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4
Wathawurrung songs

4.1 Background
Only three song texts connected to the Wathawurrung have come down to 
us, songs that were told by Peter Mungett to the compiler of State Library 
of Victoria MS 6290 in 1860 (see section 1.5.2). Although the three 
songs are from three different locations and languages, confusion between 
the two manuscript sources for these songs means that we have decided 
to group them together here, given that the person who sang the songs, 
Peter Mungett, was a Wathawurrung man. The three songs are presented 
in section 4.2. The same manuscript also provides us with the dialogue in 
section 4.1.2. The word list from Bacchus Marsh in that manuscript is a 
source for the Wathawurrrung language (for further discussion of the 
Wathawurrung sources, see Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay 1998).

There are some mentions of corroborees held in the Geelong area, such as 
that mentioned by Capt. Foster Fyans in Bride (1898: 122). No detailed 
descriptions of these corroborees of texts of songs have come down to us. 
A few words relating the songs are shown in the various sources for the 
Wathawurrung language (see section 4.1.1), as well as a dialogue from SLV 
MS 6290 (see section 4.1.2) and a sentence noted by Mrs Davenport in 
Bride (1898: 310) (see section 4.1.3).

William Thomas in Bride (1898: 96) also records a description of a fight 
between the Barrabool and Buninyong people on 5 December 1844 that 
concluded with ‘chiefs of other tribes’:
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rushing between the contending parties, bring the matter to a close, 
which is, like its commencement, ended in wăr, wăr, wăr, as they 
call it, or high words.

This is perhaps an example of a war cry, probably used by a wide range of 
Kulin groups, perhaps able to be regularised as wa(rr), for we cannot be sure 
from this transcription if there was a final rhotic sound.

One aspect of music that we can mention here is the reed pipe that was 
used in western Victoria, in both Wathawurrung and Warrnambool areas. 
Robinson (in Clark 1998, 2: 121), in an entry dated 2 April 1841, wrote 
of a youth named Poke.o.ome.yoke (aged 23) who ‘had a reed pipe, called 
by the Tcharcate; al.lome, Coligan; tone.done and Waddowrong; tome.
dome, from which he produced pleasing sounds. I obtained it from him for 
a knife, they were Bullock natives. [figure 4.9]’.1 Robinson (in Clark 1998, 
2: 122) went on to add:

I enquired of our native about the pipe or musical instrument, and 
was informed that the natives had it among them long before white 
men came among them. It appeared to me that to produce the 
sounds they whistled in the instrument. This was the first I had seen 
of the kind. 

The word tome.dome for ‘reed pipe’ is not included in Blake, Clark and 
Krishna-Pillay’s (1998) study of Wathawurrung.

4.1.1 Musical terminology in Wathawurrung
The following words related to songs and dances are found in Blake, Clark 
and Krishna-Pillay (1998). Following the general principle in Blake, 
Clark and Krishna-Pillay, we show words regularised with voiceless stops 
(Table 4.1).

1	  Note that Clark mistakenly refers to Figure 4.9 (Clark 1998, 2: 167), which contains drawings of 
Mount Shadwell and Mount Elephant. The drawing of the flute is Figure 4.10 (Clark 1998, 2: 166).
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Table 4.1: Glossary of words relating to singing in Wathawurrung

Regularised word Gloss Source spellings2

ying-
-ila ‘freq’
-ila-i ‘freq-imp’

sing ying-ay-lay, yingile, yeanlineaati

yeng-ying song yayng-ying

ngarri-
-ik-(y)an ‘past-1sg’
-mili ‘form’3
ngarrem-[ng]arrem

dance kneerekeyan, gnyayry-kah, yergeh
ngarry-milly, narimilly, ngare m il ly
knur em ur em ‘a dance’

porrongayn corroboree sticks por-ong-gine

paapul pipeclay pah-pul

pik pipeclay bik

Source: Authors.

4.1.2 Corroboirè dialogue from Bacchus Marsh
In SLV MS 6290, there is a short dialogue about ‘corroboirè’. This dialogue 
has already been presented for Western Kulin (section 2.1.2.1) and for 
Eastern Kulin (section 3.1.8.1). As discussed above, it is believed that Peter 
Mungett was the consultant for all these three ‘dialects’ (see section 1.5.2). 
The dialect labelled Bacchus Marsh is Wathawurrung and the ‘Corroboirè’ 
dialect is presented as Box 4.1. A second version of this dialogue is found 
in Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (RAIGBI) 
MS 38, pp. 131–32.

Box 4.1: Dialogue in the Bacchus Marsh dialect

CORROBOIRÈ

Put on your pipe clay 2 Balmilly-wŏt

Get ready to begin 2 Wēē-ap-men

Now girls make a fire 2 Bahgŭrk-bŭllaga-wirrikak-wēēng

Now, women, sit down 2 Mōōn-gōōrip-dinang-bah-gŭrk-ballŭk

You must sing 2 We-ap-min-ying-a-lay

Source: Thomas, SLV MS 6290; adapted by authors.

2	  The sources for these original spellings are found in Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay (1998: viii, 64).
3	  See Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay (1998: 90).
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Our analysis of the first line is presented as example (4.1):

(4.1) Put on your pipe clay

Balmilly-wŏt

palmili-wat

?-form?-2pl
‘You …’

Notes
We are not able to offer a convincing analysis of this sentence. The form 
wat is a second person plural verbal suffix (Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay 
1998: 78), and this suggests that this may be a verbal form. Mili is a verbal 
formative recorded on a range of verbs (Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay 
1998: 90), also found on the words for ‘dance’ (see section 4.1.3), where 
the 2nd person plural suffix is also found. However, similar forms are also 
found in the dialogues for Melbourne (Eastern Kulin) (see section 3.1.8.1) 
and Ballarat (Western Kulin) (see section 2.1.2.1) where -mili is not 
found in such wide usage. This word may consist of the word for ‘bitter’, 
or ‘alcohol’, palim combined with the frequentative suffix -ila having a 
reflexive function. (See example (2.3) for the same sentence from ‘Ballarat’.)

Our analysis of the second line is presented as (4.2):

(4.2) Get ready to begin

Wēē-ap-men

wi(nd)ya-ap min

wh-purp emph
‘Get ready!’

It seems likely that Wēē-ap is a WH word windyap, given that in both the 
Melbourne and Ballarat dialogues for the same sentence the form is spelled 
Win-dam-mēē and Windȳap-men respectively.

Our analysis of the third and fourth lines is presented as (4.3) and (4.4):

(4.3) Now girls make a fire

Bahgŭrk-bŭllaga-wirrikak-wēēng

pakurrk palak wirrka-k wiyn

woman group light-imp fire
‘Group of woman, light the fire!’
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(4.4) Now, women, sit down

Mōōn-gōōrip-dinang-bah-gŭrk-ballŭk

mun.kurri-p tyinang pakurrk palak

sit-purp foot? Woman group
‘Group of woman, sit down (here?)’

The reading of dinang as tyinang ‘foot’ is problematic as we do not clearly 
see why this word would be present here. But there is no other word recorded 
in Wathawurrung with a similar form.

Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay (1998: 137) regularise the word meaning 
‘sit down’ as mun.gurre, with sources including G.A. Robinson.

Our analysis of the fifth line is presented as (4.5):

(4.5) You must sing

We-ap-min-ying-a-lay

wi(nd(ya-ap min yinga-la-i

wh-purp emph sing-freq-imp
‘Get ready, you must sing!’ (lit: Sing for thus indeed!’)

4.1.3 Sentences and words documented 
by Mrs Davenport
Mrs Davenport, daughter of former deputy protector Sievewright, wrote 
some information about the Wathawurrung language in Bride (1898: 310).4 
One sentence she recorded is presented with our analysis as (4.6):

(4.6) Will there be a “corrobery” to-night?

Ngaré millywat morgalle u?

ngarrimili -wat murrkal -yu

dance 2pl tonight -all
‘Will you all dance tonight?’

On the same page she indicated the name of a boy as ‘Niramying-ying (loud 
singing)’. This clearly contains two forms, nyirrim ‘long’ and ying- ‘sing’.

4	  The online version of Bride (1898) has the final digit of the date of publication crossed out and 
replaced with 9, hence 1899.
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4.2 Three songs in the State Library 
of Victoria
In this section, we present the three songs that were told to the compiler 
of SLV MS 6290 and the manuscript on which it was originally based, 
RAIGBI MS 38. The story of this manuscript is discussed in detail above 
(section 1.5.2). The three songs were almost certainly told to the compiler 
by Peter Mungett (see above). Since Mungett was a Wathawurrung man, 
we have included all three songs that he gave in the Wathawurrung chapter, 
even though they are apparently in three different languages.

Each of these songs is accompanied by a ‘translation’ that is not a literal 
translation and is better treated as an explanation. In SLV MS 6290, the 
section containing these songs (and also those from Gippsland, Mount 
Gambier and Wonnin) are in a section headed ‘Songs’ with the name of the 
language listed by its location; in RAIGBI MS 38, however, the languages of 
different songs are indicated by coloured ink, and refer to different varieties 
from MS 6290, as set out in Table 4.2. Note that MS 38 also includes 
the name of the tribe in language. These tribal names, not found in other 
sources, are not further discussed here.

Table 4.2: Comparison between the language names in the two sources

Song Language name 
in SLV MS 6290

Colour of ink in 
RAIGBI MS 38

Meaning of colour of ink 
in RAIGBI MS 38

Shooting star song Melbourne black Bal-ah-ratý tribe (Ballarat)

Magpie song Ballarat brown Boolook bah boolook tribe 
(Bacchus Marsh)

Parroquite song Bacchus Marsh blue Bayry-birrp tribe 
(Melbourne)

Source: SLV MS 6290 and RAIGBI MS 38; adapted by authors.

The first two songs were clearly composed in response to particular events: 
seeing a shooting star or watching the magpie drink. In our regularisations 
of this section, we will use the voiceless stops found in Chapter 2 rather than 
the voiced stops found in Chapter 3.
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4.2.1 Melbourne song
This song is about a boy who runs in fear from a shooting star. This fear was 
shared by people in western Victoria, as is shown in the Shooting star song 
and its description written down by A.W. Howitt (see section 2.3.2). This 
song, with the arrangement into lines as it appears in MS 6290, is given as 
Box 4.2. A check of RAIGBI MS 38, p. 133, shows no differences in the 
text between the two versions.

Box 4.2: Melbourne song

(Melbourne)
Gally-marr-win-wāyn-banyōōl-banyōōlāy
mah-ngah-wallōōn-yah-warrōōng-wōōrkahl
mang-arrōōng-gally-marr-win-wāyn-bānyōōl
banyōōlay-mah-ngah-wallōōn-yah-warrōōng
wōōrkahl-mang-arrōōng-gally-marr-win
wayn-banyōōl-banyōōlay-mah-ngah-wahnōōn
an-woor-woor
Translation:
There was a young boy looking up at the sky at night when he saw a falling star. 
He was afraid and ran back to his uncle and told him what he had seen. He stumbled 
over an anthill and fell. He began to cry and the bystanders in mockery made this song.

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 229; adapted by authors.

An example of an anthill in the Yarra Ranges, part of Woiwurrung country, 
can be seen on the website www.warburtoninfo.com/blog/Termite-Mound-
Yarra-Ranges.5

When the text of the song is rearranged, it can be seen that there are three 
lines, the first two almost identical and the third with a shortened ending. 
This is presented in Box 4.3.

Box 4.3: Melbourne song arranged into lines

Gally-marr-win-wāyn-banyōōl-banyōōlāy mah-ngah-wallōōn-yah-warrōōng-wōōrkahl 
mang-arrōōng-
gally-marr-win-wāyn-bānyōōl banyōōlay-mah-ngah-wallōōn-yah-warrōōng 
wōōrkahl-mang-arrōōng
gally-marr-win wayn-banyōōl-banyōōlay-mah-ngah-wahnōōn an-woor-woor

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 229; adapted by authors.

5	  Warbuton Valley, ‘Termite mound beside Richards Tramway Walk’, accessed 23 November 2021, 
www.warburtoninfo.com/blog/Termite-Mound-Yarra-Ranges.

http://www.warburtoninfo.com/blog/Termite-Mound-Yarra-Ranges
http://www.warburtoninfo.com/blog/Termite-Mound-Yarra-Ranges
http://www.warburtoninfo.com/blog/Termite-Mound-Yarra-Ranges
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Since this song is listed in MS 6290 as being from Melbourne, our first 
analysis of it assumed the language was Woiwurrung. The presence of words 
found in both Woiwurrung and the Western Kulin languages spoken in 
the area beyond Ballarat, Tjapwurrung and Djadjawurrung, such as marru 
‘cry’, panyul ‘hill’ (presumed to refer to the anthill, perhaps by means of a 
reduplication) and wurr-wurr ‘sky’, all seem to be recognisable here; our 
translation works from those. The first two lines are of this form as shown 
in (4.7):

(4.7) Gally marr-win wāyn banyōōl banyōōlāy

kalai marru-ny wany panyul panyul-ai

perhaps? cry-3sg ? hill hill-?

mah-ngah wallōōn-yah warrōōng

manga walung-a warrwu-ny

dem stars in orions belt run-3sg
wōōrkahl mang-arrōōng

wurru-kal mang(g)a-rung

sky-? stumble-part?
‘Maybe he (was) crying … he (was) running (to) the anthill there, (from) 
the Orion stars, (from) the sky, stumbling.’

As already mentioned, the last line is slightly different, and is analysed 
in (4.8):

(4.8) Gally marr-win wayn banyōōl banyōōlāy

kalai marru-ny wany panyul panyul-ai

perhaps? cry-3sg ? hill hill-?

mah-ngah wannōōn an woor woor

manga wanhu-nhan wurr-wurr

dem look up-pres-1sg.press sky
‘Maybe he (was) crying, … at that anthill there, saying “I am looking up 
at the sky.”’
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Notes
We assume that the first word is kalai, also recorded by R.H. Mathews 
with the meaning ‘perhaps’, spelled as both kullai and gullai, in a section 
on verbs written on Federal Hotel notepaper (NLA MS 8006/4, File 8b, 
Folder 10). One sentence was given by Mathews as ngullambŭnnan gullai 
‘perhaps I will sit’, ngalamba-nhan galai literally ‘sit-1sg,pres perhaps’. 
However, this word may be a demonstrative, with forms like kalloite ‘there 
is’ and kullik ‘then’ also noted down by Thomas. The translation might also 
be ‘Then he was crying …’.

The usual word in Woiwurrung for ‘run’ is something like warr(a)wa, 
although Thomas (MLMSS 214) generally spells this word with an l as 
Wool-won, Wool-woorn-eit.

Given the meaning of the song, we think it possible that wallōōn-yah is the 
word for the ‘the young men (The three stars in Orions belt and the three 
other stars near)’, spelled by Howitt as Wallūng eri, his language informant 
being Barak.

In the word list in MS 6290, p. 189, the compiler gives the form mangō-
rang-in for ‘stumble’.

The Thomas manuscripts (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02) 
record two words, Wonnunarta ‘there above, look up’ and Wonnunduk ‘look 
above, very high’. Given that the word for ‘sun’ also seems to occur in this 
song, these meanings seem appropriate for won-ner-rer and perhaps suggest 
a root wan(h)a. If we are correct in our analysis that this combines with 
the 1st person singular present suffix -nhan, then this song was probably in 
Melbourne language.

4.2.2 Ballarat song
This song is listed in MS 6290 under the heading Ballarat and is presented 
below in Box 4.4 with the arrangement into lines as it appears in the 
manuscript, In RAIGBI MS 38 this song is found on page 132, and is 
written using red ink, which is from the Boolook bah boolook tribe (Bacchus 
Marsh) and is presumed to be Wathawurrung:
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Box 4.4: Ballarat song

(Ballaarat)
Ngō-bŭrra-bōōdyīn-barr-wahng-ah-ahn
Bah-ngah-barra-bōōdyēēn-barr-wahng
ah-Brar-brar-ngah-mēē-ōō-mallah-
ngah-Bah-ngēēn-mee-la-wahlan-grōōnga
Dāy-ayn-ngo-barra-bōōdŷeen-barr-wahng
ah-aha-bah-ngah-barra-bōōdyēēn-barr
wahng-ah-brar-brar-ngah-mēē-ō-mallah
ngah-ngah-bah-ngēēn-mēēla-wahlan-
grōōnga
Translation:
A magpie was coming to drink. Blackfellow had a rod with a snare, and put it round 
the Magpies neck and pushed his head in the water. Lubra came on the hill and 
asked him what he was doing, he told her, and she made this song.

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 229; adapted by authors.

The presence of the word barr-wahng, which is the Eastern Kulin word for 
‘magpie’ (barrawang),6 originally led us to include the song in the Eastern 
Kulin section of this book. This word is regularised in Wathawurrung 
as parrwang by Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay (1998). In light of the 
Corroboree song recorded by Howitt (see section 3.2.5), where both the 
Eastern and Western Kulin words for ‘pelican’ are found, it is also possible 
that the bird names in the song were from a language different to the bulk 
of the song.

The rhyme structure of the song is given in Box 4.5, in which the three lines 
of text are named ‘a’, ‘b’ and ‘c’ and follow a basic pattern of aabc repeated. 
However, some additional particles are added, including a line-initial pa 
(presumably ‘and’) occurring on every second line, and tayn, of unknown 
meaning, introduces the repetition.

6	  A similar form is also found in the Warrnambool language, whereas in Western Kulin the form is 
kurruk (Wemba-Wemba) or kurruki (Mathi-Mathi).
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Box 4.5: Rhyme structure of the Ballarat song

‘a’ Ngō-bŭrra-bōōdyīn-barr-wahng-ah-ahn 

pa + ‘a’ Bah-ngah-barra-bōōdyēēn-barr-wahng ah-

‘b’ Brar-brar-ngah-mēē-ōō-mallah-ngah-

pa + ‘c’ Bah-ngēēn-mee-la-wahlan-grōōnga

tayn + ‘a’ Dāy-ayn-ngo-barra-bōōdŷeen-barr-wahng ah-aha-

pa + ‘a’ bah-ngah-barra-bōōdyēēn-barr wahng-ah-

‘b’ brar-brar-ngah-mēē-ō-mallah ngah-ngah-

pa + ‘c’ bah-ngēēn-mēēla-wahlan-grōōnga

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 229; adapted by authors.

This methodology follows Donaldson’s (1987: 30–35) discussion of Fred 
Biggs’s song.

Our analysis is presented in (4.9):

(4.9) Ngō-bŭrra bōōdyīn barr-wahng-ah aha

ngupa-rra pudja-ny parr(a)wang-a a a

drink-purp enter-3sg magpie-erg excl
‘The magpie comes in to drink, Ah! Ah!’

Bah ngah-barra bōōdyēēn barr-wahng-ah

pa ngupa-rra pudja-ny parr(a)wang-a

and drink-purp enter-3sg magpie-erg
‘And the magpie comes in to drink.’

Brar-brar-ngah mēē-ōō mallah ngah-

pra-pra-nga miyu mala nga

onom-so.prt dem? let’s? so.prt?
‘(It was crying) bra-bra …’

Bah ngēēn mee-la wahlan grōōnga

baany mala walan krunga

water? let’s? ? push into?
‘And … pushed it into the water …’
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Notes
We suggest that the word pudja ‘enter’ is related to the Wemba-Wemba 
putheka ‘come into’ and puthekila ‘to dive into the water’, and also seems 
to be related to a root putj ‘stomach’.

While it seems clear that the first two lines mean ‘the magpie comes in to 
drink’, we cannot offer an analysis for the rest of the song. We might expect 
the word for water, paany in Eastern Kulin but ngupitj in Wathawurrung, 
to be present. It is possible that the form Bah ngēēn represents the word for 
‘water’ in Eastern Kulin.

William Thomas records a form Krungee with the meaning ‘come in’ in 
Eastern Kulin (SLNSW MLMSS 214), which may account for the form 
grōōnga and may relate to the section of the translation about pushing the 
magpie’s neck into the water, though we might expect a locative/allative 
marker, -uth in Eastern Kulin and -o in Wathawurrung (Blake, Clark and 
Krishna-Pillay 1998: 71), but do not see these suffixes.

As with the Melbourne song (section 4.2.1), Thomas’s ‘translation’ is more 
the context of the song rather than a translation. We have seen with a 
number of the songs performed by Stan Day (see section 2.2) that the story 
behind the song is much deeper than a word-by-word translation of the song 
would suggest. Also, both this song and the first song in the supplement 
of Melbourne songs in MS 6290 (section 3.5.1), as well as many of Stan 
Day’s songs, and the Corroboree song (section 3.2.5), are about birds, a very 
common motif in these songs.

4.2.3 Bacchus Marsh song
The last of these songs is listed as being from Bacchus Marsh in MS 6290, 
but in RAIGBI MS 38, p. 133, it is written in blue ink that indicates it is 
from the Bayry-birrip tribe of Melbourne. The text of this song is presented 
as Box 4.6:
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Box 4.6: Bacchus Marsh song

(Bacchus Marsh)
Nidyĕ-matty-mah-gāyring-ahkāy-āy-mangāy-
wēēn-nyāh-yōōky-mangy-lah-ah-Barrōō-
mattoo-mah-gnŷināy-wōōllang-ngah-ah-
ah-nidyē-matty-mah-gāyring-ahkay-āŷ-
mang-gāŷ-wēēn-nŷāh-yōōky-mangy-lah-
Barroo-mattoo-mah-gnyinnāy-wōōllang-
ngah-yah-ah-ah
Translation:
A Parroquet sipping from a tree blossom – Blackfellow threw a waddy at him and 
knocked him off his perch. He picked him up and showed him to his uncle. His aunt 
composed and sang this ditty.

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 230; adapted by authors.

The song text is repeated in full, as becomes clearer when the ‘lines’ are 
rearranged as in (4.10):

(4.10) Nidyĕ-matty-mah-gāyring-ahkāy-āy-mangāy-wēēn-nyāh-yōōky-mangy-
lah-ah-
Barrōō-mattoo-mah-gnŷināy-wōōllang-ngah-ah-ah-
nidyē-matty-mah-gāyring-ahkay-āŷ-mang-gāŷ-wēēn-nŷāh-yōōky-
mangy‑lah-
Barroo-mattoo-mah-gnyinnāy-wōōllang-ngah-yah-ah-ah

We suggest the following regularisation of the first line as (4.11):

(4.11) Nitya mayt ma kerringakai ai manggai winya yuki manggi la a
parru matu ma nginai wulang nga ya a a

Unfortunately, no convincing analysis can be given for this song. The only 
word we can recognise with any confidence is the word for parrakeet, 
regularised in Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay (1998: 127) as yukip, and 
realised in the song as yōōky.

More speculatively, the form winya might represent the word for ‘what’ 
(Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay 1998: 83). The first word of the song 
might be nyita ‘hide’ (Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay 1998: 114), perhaps 
suggesting that the blackfellow who knocked the bird of its perch was hiding.

None of the words we might expect in this song, such as yung(ga)- ‘throw’ 
(yuma in Eastern Kulin), ngupa- ‘drink’, or any of the Wathawurrung words 
for ‘waddy’, kurr, wawarra, wirrawirr, liyangwil, can be recognised here.
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