came from. So that’s 
what me and Nangali did, after calling her a nitwit! We went around town 
putting up posters. Jina, jina ajjul apina ‘walking, walking around’. And 
then we put notices up, and we had enough people interested. We formed 
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a committee and started under the umbrella of Congress first. Pink Palace, 
we worked there for a long time. But pikka-pikka ‘children’ used to break 
in and do silly things. Then we moved across the road, Land Council-ngara 
‘to the Land Council’. And we broke away from being under the umbrella 
of Congress. But Nangali kept on coming and doing Warumungu apparr 
‘language’ all of the time. Even though we moved, and we were small and 
getting started, not under the umbrella of Congress. A language centre was 
a good idea because first Nangala used to come and talk with people one 
by one, but we wanted to do more things for language and with language, 
with more people involved. I thought it was better than Nangali coming 
and working one-on-one. 

After we set up the language centre, they tried to set up the Nyinkka-nyunyu 
School. I wasn’t really involved as I had small children by then to look after. 
I couldn’t help then. But they worked really hard. It is a shame because 
we could have had a good Warumungu school and Warumungu teachers. 
It would have been good for our next generations now, and for children if 
the school had been opened. Our language could have been very strong. 
But there was that Napaljarri passed, it was a very sad time. 

But Nangala kept on coming, and over many years, she worked with all 
the Napaljarris, she worked with lots of people, wulkuman ‘old women’: 
Napanangka, Mrs H, Mrs Fitz, Mrs Nelson, Mrs Dawson, lots of old people. 

Roy Barker, Muruwari Ngulli Yaandibu ‘Muruwari we speak’
I was first introduced to you, Jane, in 2021 and had the opportunity to 
explain the important work needed to decolonise my Grandfather Jimmie 
Barker’s recorded material and free up Muruwari language and cultural 
knowledges. During this meeting, I described the journey I had been on 
for a few years and the struggle to find opportunities to allow this work 
to become a reality. Jane, you immediately set in place a plan to explore 
funding opportunities that best suited a Muruwari language project. I was 
immediately in awe at your drive and dedication displayed in orchestrating 
a project team to work on a now successful ILA application. Today, we are 
nine months into a two-year project, Muruwari Ngulli Yaandibu ‘Muruwari 
we speak’ finishing up end of next year.

Jane, I am forever grateful for your continued guidance and support you 
afford me and our team to produce positive outcomes for my Muruwari 
people. On behalf of the Barker mob, I thank you.
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Bidjera thuringah Jane,

PS: I also heard you have retired, but I am yet to see any evidence.

Prof Joan Bresnan, Sadie Dernham Patek Professor 
Emerita in Humanities, Stanford University
Jane was present at the beginning of the development of LFG at MIT. Early 
on, she brought us closer to understanding the range of structural variation 
we needed to recognise in our theory of grammar, and she contributed 
detailed analyses of word order, case-marking, and constituency that 
profoundly influenced the shape of the theory itself. Among the contentious, 
competitive, and intellectually rowdy crowd of theoretical linguists, Jane’s 
tactful and gracious manner in presenting her work always stood out. 
She was and is a treasure.

Prof Alan Dench, Emeritus, Curtin University
I think I first heard from Jane in an aerogram letter dated 31 March 1981. 
She’d snuck a look at my Master’s thesis, which was on Ken Hale’s desk 
being examined, and had suggestions for alternative analyses. The letter 
was full of advice on syntactic theories to follow up that were then being 
invented/discussed at MIT, when to apply for grad school in the US if I was 
thinking of coming, and her characteristic encouragement, generosity of 
spirit and keen eye for interesting data. It either included, or I got at around 
the same time, three pages of questions to ask a Ngarluma speaker when 
I was next in the field.

I knew already that Pilbara case marking and voice systems were fascinating, 
but Jane’s immediate interest, enthusiasm and formal approach encouraged 
me to look at this in more detail. And I was encouraged to continue to 
use formal theory as a tool for investigating and understanding patterns 
in languages under description – something not encouraged so much by 
my teachers and peers. I think it also had a bit to do with me deciding 
that I’d stay in Australia to do my PhD on Martuthunira. I learned that 
I could still do that and reach out to people in the theoretical skunk works. 
Of course, for me, as for so many others writing grammars then and later, 
Jane’s 1983 PhD thesis, then under construction, became vitally important 
in framing and consolidating how we would come to terms with describing 
grammatical relations in an Australian language.
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I unearthed that first letter, cleaning up post-retirement, 41 years later 
to the day. Jane’s comment on receipt of a scan? ‘Wow – I am filled with 
admiration for [etc.] and at an earlier me who would have tried to elicit 
sentences like those ...’.

Dr Jennifer Green, University of Melbourne
Jane Simpson is an inspiration – a generous and super-talented multi-tasker 
who collaborates with many and maintains broad fields of scholarship and 
expertise. Her attitude to research and teaching is framed in terms of her 
enduring commitment to the many communities and people she works with. 
She always seems to have an eye to the myriad tasks at hand, even if at times 
she eschews claiming the centre stage and promoting her own insights at the 
expense of others. Her advocacy and scholarship for the Indigenous languages 
of Australia stretches back to the late 1970s. In the intervening 40 or so years, 
she has published widely on many topics, including the Warumungu and 
Warlpiri languages from Central Australia, Kaurna from South Australia, 
bilingual education, Indigenous place names, language policy, child language 
acquisition, and lexicography. She has also been an editor of several volumes 
that honour esteemed mentors and colleagues, such as Ken Hale and Luise 
Hercus. Perhaps her 10 months in Moscow between 1977 and 1978 as an 
ANU exchange scholar primed her for enabling exciting opportunities for 
junior linguists through the ANU Summer Scholars Program. 

We have been friends for years, sharing interests, experiences and connections 
in Central Australia. Although Jane was never my formal supervisor, she has 
always been supportive, particularly in the early days when I was refining 
my PhD topic. During the time of CoEDL, our paths intertwined more 
closely and more frequently. We were part of the Western Desert Verbal Arts 
project, along with Inge Kral and our team leader, Lizzie Marrkilyi Ellis. 
Jane maintained momentum and support for this project while at the same 
time juggling her many other responsibilities, including her role as Deputy 
Director of the Centre. Jane never appears to lose her cool! Thank you, Jane, 
for everything!

Haoyi Li, The Australian National University
As I was thinking about applying to a PhD program, I was introduced to 
Jane by one of her past doctoral students, John Mansfield, who taught me 
during my honours at the University of Melbourne. I distinctly remember 
John saying, ‘Jane is one of the best supervisors in the field,’ and how 
confident and matter-of-fact his tone was in making such a bold statement. 
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Fast forward four years to now, having completed three years of my PhD 
under Jane’s supervision, I would have to wholeheartedly agree with John. 
With a similar level of confidence, I would echo his statement about 
Jane’s mentorship. 

Jane is not only a distinguished researcher, evident through her vast body of 
academic work that gives her an international reputation, but her ability to 
nurture and guide the next generation of researchers is an invaluable quality 
that is not always reflected on paper. Jane is able to be simultaneously open-
minded to new approaches while still offering tangible guidelines for the 
research to be academically sound and grounded within a discipline. As a 
student trying to find a pathway in academia with an untraditional approach 
in visual anthropology and linguistics, having Jane’s experience as well as 
support is a privilege that has been crucial in my development towards 
becoming a researcher. In times of discomfort or insecurity in the daunting 
process of navigating the boundary between academic disciplines, Jane has 
always given me a vote of confidence. Her kindness, selflessness with giving 
time and feedback, and sense of responsibility not only make her the ‘dream 
supervisor’, but also instil in students the inspiration to emulate Jane as a 
successful academic and mentor through her high standards in doing both.

Dr Inge Kral, The Australian National University
What is so wonderful about Jane Simpson, among the many, many fine 
qualities she has, is the breadth of her research interests and areas of 
expertise. One of Jane’s great qualities is how she is always thinking of ways 
to support others or catalyse new projects that enable a range of people to 
be involved, or mentored, and gain experience and connections within the 
broader linguistic community.

Jane has supported so many scholars and researchers, myself included. 
In  2014, Lizzie Ellis had won an ARC Discovery Indigenous Award, 
Jane was a CI, along with me, Jenny Green (University of Melbourne), 
and Natalie O’Toole, a young Indigenous researcher. The Western Desert 
Verbal Arts Project (WDVA) needed a home, and Jane ensured that our 
project could be nested within CoEDL with an office base in the School of 
Literature, Languages and Linguistics at ANU. With this support, we were 
guaranteed successful outcomes.

Another of Jane’s important initiatives has been the Summer Scholars 
program, and the WDVA project benefited enormously from Summer 
Scholars Alexandra Grant and Lauren Reed. Simultaneously, Jane was 
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harnessing the expertise of many of us with experience in Indigenous 
languages and education to work on a series of OECD reports, the National 
Indigenous Languages Report (NILR) and a variety of policy forums to 
disseminate the research. Within all this multitasking and weaving of 
projects, people, connections and outcomes, Jane was also holding down 
a number of roles and responsibilities: being Deputy Director of CoEDL, 
teaching in the Linguistics Department and doing her own research work. 

Jane, you are a champion! Thank you for all your enthusiasm, optimism and 
support over many years.

Alison Mount, The Australian National University
For me, Jane made my intangible childhood dream, of supporting 
Indigenous Australian communities with language work, tangible. I first 
met Jane in 2018, when she took time out of her very busy schedule to meet 
with me, a first-year linguistics undergraduate student at ANU. I considered 
(and still do consider) Jane a bit of a rockstar in linguistics, so I remember 
pinching myself that I could even meet her. In typical fashion, she was 
warm and enthusiastic. And in sharing the story of her career, Jane made 
me realise that studying linguistics wasn’t just a selfish indulgence, but a 
valued vocation.

Fast forward four years, and linguistics had taken a back foot as I had begun 
my public service career, only studying part-time. Then an opportunity 
arose to work with Jane as a Summer Scholar and beyond on a language 
reclamation project, the last chance before she retired. Needless to say, 
I immediately took 15 15-month leave from the job and haven’t looked back.

Working with Jane these last 12 months has been an honour and a privilege. 
Beyond her indisputable linguistic expertise, perhaps the most incredible 
thing to observe is the manner in which she works with community leaders, 
colleagues, and students alike. Jane’s passion for the work, coupled with a 
gentle insistence on elevating everyone in a research team and a complete 
lack of egotism, is only trumped by her commitment to always centre her 
work on the community’s needs and wants.

I will always consider my time working with Jane as a professional and 
personal highlight. What an honour to learn from such a titan of the 
field and a wonderful person.



1155

TABULA GRATULATORIA

Dr Adam Paliwala
Jane was a gift. A rare intellectual who is truly compassionate, focused, 
inspirational and kind. Her work with the communities that inspired her 
inspired us, and the work that she did as an educator and as a leader helped 
make the University of Sydney linguistics at once a more human and a more 
diverse place and space to study. I remember Jane for two things above all: 
for introducing me, an ‘Englishman’, to ‘afternoon tea’, and for standing by 
me, and by the value of my work, when even I thought all was lost.

Tenkyu tru Jane. Mi hamamas tru olsem mi save long yu. 

Peace and Love

Dr Hilary Smith, The Australian National University
Jane answers messages within minutes. When students tell me they do not 
reply to emails because of the number they receive, I tell them about Jane’s 
style as an extremely busy professor. No query is too large or too small – 
her responses are wise and she facilitates solutions to support colleagues 
and students. 

When I arrived in Canberra with a background in applied linguistics but 
no knowledge of Australian languages, I was introduced to Jane. She then 
put me in touch with John Giacon, who works on Gamilaraay language 
and suggested I apply to be an affiliate of CoEDL. This led to me visiting 
Winanga-Li Aboriginal Child and Family Centre (Winanga-Li) based 
in Gunnedah, NSW, and after getting to know them, we applied for a 
grant to develop an approach for language reawakening with the centre 
and community it serves. Six years later, the Yaama Gamilaraay! (Hello 
Gamilaraay!) project now has several strands. We make as much of our 
learning material as possible available to the wider Gamilaraay (and related 
Yuwaalaraay and Yuwaalayaay) language communities, through various 
media centred on our website.1 

Yaama Gamilaraay! takes a community development approach for language 
reawakening, by working through options with the Winanga-Li community 
– referring back to John for technical advice and Elders for cultural advice 
– and developing those that the community chooses. This undertaking 
requires strong relationships, which necessarily take time to develop, 

1	  Winanga-Li Aboriginal Child & Family Centre, ‘Yaama Gamilaraay!’, accessed 14 February 2025, 
www.winanga-li.org.au/yaama-gamilaraay.

http://www.winanga-li.org.au/yaama-gamilaraay
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particularly for me as a non-Indigenous non-Australian. Since I am learning 
the language alongside the children and staff at Winanga-Li, we try to find 
the best ways forward together. Jane has taken an ongoing interest in the 
work and supported our approach. Together with her partner David, she has 
continued to offer constructive feedback, always with positive suggestions 
for the future of the Gamilaraay projects. 

Marie-Elaine van Egmond, Martin-Luther-University 
Halle-Wittenberg
I contacted Jane out of the blue in 2006, after finishing a life-changing 
Master’s in Linguistics in New Zealand. Jane was famous; she did LFG, 
and I wanted to do a PhD in syntax. Her reply was very interested and 
welcoming. By some amazing coincidence, she had just been given a 
collection of texts in Anindilyakwa, with the request that a student work 
on this allegedly ‘most difficult of all Australian languages’. That student 
became me!

I remember being quite overwhelmed by the amount of freedom Jane gave 
me in finding out what to do with this language and how to do it. But once 
I had started producing ideas in writing, she was most helpful, supportive, 
and most of all, reliable. It soon turned out that I would have to let go of 
the idea of modelling Anindilyakwa in LFG, because there simply weren’t 
enough data. Jane suggested I focus on describing the language instead, and 
thus do fieldwork. What a wonderful, yet crazy, idea! She also encouraged 
me from the start to present my ideas at conferences, to meet people, get 
feedback and be inspired (now that I have ‘just’ a teaching job at a university, 
I miss those conferences with crazy linguists!). Finally, I remember the times 
I spent at Jane and David’s place, staying in the little cottage in their garden, 
and how generous and fun they both were. One evening, we were discussing 
the notoriously complex Anindilyakwa phonology and historical sound 
changes. Looking at my sets of cognates, Jane blew me away by suggesting 
that what might be going on in Anindilyakwa was apical dissimilation. 
Apical what? This is what I think makes her such a great linguist: her 
devotion, amazing insights, vast knowledge and enthusiastic curiosity. 
Thank you, Jane, for being such an inspiration!
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