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1
Introduction and background

The rich and diverse forms of Indigenous songs from Victoria presented in 
this book represent but a tiny fraction of what once was a cultural treasure, 
lost so casually. Yet we are able to bring together here well over 100 different 
songs texts, many with translations, many with musical transcriptions and 
analysis, that stand as an example of the rich cultural heritage of Indigenous 
people in Victoria.

The foundation of this book are the songs sung by Stan Day, and recorded 
on tape by Luise Hercus between 1962 and 1966 (see section 2.2); these were 
analysed from the perspective of linguistics by Hercus (1986) but to this 
we add the musical transcriptions and analysis undertaken by Grace Koch.

To this foundation, we have been able to add more than 100 song texts 
from most of the languages of Victoria, some of which were published in 
the nineteenth century by authors like Alfred W. Howitt (1887a, 1904) 
(see sections 2.3, 3.2 and 5.2) and some of which were largely found in 
manuscripts written by authors like Howitt and also Rev. William Thomas 
(see, for example, section 3.4), Rev. John Bulmer (see sections 5.3, 8.1) and 
Robert Hamilton Mathews (see sections 2.6, 9.6), among many others.

Where possible, we have also identified the singers and/or composers of the 
songs. In many cases the nineteenth-century writers did include information 
about the songsters, who were often ritual experts and community leaders. 
The nineteenth-century academic publication style did not encourage the 
naming of sources, so names are often omitted from publications but are 
found in manuscripts. On the other hand, Smyth (1878), Torrance (1887) 



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

2

and Howitt (1887a, 1904) do name a significant number of the songsters, 
but in most cases the information available in manuscripts is richer and 
more detailed.

For this reason, we have included full transcriptions of all parts of manuscripts 
from particularly Thomas, Howitt and Mathews, relating to songs. Many of 
these manuscripts have not been transcribed before, or if they have, those 
transcriptions had not yet been published.

Part of our methodology has been to share the drafts of chapters of this 
volume with members of the language communities whose songs are 
discussed in that chapter. It became clear very early in this study that these 
songs were not only the most substantial pieces of text in the languages of 
Victoria that have survived, but also were linked to deep cultural aspects 
of each of the communities.

Song texts, though usually quite short in length, were often written down 
with considerable contextual information, such as the location, timing and 
function of the song, as well as translations and sometimes clear word-
by-word glossing. Our method in this book is to present as much of the 
contextual information about each song as possible, including quotes from 
existing published sources and full transcriptions of manuscript sources, 
along with whatever analysis we have been able to do.

In the case of the linguistic analysis, this has involved the use of regularisation 
(orthographic standardisation), in which a spelling is chosen that 
approximates as closely as possible to the likely phonemic structure of words. 
The type of regularisation varies from language to language; employing, for 
example, voiceless stops (p, t, k) in the Western Kulin chapter, but voiced 
stops (b, d, g) in the Eastern Kulin chapter, following Hercus (1992) and 
Blake (1991) respectively.

Thus the short text in the Wool-woork Bar-lum-bur-lin (Butterfly dance), 
documented by William Thomas and discussed in section 3.4.5, presents 
the original text in italics, the regularised spelling in bold, a gloss and then 
a translation, as shown in example (1.1):

(1.1) Yan-gee yan-gee ma-lar

yang-i yang-i mal-a(rr)

go-imp go-imp let’s-2sg?
‘Go! Go! (You) should (go!).’
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In the late nineteenth century, three songs were transcribed with musical 
notation by Rev. Dr George Torrance (see section 3.2), but as far as we 
know there are no surviving recordings of these for us to analyse. However, 
starting in around 1900, there have been five main examples of audio 
recordings of Indigenous songs in Victoria, as shown in (1.2):

(1.2) Wax cylinders made for A.W. Howitt (see section 2.1 for discussion 
of these)
Wax cylinder recordings made by Felix von Luschan (section 2.8)
Wax cylinder recordings made by Norman Tindale (sections 2.12 and 6.2)
Wax cylinder recordings made by Ronald and Catherine Berndt 
(sections 2.10, 8.2.2, 12.3 and 14.1)
Tape recordings made by Luise Hercus (sections 2.2 and 5.5)

Musical transcriptions are presented for all of the Hercus audio recordings, 
and for some of those made by von Luschan, Tindale and Berndt, depending 
on both the quality of the recordings and the availability of materials for 
research. For example, we have relied on the late Alice Moyle’s transcription 
of the Bunganditj Song of Guichen Bay (see section 6.2.1) published in 
1968 but entered into the Finale program and re-presented here. This 
transcription to some extent represents the musical features of all of the 
songs recorded by Norman Tindale and along with the notes that we were 
able to take when listening to these wonderful recordings gives the reader 
some conception of the nature of these songs.

Note: in this book we use the term ‘recorded’ to refer to audio recordings. 
These recordings were done sometimes on wax cylinders and sometimes on 
tape, depending on the time they were made. We may also include the word 
‘audio’ to ensure that the reader knows that the performances can be heard.

Many of the songs discussed in this volume were intended to be sung 
during a dance performance, for which the Sydney language (Dharuk) 
word corroboree is generally used by all the sources. There are multiple 
descriptions of corroborees in the early sources, but only a small number 
of these have been included in this volume (particularly those documented 
for the Melbourne area, Eastern Kulin language group, in section 3.1.5).

For each chapter we have also included a section on musical terminology, 
which could otherwise be termed ‘metalanguage’. This includes words for 
song, dance and other related terms, and any small pieces of text relating to 
the practice of singing and dancing. William Thomas, in particular, wrote 
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down several ‘dialogues’ about corroborees in several languages (see, for 
example, section 3.1.8.1 for Eastern Kulin). These have been transcribed, 
and analysed linguistically as far as possible.

The book is divided into chapters for each of the languages as identified by 
Blake and Reid (1998: 3–4). We have changed the name Central Victoria 
as employed by Blake and Reid to ‘Eastern Kulin’. Two of the languages 
listed by Blake and Reid (Colac and Yabula Yabula) are not represented by 
any song texts in this volume. A map of approximate locations the language 
groups referred to in the book can be found in Blake and Reid (1998: 58), 
or readers may like to consult the Victorian Aboriginal Corporation for 
Languages (VACL) map.1

The list of languages that are dealt with, preceded by a more general term to 
group the varieties, is as follows:2

•	 Western Kulin – Wemba-Wemba, Werkaya, Djadjawurrung, 
Tjapwurrung and Mathi-Mathi varieties (Chapter 2)

•	 Eastern Kulin – Woiwurrung, Boonwurrung, Thagungwurrung 
(Chapter 3)

•	 Wathawurrung (Chapter 4)
•	 Gippsland – Bratauolung, Brabralung, Braiakaulung, Krauatungalung 

and Tatungalung (Chapter 5)
•	 Bunganditj/Buwandik (Chapter 6)
•	 Warrnambool (Chapter 7)
•	 Paakantyi – especially Maraura (Chapter 8)
•	 Yorta Yorta (Chapter 9)
•	 Dhudhuroa (Chapter 10)
•	 Pallanganmiddang (Chapter 11)
•	 Murray River languages – including Yuyu, Keramin and Yitha-Yitha 

(Chapter 12).

Two language groups not included in Blake and Reid’s study, but included 
as part of this volume, are Paakantyi (Chapter 8) and the Murray River 
languages (Chapter 12). In the case of Paakantyi (Maraura variety), 

1	  See Victorian Collections, ‘Our Story’, accessed 30 November 2021, victoriancollections.net.au/
stories/our-story.
2	  Note that the use of Kulin as a language (sub)grouping term dates back to Schmidt (1919).

http://victoriancollections.net.au/stories/our-story
http://victoriancollections.net.au/stories/our-story
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the information was included because Bulmer had collected these songs 
in Victoria (section 8.1) and because of Luise Hercus’s special expertise in 
Paakantyi.

The two final chapters deal with widespread songs (Chapter 13), which were 
sung in multiple areas and whose language the authors do not recognise 
and possibly come from outside of Victoria, and two songs in unknown 
languages associated with the areas in which the others songs were sung 
(Chapter 14).

This volume is not a comprehensive study of songs in Victorian languages. 
We have confined this volume to ‘Traditional’ songs and therefore not 
included hymns/psalms and other Christian songs translated by people like 
Rev. William Thomas and in some cases still in use in communities. A good 
example of the latter would be the Bura Fera, in Yorta Yorta language, 
reportedly translated by Mr Thomas Shadrack James (for a discussion of it, 
see Bowe and Morey 1999: 117–18). This song is widely known in Victoria 
and New South Wales, but like other hymns is not included in this volume 
(see further Chapter 9). For further information on hymns in Victorian 
languages, Breen (1989: 3–45) ‘Part One Introduction’ mentions hymns 
sung in Victoria. The format is that of a conversation among several people, 
and the comments by Marylouise Brunton are relevant to hymnody.

1.1 Types of songs
Hercus (1986: 61) categorised the songs that she was able to document 
as representing two types of song tradition:

i.	 Songs that were composed in response to a particular event, such as 
a song (not included in Hercus 1986) that Nyawi composed when 
rabbiting. He ‘had hung up all his scalps on a line to dry, but had 
forgotten to tie up his dogs, and when he looked in the morning all the 
scalps were gone and so he made up a song about it’.

ii.	 Songs that relate to more ancient traditions, such as Nganuty-nganuty 
‘the bat’ (section 2.2.2) ‘connected with the tradition that the bat was 
sacred to men’.

Hercus (1986: 61) distinguishes these two types of songs from ‘ritual 
singing’ adding the following: ‘Mr Stanley Day had heard ritual singing, 
but had never been taught any, and he recalled that in the old days the 
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women had been enthusiastic singers and had their own songs’. She went on 
to add that the songs recorded on audio tape in Wemba-Wemba ‘represent 
a negligible fragment of the original wealth of Wembawemba music and 
literature’.

The songs that we present in this study represent both of Hercus’s types 
and some ritual songs. Some of the types of songs are referred to using 
their nineteenth-century categorisation. An example of this is the ‘charm’, 
a term that is used to describe songs like the ‘Enchanting away rain’ of the 
Boonwurrung (section 3.4.11) or some of the spells from Gippsland (see for 
example, the Prewin song in section 5.2.4 or the songs used against the 
Parn spirit discussed in sections 5.2.6 and 5.2.7). Since we are not able to 
discuss the categories of songs with the songsters, we will keep as much of 
the original nineteenth-century description of their functions as possible. 
In each chapter, we will separately discuss the ‘classification’ of songs in so 
far as it is possible.

Readers will also notice the use of the term corroboree in multiple places 
in this volume. In many cases, we have the Indigenous language words 
for dance performances, referred to as corroboree from the earliest written 
documents in the 1830s. We do not always have a clear understanding of 
what these dance performances consisted of, even though we often have 
very detailed descriptions (see for example, section 3.1.5).

Some of the songs in this volume were received by the songsters via dream; 
for example, Kurburu’s song (3.2.2) and Wenberi’s song (3.2.3). The topic 
of how songs were received, created or composed by the songsters is difficult 
to examine when we cannot speak directly to those songsters. We make note 
of any information that was collected about each song in the sections where 
each song is discussed.

Where possible we will include all the contextual information about 
a particular song in the discussion of it. In the chapter on songs from 
the ‘Eastern Kulin’ languages, we have included a separate section about 
types of songs and their context. Songs from those languages are more 
diverse that we have for most other parts of Victoria, partly because of the 
considerable cultural context noted down by William Thomas and the fact 
that A.W. Howitt also collected songs in the same area.

It is at least possible that the different types of songs listed in section 3.1.1, 
and all the different contexts in which they were sung, were present in all 
the language groups in Victoria; we cannot know for sure.
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1.2 The songsters in Aboriginal Victoria
We are referring to the people who provided information about the songs 
that are discussed in this book under the heading of ‘songster’. This term 
does not fully represent the importance of these individuals – both men 
and women – who created songs and who were of great significance in 
Indigenous society. We considered terms like bard or poet but both are 
laden with Western cultural ideas and neither conveyed sufficiently the 
importance of song in these communities. Some of the people that we 
include as ‘songsters’ were the composers or creators of the songs; others 
perhaps did not create them but transmitted them. We must also add that 
there would have been many other songsters in the nineteenth century 
whose names were not documented or whose expertise was not credited 
to them.

There are two areas in particular where we are lacking sufficient knowledge 
of these songsters. One is that a large majority of the songsters in this book 
are male, and the voices of Indigenous women from the nineteenth century 
were generally not heard by those researchers gathering information about 
Indigenous society. Some of the women whose voices were heard include 
Silvia Murray (sections 2.2.14 and 2.2.15), Nancy Egan (section 2.2.16), 
Mary Moore (section 2.9), the singers of the Wool-woork Bar-lum-bur-lin 
dance (section 3.4.5), the singers of the Women’s lament (section 3.4.8), 
and Old Nanny who gave to A.W. Howitt what we have termed the 
Woman’s answer to a Yentjin(y) (section 5.2.12) and the Hairy Beka chant 
(section 9.5.1). There are also songs in the mother’s voice in the Big Eagle’s 
Children story (section 5.3.4).

A second area of our lack of knowledge relates to the ownership of song. 
In some parts of Australia where song has been more thoroughly studied, 
there is a clear understanding of who has ownership or rights to songs. 
For example, O’Keeffe (2016: 12), in relation to western Arnhem land, 
wrote that ‘a songman’s sons generally inherit ownership rights to a song-set 
from their father, and other male relatives also have rights to sing’. In general 
we do not know, for Victoria, what rights of ownership and/or restriction to 
access there may have been.
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Marett (2005: xv) wrote about the issue of researching traditional songs:

Knowing that some songs are ‘secret’ and potentially harmful, 
people – frequently people of goodwill, who are merely trying to 
show proper respect – choose to avoid them completely. This has 
inhibited the degree in which Australians have been able to engage 
with Aboriginal music, and this in turn has affected the extent to 
which Aboriginal song is known and appreciated both within 
Australian and internationally. Yet my own experience is that, 
provided restrictions and esoteric knowledge are respected and 
cultural ownership of public knowledge is properly acknowledged, 
most Aboriginal communities, at least in the north of Australia want 
their music to be more widely disseminated and better understood.

We recognise that some Indigenous people in Victoria might regard some 
of the songs in this book as being restricted. Some Indigenous readers 
may choose not to engage with some of the examples presented here. 
And we recognise that there is incomplete knowledge about the songsters, 
the creators and custodians of these songs. We want to acknowledge all 
of the songsters, creators and custodians, both those named here and those 
whose names were not recorded.

We also feel it is important to compiling all the songs from this region in one 
place so that members of the community are better equipped to make their 
own decisions about which contexts particular songs can be performed in.

1.3 About the musical notations
All but one of the musicological analyses contained in this volume were 
based upon notations prepared either by Grace Koch or Alice Moyle, 
with some earlier melodies written down by Rev. Dr George Torrance 
(1887) (in conjunction with other texts written by A.W. Howitt), Ludwig 
Becker (1860) and Dr Herman Beckler (1861). Stephen Morey captured 
a rhythmic figure by listening to one of the Tindale recordings at the South 
Australian Museum. The earliest notations (Becker, Beckler and Torrance) 
were made on the spot from performances whereas those by Koch and by 
Moyle were done from recordings, including early ones on wax cylinders, 
that were of variable audio quality. We have included only one of the five 
audio recordings made by Felix von Luschan in 1914, as the sound of the 
others were not clear; however, with further advances in audio preservation, 
it may be possible for the other four to be notated at a later date.
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The musical notations were made for songs in five languages/language 
groups: Western Kulin (see Chapter 2; 15 songs); Eastern Kulin 
(see Chapter 3; 3 songs); Gippsland (see Chapter 5; 1 song); Bunganditj 
(see Chapter 6; 1 song, based on a transcription by Alice Moyle), Maraura/
Paakantyi (see Chapter 8; 2 songs); Yorta Yorta (see Chapter 9; 1 song); 
and two from unknown language groups. Because of the small size of the 
samples and the variety of types of the songs, it is not possible to make a 
definitive statement as to a general style of Victorian songs. Moyle’s practice 
of creating ‘pitch inventories’ gives us some scope for analysis. All the pitch 
inventories for the songs for which there are musical notations in this book 
are presented in Figure 1.1. The pitch inventories (listing of notes from the 
lowest note to the highest note and all notes in between) for each song can 
be identified by title and by figure numbers corresponding to the notations 
in the text. Pitches are shown using the system of cents, which divides each 
semitone into 100 units. These pitch inventories show the closest tones to 
those of the diatonic scale, even though they vary from standard pitches by 
several cents. In interpreting the Western notation, it should not be assumed 
that the pitches correspond to a precise equivalent of the pitches within the 
system of 100 cent values. There is further information on the computer 
programs used for notations below. Figure 1.1 shows the pitches transposed 
into the key of C so that the scales of the songs can be compared.

Most of the Western Kulin songs have a fairly recognisable tonal centre, or 
key, even if they do not use all eight notes of a diatonic scale. The exceptions 
are Song 6 (Looking for dingoes, section 2.2.7) and Song 7 (Kangaroos 
and a dingo, section 2.2.8). Most of Stan Day’s songs (section 2.2, songs 
1–11) sound like they are in major keys (with a tonal centre at different 
pitches). For example, the pitch inventory for the first version of Nganuty-
nganuty ‘the bat’ has the notes E, E#, F#, G#, A that, with the exception 
of the E# that we treat as an accidental tonal variant, make up parts of an 
A major scale.

While we can clearly see major scales (also termed Ionian mode) in most of 
Stan Day’s songs, we do not encounter pentatonic scales in any of the songs 
presented here.
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Figure 1.1: Pitch inventories transposed into the key of C
Source: Grace Koch.

For the other songs, a tonal centre cannot be identified for Mary Moore’s 
songs and the Boat song. The Song of Guichen Bay (see Figure 5.2, and 
Figure 6.1 in pitch inventories) appears to be in the key of B minor. Two 
of the older songs, that of von Luschan and Wenberi’s song, are basically 
chromatic scales (i.e. employing all the semitones). Wenberi’s song has 
a pitch range within a major third, while our notation of the von Luschan 
song includes all the semitones across a major ninth. See Figure 2.20 and 
3.2 in the pitch inventories.
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In her article ‘Ornamentation in Australian Vocal Music’, Catherine Ellis 
(1962) describes various types of vocal embellishments used in songs 
from south-eastern Australia, referring to Tanganekald songs.3 Although 
most of her references come from South Australia, she includes some 
generalisations about Victorian songs. Our sample shows only a few 
examples of ornamentation, with the most recognisable instances occurring 
in Laurie Moffatt’s Boat song (Figure 5.2, section 5.5) where a grace note is 
sounded at the very first pitch and a turn near the end of the song. In the 
corpus of notations of the songs by Stan Day, we see a slide from one pitch 
to the adjacent one when the song continues after a pause in the middle of 
the Nganuty-nganuty ‘the bat’ song (Figure 2.1, section 2.2.2); however, 
this does not appear in the second repetition of the song. Another example 
can be seen in the Luise Hercus record of ‘An ancient tale’ (Figure 2.16, 
section 2.2.11) in bar 7 where the musical phrase ends on what appears 
to be a partial turn involving four notes. Mary Moore’s Song 1 Version B 
(Figure 2.23, section 2.9.1) begins with a G immediately rising a minor 
third to the B. Finally, Laurie Moffatt (Figure 5.2, section 5.5) sings a turn 
on the G preceding the descent to an F. Aside from these, the notated songs 
do not display ornamentation.

Further generalisations about song styles of south-eastern Australia, 
including Victoria and New South Wales, appear in Ellis (1966). Although 
we agree with her observation about the songs (often) being in a free rhythm 
and (usually) a melodic line encompassing more than an octave (1966: 75), 
we disagree with her statement that there is no clear tonic, as most of Stan 
Day’s songs do have a clear tonality and several end on the tonic pitch; 
however, the other notations, especially for the earlier songs, are more fluid. 
We have indicated the likely key in the text under musicological analysis.

Listeners may hear slight differences to what has been notated here. Koch 
listened to each song at least 20 times. Although listening could occur 
indefinitely, she chose to stop at 20 times because there had to be an 
endpoint for the work. The music transcriptions are included as a starting 
point to help people understand the musical structures and assist in the 
revitalisation of songs.

3	  The name Tanganekald was used by Tindale (1937, 1974) to refer to one of the groups within the 
Ngarrindjeri.
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Koch has notated the songs using several programs. First of all, audio files 
for each song were copied onto the program Transcribe! Version 8.63.0 for 
Mac, issued by Seventh String Software. The program analyses the difference 
for each pitch from the standard piano pitch, dividing each semitone into 
100 cents and showing the deviation from the standard. Koch chose the 
pitches closest to the standard pitch when notating and notated the songs 
on staff paper.

The notations were then put onto a staff using the program Finale 2014.5. 
One of the most helpful features of the program is that the notation can be 
played back for checking both pitch and tempo.

Bar lines were inserted at places where there would be a pause or note of 
long duration in the melody and/or at places where the melody fell into 
a metrical pattern. No time signatures were shown because the metrical 
structure was often very complex.

The Finale notations were transferred to PDF files and inserted into the 
manuscript.

One of the features of Luise Hercus’s original linguistic transcriptions 
is marking of stress or accent that was different from everyday spoken 
language. Hercus (1986: 22) introduced this as follows:

In singing the accent system appears to have been utterly different 
from spoken speech. The speakers themselves were keenly aware of 
this, and often commented on it. As Mrs Egan put it: ‘We could 
always understand what the old people said, and we could talk back 
to them in the language, but when they started singing, then we 
couldn’t understand. My grandfather used to be quite cross with 
me because he then had to go on explaining the song over and 
over again’.

Hercus (1986: 22, 23) gave examples of the stress differences between the 
songs and spoken language. In each case, the song version had stress or 
accent on the final syllable, a feature that may have been present in some 
other songs (see, for example, the Shooting Star song in section 2.3.2). 
Later, Luise Hercus (pers. comm. in discussion with Grace Koch) said that 
when she marked stress she was thinking about a syllable of longer duration; 
she showed the stressed syllables as being longer than the preceding and 
following syllables.
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In this book, for those songs recorded and translated in Hercus (1986), we 
will mark the stress as shown in Hercus in the phonetic line that is based 
on that source, as in example (2.10) in section 2.2.2, the first line of which 
is presented as example (1.3). These stress marks are not reflected in the 
musical transcriptions.

(1.3) kingga mina mayo Mr Walker wirra

ˈkiŋkɐ mɪnɐ ˈmajɔ Mr. Walker ˈwirɐ
here indeed from.afar Mr.Walker hasten(prs)
‘Here from afar hastens Mr Walker …’

1.4 About the manuscript transcriptions
Throughout this book, there are a significant number of transcriptions from 
manuscripts. These transcriptions are placed inside boxes as exemplified 
by Box 1.1 below. Some of these transcriptions contain non-standard 
spellings, crossings out, insertions and words that we cannot easily read. 
The conventions for dealing with these issues are given in (1.4):

(1.4) Where a word cannot be read, it is transcribed in brackets with a double 
question mark, as [??]
Where the reading of a word in is uncertain, that word or words are in 
brackets with a double question mark as [shores??]
Crossed-out sections are shown with the text in brackets, followed by 
an en dash and then the words ‘crossed out’, as [make him – crossed 
out]. All the portion before the en dash is understood to be crossed out. 
In most cases the crossings out (and insertions) were done by the writers 
of the manuscripts as they revised their versions.
Where words are inserted, this is indicated as follows: [far away to 
beyond Mt Cole – inserted].

An example is given in Box 1.1, which is a transcription of a section of 
Howitt’s notebooks, describing the initiation ceremony discussed in detail 
below in section 5.2.21.1.1. The original manuscript of this section of text 
can be seen at the Howitt and Fison Archive.4

4	  howittandfison.org/document/XM761/10 (accessed 18 August 2021).

http://howittandfison.org/document/XM761/10


15

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Box 1.1: Boys’ initiation ceremony (2) Ceremony Day 2 (Friday)

Friday morning. While I was sitting with Lamby & Jonny Fidget talking about the 
arrangement of 1st scene we heard a distant hail from across the river and then a 
gunshot. The expected contingent had arrived and we all heard their shouts. Four 
men soon stood [??] King Charley, Big Joe, McKay & _______ But the sundown was 
very bright & the [shores??] too rough – our canoe both small and [useless??]. After 
mending it, it was decided not practicable to cross the river and the men started out to 
send for another – one which Old Lamby an expert canoeist [arrived??] with some tea 
& sugar and part of a damper. As the black with the usual improvidence had no more

Source: MV MS XM 761, p. 99; adapted by authors.

We are not using [sic] in manuscript transcriptions for non-standard or 
erroneous spellings, and leave the interpretation of these spellings up to 
the readers. In addition, we are not maintaining the original line breaks 
in continuous text in manuscript transcriptions, but line breaks are 
maintained where they are significant, such as, for example, where song 
texts are accompanied by glossing.

These conventions do not apply to transcriptions from Stephens (2014) 
or Clark (1998, 2000, 2002), which are presented as found. For example, 
Clark uses […] to indicate unreadable sections.5

1.5 About the manuscript sources
A significant number of references in this book are to manuscripts, in 
particular those of William Thomas (section 1.5.1) and A.W. Howitt 
(section 1.5.2). The purpose of this section is to assist the reader to find 
images of the original manuscripts, some of which are available online.

1.5.1 William Thomas manuscripts in the State 
Library of NSW
The manuscripts of William Thomas are divided into three different 
sources. The larger part of these materials are kept in the part of the State 
Library of New South Wales (SLNSW) also known as the Mitchell Library. 
The reference for these is MLMSS 214. Another important collection 
of Thomas papers are in the State Library of Victoria (SLV), MS 14624 
(which is not yet digitised).

5	  We are very grateful to Ian Clark for providing us with a word document version of his transcriptions.
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MLMSS 214 is fully digitised and all the images are available online through 
the SLNSW website, via the ‘Digital Collections’ link.6 The manuscript 
consists of 26 ‘Volumes’, in earlier times referred to as boxes. It is now divided 
into items, each of which has a name. Thus, the section containing the main 
text of the Gaiggip song (see section 3.4.1) is named as follows (1.5):

(1.5) Volume 21 Item 03 William Thomas Aboriginal song ‘Gaiggip’ and 
memorandum, 1850, 1857

This section has Record Identifier ‘93QV3eq1’ and a full link to the section 
on the SLNSW website is collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/93QV3eq1 
(accessed 23 September 2021). This section consists of several pages that 
are in four images. These images can be downloaded from the website as 
either ‘JPEG small’ or ‘JPEG original’. The ‘JPEG original’ files for this 
section are named SLNSW_FL832691.jpg, SLNSW_FL832693.jpg, 
SLNSW_FL832695.jpg and SLNSW_FL832697.jpg. These file names are 
not sequential for reasons unclear, since it seems that both the ‘small’ and 
‘original’ size files have the same names.

In our references to these manuscripts, we have included the volume and 
item numbers as seen in Example (1.5) and in most cases the name of the 
JPEG file.

To further assist those who may wish to access the Thomas papers, we include 
a list of the full names and record identifiers for some of the sections of this 
manuscript that we consulted as (1.6):

(1.6) Volume 02: William Thomas journals and associated papers, 1840–1843
Volume 02 Item 05: William Thomas journal, 1 January 1841–​
14 April 1842
Volume 03 Item 01: William Thomas journal, October-November 1841, 
and miscellaneous notes, 1830s–1840s – collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/​
9NaA7vWY
Volume 03 Item 02: Journal, notes and copy of petition to Governor 
George Gipps, 1838–1844
Volume 03 Item 03: Journal, including extracts from letters and notes, 
16 May 1844 – 15 December 1849

6	  State Library of NSW, ‘Digital Collections’, accessed 17 November 2021, collection.sl.​nsw.gov.au/
digital. 

http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/93QV3eq1
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/9NaA7vWY
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/9NaA7vWY
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/digital
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/digital
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Volume 03 Item 04: William Thomas journal, 1 January–​
31 December 1846
Volume 03 Item 07: William Thomas journal, 1 January–​
15 December 1849
Volume 05 Item 02: William Thomas journal of a journey to Gippsland, 
29 November–23 December 1860
Volume 09 Item 02: William Thomas correspondence, returns etc., 
1843–1845 – collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/9NaA70mY
Volume 21 Item 03: William Thomas Aboriginal song ‘Gaiggip’ and 
memorandum, 1850, 1857 – collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/93QV3eq1
Volume 21 Item 05: William Thomas Brief Sketch of the Aboriginal 
Language of Port Phillip, 1858
Volume 21 Item 06: William Thomas ‘Sacred Dances’, 1858
Volume 21 Item 07: ‘On the Aborigines of Australia’ 1858
Volume 21 Item 11: William Thomas notes relating to Wonga, 1861
Volume 21 Item 12 William Thomas Outline of a Work on Aborigines 
– scraps from old Colonial papers, 1861, collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/​
1l4dKge1
Volume 22: William Thomas language and customs of Australian 
Aborigines, ca. 1838–ca. 1867
Volume 22 Item 05: William Thomas sketches, ca. 1838–ca. 1867
Volume 23 Item 01: William Thomas vocabularies and miscellaneous 
information – ‘Book A’, 1838-1868 – collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/
YoldKMN9
Volume 23 Item 02: William Thomas vocabularies and miscellaneous 
information – ‘Book B’, 1838–1868 – collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/
nZNvKeJn
Volume 23 Item 03 William Thomas vocabularies and notes, 1838–1868
Volume 24 Item 01: William Thomas Sketch of Manners and Songs & 
Dances, 1858 – collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/9PQ84mxn
Volume 26 Item 05: William Thomas loose pages of notes relating to 
Aborigines and extracts from journals

http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/9NaA70mY
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/93QV3eq1
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/1l4dKge1
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/1l4dKge1
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/YoldKMN9
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/YoldKMN9
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/nZNvKeJn
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/nZNvKeJn
http://collection.sl.nsw.gov.au/record/9PQ84mxn
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1.5.2 ‘A Lexicon of the Australian Aboriginal 
Tongue’ in the State Library of Victoria
Ten of the songs presented in this volume are found in State Library of 
Victoria MS 6290, previously ascribed to William Thomas. However, 
recent careful research by Andrew Tanner together with Greg Gerrand from 
the State Library of Victoria, has established most of the history of the 
manuscript. Tanner has written the following (pers. comm.; forthcoming):

The manuscript with the full title A Lexicon of the Australian 
Aboriginal Tongue in the Six Dialects of Ballaarat, Bacchus Marsh, 
Melbourne, Gipps Land, Mount Gambier and Wonnin is held 
at the State Library of Victoria and catalogued in two parts under 
the names J.W.C. Crouch (MS H141425) and William Thomas 
(MS 6290). It is a copy (with additions) of MS 387 held at the Royal 
Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, catalogued 
under the name W Champ.

MS 38 was exhibited by Colonel William Thomas Napier Champ 
at the Intercolonial Exhibition in Melbourne in 1866–67, alongside 
other items which were produced at Pentridge Prison (i.e. from 
prison labour: hats, buckets, clothing, but also Aboriginal weapons), 
and won a medal in the Ethnology section. Champ was the inspector 
general of penal establishments in Victoria (1857–68) and was the 
de facto superintendent of Pentridge Prison. MS 38 is not signed 
by the author and cannot be directly attributed to Champ, however 
there are two dates given – 25 December 1861 and 1 Jan 1862 – and 
a place: Pentridge (at the time, this name referred both to the prison 
and also the surrounding area, the latter being renamed Coburg in 
1869). How the MS ended up at the RAI is not currently known.

In 1877, Champ himself donated to the State Library of Victoria 
what is now referred to as MS 6290 and H141425 – a copy of MS 
38 apparently made in 1864 by James Crouch, a notorious conman 
then in prison for fraud. Although a small part of MS 6290 comprises 
copied sections, incontrovertibly from William Thomas (not present 
in MS 38), and later published under his name in Smyth (1878, 2: 
118–22), the attribution of the entirety of MS 6290 to William 

7	  This manuscript is available online: W. Champ, Aboriginal vocabulary, comprising the Ballaarat, 
Bacchus Marsh, Melbourne and Gipps Land: dialects with a selection of dialogues and familiar phrases, 
1862, The Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, accessed 6 June 2022, WDAgo.
com/b/9b79423f.

http://WDAgo.com/b/9b79423f
http://WDAgo.com/b/9b79423f
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Thomas seems to be due to an unfortunate misreading of the second 
title page of the manuscript when it was catalogued, which has 
obscured the true history of the document.

The rest of the manuscript is written in a style and using an orthography 
for the Aboriginal languages utterly unlike Thomas’s. Amongst the 
papers in MS 6290 there are what appear to be notes from one of 
the original elicitation sessions dealing with three of the six languages. 
The handwriting of this document matches neither Champ’s nor 
any other candidates so far entertained (including Thomas’s). At the 
time of writing this, the identity of the author of the document is not 
known, and there are strong hints that there was a deliberate attempt 
to maintain their anonymity. What can be stated positively is that 
the document was most likely produced in 1861 at Pentridge Prison 
under the authority of William Champ. As it happens, there were six 
Aboriginal prisoners at Pentridge in 1861 from tribes corresponding to 
the languages outlined in the document, thus it is possible to propose 
with some confidence the following informants, with the language 
varieties as listed in the document:

Peter Mungett (Bacchus Marsh, Ballaarat, Melbourne)
Billy Clarke (Gippsland)
Big Joe (Gippsland)
Monkey Neddy (Mt Gambier, but also Wonnin)
King Toms Billy (Mt Gambier, but also Wonnin)
Jackey White (Wonnin, but also Mt Gambier, Ballaarat).

Six of the songs (MS 6290, pp. 229–31) were included in the original Royal 
Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland MS 38 (pp. 132–33 
and 357–58) but among the additions mentioned by Tanner and not found 
in MS 38 are three songs and a ‘Suppostitious speech’ [sic] that are included 
in a section headed ‘Supplement containing words, phrases, Songs &c in 
the Melbourne Dialect’ (MS 6290, pp. 255–57). Tanner believes that these 
songs were possibly written down by Crouch based on information given 
by Peter Mungett. There is a letter from Peter Mungett to William Thomas 
(MLMSS 214) that writes his name as ‘Munjit the Aborigine’, which 
suggests the name may be regularised mandjit. However, in rough notes in 
a separate booklet at the end of MS 6290 (p. 308), the words ‘Wallagnary 
– Peter’s name’ appear, and this may be have been his Indigenous name 
(Tanner, pers. comm.) Peter Mungett’s life is discussed in detail in Cahir 
and Clark (2009), who also mention that Peter Mungett’s father’s name 
was Oondiat. This is probably the same person listed as Unjat, big man 
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in George Augustus Robinson’s list of names of the ‘Marpeang bulluk: 
Talin willum yalloke tribe’, described as ‘at Backus Marsh, Malcolm’s tribe’. 
Marpeang Bulluk is one of the clans of the Wathawurrung (G.A. Robinson 
papers, SLNSW A 7086 part 3, pp. 135–46; also Clark 2002: 222).

Thus Peter Mungett, a Wathawurrung man, was almost certainly the 
person who was the informant for the songs in section 4.2, here included as 
Wathawurrung because Peter Mungett was a Wathawurrung man. However, 
the song marked as ‘Melbourne’ may have been Eastern Kulin or used by 
multiple communities. Future research on these texts may decide that they 
should have been included elsewhere.

1.5.3 A.W. Howitt papers
The manuscript papers of Alfred William Howitt, which include a number 
of song texts discussed in sections 2.3, 3.2 and 5.2, are held in both the 
State Library of Victoria and Museums Victoria. Most of the manuscripts 
relating to Gippsland and to the Wurundjeri of the Melbourne area are 
available online at the Howitt and Fison Archive website (howittandfison.
org/, accessed 12 December 2021).

The Howitt papers at the State Library of Victoria are listed under the 
identifiers ‘Accession no: MS 9356’ and ‘Accession no: MS 10241’. 
However, when wishing to access the originals of the Howitt papers it is 
usually necessary to list the box number, and the Howitt papers are found 
in boxes 1049–1055.

As an example, one text that is found in these papers is the New Moon chant 
(section 2.3.4), which is found in Box 1053/6 (b). Box 1053 is divided into 
6 folders, and within each of those folders there may be more than one part, 
hence (b). In 2018–19, the library made new high quality scans in colour 
of these materials, and the section that contains the New Moon chant was 
named hw0421.pdf. In our references to these documents, we will give both 
the Box number and folder number, as well as the PDF number and page 
references within both.

The Howitt papers in Museums Victoria were scanned in black and white 
some years ago and these scans are named according to this system, where 
XM761_ICDMS_lowres.pdf refers to one of Howitt’s notebooks that 
contains a second version of the New Moon chant. In referring to the 
Museums Victoria manuscripts, we will use the form XM 761 and give the 
page number of the PDF on which the text is found.

http://howittandfison.org/
http://howittandfison.org/
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1.5.4 R.H. Mathews papers
The manuscript papers of Robert Hamilton Mathews (1841–1918) are 
held at the National Library of Australia (NLA) as MS 8006 (nla.gov.au/
nla.obj-416711257/findingaid). The collection is divided into eight series, 
of which references in this book come from five series:

(1.7) Series 2. Correspondence, 1893–1918
Series 3. Notebooks, 1872–1910
Series 4. Working notes (including Folio Box 1 containing 23 folders)
Series 5. Drafts
Series 8. Publications and reprints, 1890–1910

Referencing each of these series needs to be done in a different way. In general, 
though, reference to particular documents requires the manuscript number 
(MS 8006), the Series number and the file or box number in which the 
particular items are stored.

Series 2 consists of 13 files of correspondence, stored in Boxes 1, 2, 3 and 4. 
We will reference items from this series by file number as NLA MS 8006/2, 
File 9.

Series 3 consists of 32 notebooks, stored by the NLA in three different boxes, 
Boxes 5, 6 and 7. In Table 1.1, we list the reference to these notebooks in 
the NLA Finding aid (as at April 2025), the library’s permanent identifier 
for the scans that have been made of Series 3, and our proposed reference to 
these three notebooks.

Table 1.1: R.H. Mathews notebooks referred to in this book

Library’s description in 
finding aid

Library’s permanent identifier 
for scans

Our reference

Notebook marked “1”, n.d. 
(Item 4.1) - Box 5 (MS 8006)

07.nla.obj-416712216 – 
Aboriginal languages of 
Victoria. Notebooks marked ‘1’

NLA MS 
8006/3/4.1, 
Notebook 1

Notebook marked “6. Languages 
NSW Victoria [& some ?]”, n.d. 
(Item 4.2) - Box 5 (MS 8006)

08.nla.obj-828724392 
– Aboriginal languages of 
Victoria. Notebook marked ‘6’

NLA MS 
8006/3/4.2, 
Notebook 6

Notebook titled “Languages, 
Initiation ceremonies, 
organisation etc of the 
[Aboriginal people]”, c. 1902-1903 
(Item 7.2) - Box 6 (MS 8006)

14.nla.obj-416712291 
– Languages, initiation 
ceremonies, organisation, etc

NLA MS 
8006/3/7.2, 
Languages, 
initiation &c

Source: National Library of Australia; adapted by authors.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-416711257/findingaid
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-416711257/findingaid
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Series 4 consists of seven files that are listed in the library’s Finding aid and, 
in addition, 23 folders that until early 2025 were stored in ‘Folio Box 1’. 
The whole of Series 4 is now stored in Boxes 8 and 9. We will reference 
items from among the first seven files as ‘NLA MS 8006/4/1’ through to 
‘NLA MS 8006/4/7’.

The contents of what was once referred to as ‘the Folder’ or ‘the Folio’ 
are now stored in Box 9 in three files, File 8a, File 8b and File 8c. When 
referencing items in this section of the manuscript, we will use the form 
‘NLA MS 8006/4, File 8a, Folder 1’.

Series 5 consists of eight files, stored in Boxes 10 to 12. These will be 
referenced in the same way as the seven files in Series 4, as ‘NLA MS 
8006/5/1’ through to ‘NLA MS 8006/5/8’.

Series 8 consists more than 589 numbered items, some of which are single 
offprints of articles by Mathews, and some of which are multiple articles 
stapled together. These 589 items were numbered by the NLA in 2001 and 
can be referred to as follows: ‘NLA MS 8006/8/1’ and so on. In many cases 
these items contain pencil annotations by Mathews on printed documents, 
and also contain insertions, often scraps of paper or printed flyers on the 
back of which Mathews made notes. If we are referring to an inserted item, 
we will add that detail.

1.6 About the linguistic analysis
Apart from the texts recorded and translated by Luise Hercus (section 2.2), 
for which the linguistic analysis was reliable, all the other texts required 
considerable linguistic analysis. Some texts, like many written down by 
A.W. Howitt, had word-by-word glossing (for example, Song of the bottle, 
section 5.2.1), but it was still regarded as desirable to compare Howitt’s gloss 
with other sources in the language. To do this, the first stage is to regularise 
the spellings to a consistent system (see further below section 1.6.1), so that 
words can be more conveniently compared.

Many texts either have a continuous ‘free translation’ (for example, Wak 
Wak ‘Earthquake song’, written down by John Green, section 3.8) or have 
a summary of the context of the song, as with the Melbourne song, written 
down in the SLV MS 6290 (section 4.2.1).



23

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Still more songs had no translation at all and in many cases we have not been 
able to suggest one. One example that had no translation in the original, 
but where we have suggested a translation is the Murranawa Corroborree 
song (section 3.4.2). Even at the point of submission of the first draft of 
the book, we were unable to offer any more possible analysis than is found 
in Box 1.2. However, in the process of revising the book, some more words 
were possibly identified in this song, and a much fuller analysis is given as 
example (1.8) (repeated from section 3.4.2).

Box 1.2: First draft analysis of the Murranawa Corroborree song

We have not been able to make a suggested analysis or translation of this song, save 
that murrunawa is the name of the song, and the word yinga may be the verb ‘sing’ 
and yana may be ‘go’.
The final word murruno would surely have been built from the same root as the word 
murrunawa. It is possible that both of these words are built on a root regularised by 
Blake as murrun ‘alive’.
There is clearly parallelism in the song, with a repetition of the phrase gabo ming(g)
o nerrim.

Source: Authors.

(1.8) Mur-run-a-wǎ, 

murrun-awa

pn
‘The Murrunawa’

Kar-bo Ming-o Ner-rim Nurmbul Port-bo

gab-u ming(g)u nyirrim numbul burt-bu

dem-abl beginning long upright smoke-abl?
‘From there, the beginning, long and upright, by smoke??.’

Yeng-ǎ Yan-ner Kar-bo Ming-o Ner-rim

yinga yana gab-u ming(g)u nyirrim

sing go dem-abl beginning long
‘Singing, going, from there, the beginning, a long (way?).’

Mur-runo

murrun-u

pn-?3sg
‘The Murrunawa.’
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Even though the analysis suggested here is plausible, there is no way of 
checking with experts in this song tradition to confirm that the assumptions 
made in this analysis are correct. In the case of this song and many others, 
there may be better analysis possible in future years. Therefore, readers 
should treat our suggested analyses as a starting point for future discussion 
about the meaning of these songs.

Furthermore, while this careful analysis of the meaning of the words of the 
songs is an important part of this book, it must be pointed out that we do 
not know the extent to which those who sang songs like the Murrunawa 
Corroboree song had a clear understanding of its meaning. The songs 
recorded by Luise Hercus in section 2.2 were all in everyday language and 
meant to be understood. A.W. Howitt also glossed a number of songs that 
suggest that his consultants did have a clear concept of the word-by-word 
meaning of the songs, but we cannot be sure how widely this applied.

Moreover, as pointed out by one of the anonymous reviewers of this book, 
‘there is also evidence that song, by design, has multiple parsings (linguistic 
glosses) and meanings. The possibility of holding multiple possible parsings 
produces an aesthetic result that is pleasurable and memorable; and it is one 
only possible in orally transmitted traditions (like songs)’. One example of 
multiple possible meanings is found in the second-last word of the Wak 
Wak or ‘Earthquake song’ (section 3.8). The last word written karwen is 
glossed ‘thunder’ but may also refer to the echidna, who was associated with 
thunder in Woiwurrung culture. The use of this word may be intentionally 
carrying multiple meanings, the echidna’s underground movement being 
a ‘thunder’ in the ground.

Probably many of the songs can have multiple interpretations. To explore all 
of these was beyond the intention of this volume, but is something we hope 
will occur as members of these communities further explore and examine 
these texts.

There is no clear evidence of ‘non-translatable songs’ of the types found in 
Northern Australia and discussed by Apted (2010) and O’Keeffe (2016).

1.6.1 Regularisation
As already mentioned, given the considerable diversity in spelling of what 
we believe are the same word between different sources, in our linguistic 
analyses of the songs, we present a regularisation of the spellings that is 



25

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

always shown in bold typeface. The discussion in the previous section 
showed how the data are presented with original spellings in italics and 
regularised spellings in bold.

One of the major challenges for the regularisation process is that that there 
are no voicing contrasts in any of the languages of Victoria. In other words, 
there is no contrast between [b] and [p] for which either b or p could be 
written. Some of the earlier linguistic work such as Hercus (1986) and Blake 
(1991) used voiced stops, whereas some more recent work such as Hercus 
(1992) and Blake et al. (2011) used voiceless stops. In general, throughout 
this volume we have used voiceless stops in the regularisations, except for 
the Eastern Kulin data, in which we largely follow Blake (1991) in using 
voiced stops except in final position.

In most cases, we follow the principles of regularisation used in the linguistic 
accounts of the different languages – for example, Blake, Clark and Krishna-
Pillay (1998) for Wathawurrung; Bowe and Morey (1999) for Yorta Yorta; 
and Blake and Reid (2002) for Dhudhuroa. The regularisation followed 
in the chapter on Paakantyi songs (Chapter 8) was that preferred by Luise 
Hercus. More detailed discussion of regularisation regarding the Kulin and 
Gippsland languages are detailed below.

1.6.1.1 Western Kulin
In the chapter on Western Kulin (Chapter 2), the regularisations of the 
language will be those following Hercus (1992) for Wemba-Wemba, using 
voiceless consonants throughout except where there is a homorganic nasal-
stop cluster. Thus we spell words like kima ‘here’ and ngaitya ‘distant’ in 
the Letyi-Letyi song discussed in Examples (2.60) to (2.62) in section 2.10. 
On the other hand, the word for ‘sleep’ will be spelled as kumba rather than 
a possible kumpa. In addition, where a distinction was recorded by Hercus, 
we show the retroflex tap as r and the alveolar trill rr. Where we are unsure 
which rhotic is intended, we will capitalise it as R.

1.6.1.2 Eastern Kulin
In the case of the regularisations for Eastern Kulin, example (1.3), we will use 
voiced stops except in final position, following Blake (1991). For example, 
the word for ‘woman’ is spelled by Thomas as baggōōk and baggōōrk in the 
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‘Suppostitious speech’ (section 3.4.6) and as pahgoork by McCrae in the 
‘Dictated message’ (section 3.7.3). It is clear that these are both the same 
word, and we have regularised this as bagurrk.

Blake’s analysis was based on the findings of Luise Hercus (1986:160), who 
suggested that the following sounds were found in Woiwurrung, based 
on her recordings. (Note that we have updated the spelling in these tables 
to follow Blake (1991), and added the ‘place of articulation row’.) This 
inventory of consonant sounds probably contains all the different sounds 
found in the languages of Victoria, save that in the case of many of them, 
the stops are written with voiceless symbols, p, th, d, rt, tj/ty and k. Some 
languages do not have all of these sounds (Table 1.2).

Table 1.2: Consonant sounds in Woiwurrung

Bilabial Dental Alveolar Retroflex Palatal Velar

b dh d rd dj g

m nh n rn ny ng

– – rr r – –

– – l rl – –

w – – – y –

Source: Authors, after Hercus (1986: 160); Blake (1991).

Following Blake (1991), stops will be shown voiced (b, d, g etc.), except in 
final position where they will be shown voiceless. Thus the word for ‘child’ 
will be bubup, as also in Blake (1991). In many cases, the nineteenth-
century observers were unable to distinguish dental from alveolar and 
retroflex stops and nasals, and in particular did not usually distinguish the 
two rhotics, alveolar/trill rr and retroflex/tap r. In most cases we will write 
rr, though this does suggest that all rhotics are trills.

The palatal consonants, following Blake (1991), will be dj/tj (the latter in 
final position) and -ny. The palatal nasal is a problem to mark for English 
speakers, since it is not found in final position in English and so words like 
wiiny ‘fire’ might be mispronounced [wiːnɪ] rather than the correct [wiːɲ]. 
Blake (1991) wrote final -ñ and in more recent work uses -yn to overcome 
this problem. We have chosen not to do this as it would obscure the fact 
that this is the same phoneme pronounced in the same way whether initial, 
medial or final.
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Another issue is with the velar nasal ng when it occurs in the middle 
of a word. In English this can either be a single velar nasal, as in most 
pronunciations of singer [sɪŋə], or velar nasal plus stop g as in finger [fɪŋgə]. 
In many Australian languages these are different, so in Wemba-Wemba, 
pangal is the ‘clever man, ritual specialist’ and pangga is ‘to dig’. In the 
case of many Woiwurrung words, we do not know which sound was 
used. For example, in the Melbourne song in State Library of Victoria, 
MS 6290 (see section 4.2.1), the word we believe means ‘stumble’ is spelled 
mang-arrōōng. We have regularised this as mang(g)a-rung to indicate the 
uncertainty of the pronunciation.

As for the vowels in the Eastern Kulin languages, following Blake (1991) 
there is good evidence based on Hercus (1986) for three vowels, a¸i and u, 
and in most cases our regularisations employ these. The status of the vowels 
e and o is not fully established.

As with other ‘regularised’ spellings used in this volume, we are not 
suggesting that these are necessarily appropriate as practical orthographies, 
although ongoing work between one of the authors (Morey) and members 
of the Wurundjeri community in Melbourne is using a spelling similar to 
this, but with the possible additional use of oo to indicate the /u/ vowel 
(high back rounded vowel).

1.6.1.3 Gippsland
The ongoing revitalisation of the language (Gunnai/Kǔrnai), also spelled 
Kanai, has not led to adoption of a standardised orthography at the time of 
writing (2021). We have chosen to base our regularisation, using voiceless 
stops on all occasions, on the PhD thesis of Corey Theatre (2024) and also 
following Morey (2016). Earlier drafts of the Gippsland chapter (Chapter 5) 
used voiced stops.

As with other regularisations in this volume, the work of Luise Hercus is 
relied upon, but also to some extent R.H. Mathews in various publications. 
Hercus’s vocabulary (1986: 240) suggests that the language varieties of 
Gippsland had five vowels: /i/, /e/, /a/, /o/ and /u/, and two diphthongs /
au/ and /ai/. The phoneme /o/, however, is only found in a small number 
of words, and never in the stressed initial syllable. Note that every word 
recorded by Hercus has stress on the initial syllable, and we would expect 
this to be the pattern for the language in general. In expressing the vowels, 
our regularisations accord with the system as found by Hercus.
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Since the most important source for songs in Gippsland is A.W. Howitt, 
one of the challenges is what to make of the vowels that Howitt writes 
as ū and ǔ. We might expect the first to be /u/ and the latter /a/, but this 
does not always seem to be the case. For example, in the word mūrriwǔnda 
referring to the throwing stick (woomera), we might expect from Howitt’s 
spelling that the word was pronounced muRiwan, but Fesl (1985: D4, 
no. 38)8 regularised this as /mariwan/ based on spellings like marrewun. 
Unfortunately, we cannot be sure of what vowel the initial syllable of this 
word carried, but it is (tentatively) regularised as maRiwan here. The use of 
capital R here is used to indicate uncertainty of the rhotic.

There are a number of other issues with the regularisation. First, there 
would have been variation within the Gippsland languages, as for example 
for the ‘elopement song’, yentjin(y) and yen(h)in(y). These words are 
spelled by Howitt as ‘Yenjin or in the Nūlit (Braiaka) language Yennin’ 
(SLV hw0404.pdf, p. 40). Theatre (pers. comm.) has recommended the use 
of final -N where we are uncertain of the place of articulation of the final 
nasal, which we believe in the case of these two words may be a palatal nasal 
ny rather than the alveolar n.

Second, Hercus (1986) recorded that the Gippsland language had both 
dental and alveolar stops, which we write th and t respectively. There is 
some evidence that Howitt did not hear this distinction, as we see with a 
word like ‘possum’ for which he wrote wattun and for which Mathews wrote 
waddhan and Hercus used wadan (where the underline stands for dental). 
We have usually therefore written t(h) for elements written t, tt, d or dd 
by Howitt.

As mentioned, following Theatre (2024) voiceless stops are used on all 
occasions including for homorganic nasal clusters. Thus the word for ‘dance’ 
is regularised as muRantha, an alternative of which is muntha. Regularised 
spellings from Fesl (1985) and Hercus’s spellings of Gippsland words are 
also regularised in this system.

8	  Fesl (1985) does not number the pages of Appendix IV that contains the full word list that she 
prepared. It is divided into sections based on semantic fields, A ‘Body Parts and Products’, B ‘Human 
Classification’ etc. Thus the reference Fesl (1985: D4, no. 38) refers to the fourth page of section D, and 
no. 38, the number of the word given by Fesl.
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1.7 A note on Yuin songs
A number of songs in the Yuin languages were documented by R.H. Mathews 
(for example, the ‘chants’ presented with musical notation in Mathews 
1904: 240) and A.W. Howitt (those of Umbara and Mragula (1904: 423–
24), and also in State Library of Victoria MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, 
p. 16 that includes the manuscript of Umbara’s song containing at least one 
more word not found in the published version, yaˈral ‘water’).

George Augustus Robinson also wrote down one song that was ‘composed 
by Al.mit.gong, an Omeo Black’ (Box 1.3). For the sake of completeness we 
are including this in the book, though we are not in a position to offer any 
analysis. The transcriptions here are based on Clark (2000), as we have not 
seen the original manuscript.

Box 1.3: Song recorded by George Augustus Robinson

New song composed by Al.mit.gong, an Omeo Black: Min.yer.mar.or.then.nay Ar.de.
ning.e.o; 1. Min.yer.mar.ar.then, 2. Ar.de.ningeo and communicated to the Twofold 
Black by the Maneroo tribe, 16 August ’44.

Note: Robinson’s original transcription of this has the letter ‘H’ crossed out in front of the 
word ‘Ar.de.ning.e.o’. It is assumed that this indicates an initial velar nasal ng- sound.
Source: SLNSW A7086, part 3, p. 80; adapted by authors.

A detailed description of the song is found in Clark (2000, 4: 170–71), dated 
14 August 1844. This transcription by Clark also includes references to the 
various drawings made by Robinson that illustrated this description (Box 1.4).

Box 1.4: Description of corroboree in George Augustus Robinson’s journals

This evening went on shore in South Twofold Bay and witnessed a very interesting 
corroberry by the Maneroo Natives, they were on a visit to their coast friends to 
introduce it, was composed and arranged by Al.mil.gong, an Omeo Black from 
Tongio-mungie. There were about 60 or 70 Blacks present including the Twofold Bay. 
Number of whales were on shore. Dance commenced late on the finest acclivity of 
hill, singular effect, men had a broad streak of white round small of arm and legs, 
women were covered [Figure 8.8] with white spots and white down of birds, cheeks 
and round forehead, their bodies also reddened. Three sheets of bark had been 
prepared — painted [Figure 8.9] the centre one represents women the two outer — 
men. Three women danced with boughs beside and behind the back […] each side 
alternately changed side. It lasted about an hour and half. The last was by men 
entirely. The dancing behind the […] and beside it and the […] as before and lastly two 
men danced face to face being opposite each other [Figure 8.10] resting and residing 
in a stooping pose and occasionally changing sides. The Twofold Bay, like the whites, 
were spectators. The words were ‘mun.der.rer.nar’ then ‘nay.ar.de.ning.e.o’ and had 
two […]. To courtship these men sing a rather pleasing air [Figure 8.11]. Retired to the 
‘Wanderer’ about 10, all went off peacable […].

Note: We were not able to recheck this transcription against the manuscript.
Source: Clark (2000, 4: 170–71); SLNSW A 7040 part 1; adapted by authors.
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There are thus two versions of the song text in Clark’s transcriptions, 
presented as (1.9):

(1.9) Min.yer.mar.or.then.nay Ar.de.ning.e.o

mun.der.rer.nar then nay.ar.de.ning.e.o

Besold (2012, part A: 50, 53, 61, 63) lists sources for Yuin songs, to which 
can be added Lhotsky (1834). Troy and Barwick (2021) offer an analysis of 
the ‘Song of the Women of the Menero Tribe’ as documented by Lhotsky. 
The musical characteristics of the song correspond closely with those 
shown in this book, especially the occasional melodic leaps and the syllabic 
rhythmic organisation.

It may well be that some of these Yuin songs were brought in to neighbouring 
areas within Victoria and were performed and understood by Victorian 
language speakers in Gippsland and the north-east. However, apart from 
this one Robinson song, we have not included any of the Yuin songs 
in this volume.

1.8 The study of Indigenous songs 
in Australia
Interest in Indigenous songs by researchers, both in the colonial period and 
more recently, has a long history. In this volume, we present traditional 
songs recorded in the very first years of the colonial period, such as those 
recorded by William Thomas (section 3.4). More recently, academic 
studies of Indigenous songs and song traditions have become more detailed 
and sophisticated.

We do not propose to undertake a ‘literature review’ of these studies here, 
but will mention some of the important linguistic and musicological studies 
of songs that have been done over the last century. In Victoria, and nearby 
areas, the important academic sources for songs include Tindale (1941), 
Berndt and Berndt (1993) and Hercus (1986); these sources are referred 
to frequently in this volume and are treated as primary sources along with 
the various manuscripts and nineteenth-century publications that we have 
relied on. On the musicological side, the work of Alice Moyle (1968) and 
Cath Ellis (1962, 1964, 1966) are but a few of the pioneering works.
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Dance ceremonies, or corroborees as they are usually referred to in the earlier 
sources, are discussed by many academic sources, including Donaldson 
(1987: 20) and Wild (1987: 105). The importance of song, their relation 
to the ancestors and their power is discussed in Strehlow (1971) and von 
Sturmer (1987). The question of whether a special song language was in use 
and the issue of apparently meaningless words in song is discussed by Merlan 
(1987), Garde (2006), Apted (2010) and O’Keeffe (2016). Sutton (1987) 
talks in more general terms about meaning. In some varieties of English 
spoken in Australia, the words ‘ceremony’ and ‘corroboree’ have different 
meanings, with ‘ceremony’ referring to serious performance genres and 
‘corroboree’ referring primarily to entertainment genres. This distinction 
does not necessary apply to the nineteenth-century use of ‘corroboree’, 
which was used to refer to serious performance, for example the Neur-re-
ung-ern-er dance (see section 3.1.5.2).

More recent work that brings together linguistics and musicology, and looks 
deeply at the traditions of songs in different parts of Australia includes 
Dixon and Koch (1996), Barwick (2005), Marett (2005), Barwick, Birch 
and Evans (2007), O’Keeffe (2010), Hercus and Koch (2017), Laughren, 
Turpin and Turner (2017), McDonald (2017) and the many works of Turpin 
including (2007a, 2007b) and Turpin and Koch (2008).

1.9 Coda: Why these songs are important
Bob Edwards, quoted in Griffiths (2018: 197) writing of Aboriginal 
heritage, observed that ‘while the Aborigines are the rightful owners of this 
heritage, all Australians are beneficiaries of this unique cultural tradition’.

One way in which the wider Australian community, particularly in 
Victoria, might come to more deeply value Indigenous culture is to become 
aware both of the extraordinary richness and depth of cultural heritage 
that is represented by these songs, and also to come to understand and 
acknowledge more profoundly the massive loss of culture that had occurred 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Although there is a terrible 
story of destruction that underlies the story in this volume, we can surely 
celebrate the poetic and musical gems that are represented by the songs 
discussed here.
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There may be, and we hope there are, additional texts and recordings that 
will come to light in the coming years; we hope that the songs and other 
texts in this book will soon need to be enhanced by others. We also hope 
that the wonderful sound recordings listed in example (1.2) can be brought 
out into the open so that the whole community, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, can hear for themselves the extent of the extraordinary cultural 
heritage that is represented in this volume.
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