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5
Gippsland songs

5.1 Background to the Gippsland songs
One of the largest collections of traditional songs from Victoria are those in 
the Gippsland languages. Most of these were documented with translation 
by A.W. Howitt (1830–1908), who has provided more than 20 songs 
(see section 5.2), and by Rev. John Bulmer (1833–1913) (see section 5.3). 
We are very fortunate to have one song recorded on an audio tape recorder 
by Luise Hercus, from Laurie Moffatt (section 5.5), but although we have 
made a transcription of both words and music for the song, unfortunately 
we have not been able to suggest a translation for this song. 

The songs documented by Howitt in particular are made even richer 
because of the considerable amount of contextual background that he wrote 
about many of the songs, and about the song men who composed them. 
A number of these songs survive in multiple forms – published in Smyth 
(1878) or Howitt (1887a, 1904) or found in manuscripts in either the 
State Library of Victoria (MS 9356, particularly Box 1053/4) or Museums 
Victoria. Much of the knowledge collected by Howitt came from Tulaba 
(also known as Billy Macleod; see section 5.1.6).

The Gippsland languages were spoken by five tribes: Bratauolung, 
Brabralung, Braiakaulung, Krauatungalung and Tatungalung1 (see Hercus 
1986: 163). According to Howitt (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), p. 2), there were 
three languages, called Mukthang (spoken by Brabralung and Braiakaulung), 

1	  In a footnote, Howitt (1904: 73) notes the meanings of some of the morphemese that make up these 
names: ‘Bra is “male” or “man,” yak is “west,” and lung “of” or “belonging to.” Tatung is the sea, sometimes 
spoken of as gatching; gal is a possessive suffix. Muk is “good,” thang is “speech,” Krauat is “east.”’
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Nūlit (spoken by Bratauolung and Tatungalung) and Thángūai2 (spoken 
by the Krauatungalung). Surviving information about the languages of 
Gippsland is sketchy, but it is likely that these three languages were very 
similar. One difference that Howitt showed, for example, was that the word 
for the elopement song in Mukthang is yenjin (regularised as yentjin(y)) 
whereas in the Nūlit, the word is yennin (regularised as yen(h)in(y)) (Howitt 
SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), p. 12).3

Hercus (1986: 163) pointed out that the five tribes ‘were known collectively 
as the Ganai’, a word spelled Kǔrnai by Howitt in various publications. 
The community today generally uses the name GunaiKǔrnai, with Kanai 
being used by Theatre (2024).

5.1.1 Musical terminology in 
Gippsland languages
A small amount of terminology relating to songs has survived. In Table 5.1, 
we present some terms relating to the songs and dance and the creators 
of those.

Table 5.1: Metalinguistic terms relating to songs and their creators

Term Definition and source Notes

yentjin(y) ‘elopement spells’ (Howitt 1904: 274) See section 5.1.4

puntjil 
yentjin(y)

‘medicine man’ (Howitt 1904: 274) The term puntjil refers 
to someone skilled in a 
particular art. It refers to 
males. See section 5.1.4

kunyeRu ‘a term for those songs which accompany 
dancing’ (Howitt 1904: 274)

See section 5.1.2

piRaRk ‘(person who) composed the songs and 
dances’ (Howitt 1904: 389)

See section 5.1.3

watj ‘sing’ (see also example 137) –

muRantha ‘dance’ (Robinson monedun) –

Source: Authors.

2	  This name is preseved in the place name Tonghi Creek, in East Gippsland, just west of Cann 
River, at 37.6019836 South, 149.013689 East. There was also an old lady called Grandma Tonghi 
who remembered spells and cures and figured in the AIATSIS collection ‘South Coast Voices’. She had 
obviously come to the South Coast from Krauatungalong country (Luise Hercus, pers. comm.).
3	  Further research on the Gippsland language sources is needed to establish if this is a regular 
correspondence between intervocal /nty/ and /n(h)/. Theatre (2024) will provide a lot more information 
about the language.
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5.1.1.1 ‘Corroboirè’ dialogue from Gippsland
One potentially important piece of metalanguage about songs is the dialogue 
written down by the compiler of State Library of Victoria MS 6290, almost 
certainly containing information given by either Billy Clarke or Big Joe 
(see section 1.5.2). Box 5.1 presents the original text of the dialogue relating 
to ‘Corroboirè’ (corroboree). A second version of this dialogue is found 
in Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (RAIGBI) 
MS 38, pp. 131–32.

Box 5.1: Dialogue relating to ‘Corroboirè’

Put on your pipe clay 4 Gō-gwāŷ-āh

Get ready to begin 4 Ŷap-pan

Now girls make a fire 4 Tōw-ŭr-waddy-dōōrt-do-bonahra-gwīrrāyl-gahterry

Now, women, sit down 4 Dōōrn-bōōgalla-behŭba-mŭrundimba-wahwŭrdy

You must sing 4 Waht-waht

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 228; adapted by authors.

We have not been able to analyse most of these sentences. The first is what 
looks like a single word Gō-gwāŷ-āh, translated as ‘put on your pipe clay’. 
This word does not resemble the word for ‘pipe clay’, written by Thomas 
as Mallōōk (MS 6290, p. 162), which Fesl regularises as marlu (Fesl 1985: 
G11, no. 71), and is also translated as ‘dust’ (Fesl 1985: G11, no. 70). 
Nor does this first sentence resemble the phrase ‘paint red ochre’, written 
as Dōōngŭrro in the same manuscript (SLV MS 6290, p. 164). Perhaps Gō-
gwāŷ-āh related to the painting of a particular ochre, and is a verb unrecorded 
in other sources that have been identified so far. It might perhaps mean ‘put 
on’, ‘rub’ or ‘mark’, but no verbs with those meanings have been identified 
in any of the Gippsland sources.

Similarly, we are not able to offer any analysis for the second line of the 
dialogue, Ŷap-pan, translated as ‘Get ready to begin’. 

Our suggested analysis of the third line is presented as example (5.1):

(5.1) Now girls make a fire

Tōw-ŭr-waddy-dōōrt-do-bonahra-gwīrrāyl-gahterry

thaueRa waty tut(pakan) panha-Ra kweRay(i)l katjeRi

fire song? daughter sit-form big possum rug
‘Daughters, having sat at the fire to sing, now (beat) the big possum rug.’
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The words for ‘fire’ and perhaps ‘sit’ and maybe ‘song’ can be identified in 
this sentence, but no word for ‘girl’ or ‘woman’ is recognisable. We suggest 
that perhaps this sentence in combination with the next example (5.2), 
contains something about making fire, sitting and then singing. The word 
‘sit’ has a form panhunga (Fesl 1985: P2, no. 7) based on R.H. Mathews4 
and presumably built from a root panha-. 

Corey Theatre (2024) lists tutpakan ‘daughter’ kweRayil ‘big’ and katjeRi 
‘possum rug’, original spelling cuttarie (Dawson and Pettit [1850s] cited in 
Theatre). As Theatre pointed out, this could refer to the big possum rug 
used for beating time.

(5.2) Now, women, sit down

Dōōrn-bōōgalla-behŭba-mŭrundimba-wahwŭrdy

tutpaka-la piyu-pa muRanth-impa wa(tj)-watj

daughter-? ??-imp? dance-imp sing.redupl
‘Girls, … (you should) dance and sing!’

Notes
The first word seems likely to be tutpaka-la ‘daughter-case?’.

The word for ‘dance’ is spelled murndhan by R.H. Mathews and mone-
dun in MS 6290 (Fesl 1985: P5, no. 92). Our regularisation of a dental 
cluster -nth- is based on Mathews’s spelling with -ndh-. Corey Theatre 
(pers. comm.) suggests muntha-.

The last sentence is a single word, given in (5.3):

(5.3) You must sing

Waht-what

watj-watj

sing.redupl
‘(You must) sing!’

4	  In this chapter, we have not always given the reference to the exact location in the R.H. Mathews 
papers for every word referred to. An examination of Fesl (1985) or Theatre (2024) will contain more 
detailed references.
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Fesl (1985: R2, no. 13) gives a number of spellings of the word for singing, 
all based on a form waty-5 but with a range of possible suffixes, the meanings 
of which are not known. These forms include: watwaty (R.H. Mathews); 
witebalan (Bulmer in Curr 1887, 3: 550); white-pil-lung, wite-pil-lung 
(Robinson); and wat-wahn-gahrŭng-gahrŭng (SLV MS 6290). 

The word for ‘sing’ is also written down by Bulmer in Smyth (1878, 2: 30), 
presented as (5.4). As with the forms written by Robinson and Bulmer in 
Curr, there is a form pil- or pal- following the root.

(5.4) Watbilimba
Sing you a song
watj-pil-impa
sing-?-imp.pl?
‘(All of you), sing!’

Another example of watj-pil is found in a word written by Robinson 
as whitepillung in his 1847 Gippsland list (Clark 2002: 296). 

5.1.1.2 An interesting set of word pairs
In the course of this study, we have identified an interesting pattern of word 
pairing, involving words that have some connection to the traditional songs 
or the rituals associated with those songs. These word pairs are comprising 
multisyllabic words in which a final nasal varies with a homorganic final 
stop. The examples so far recognised are presented in (5.5):

(5.5) krauwan ‘female cross cousin’ / krauwat ‘east’
teteling ‘bundle of thin rods’6 / tetelik ‘frog’7

kliyan ‘water hen’ / kliyat ‘sinews under knee’ (Fesl 1985: A19, no. 165) 
‘hamstring’ (Fesl 1985: A17, no. 130)
prewin ‘evil spirit, who is like the wind’ (see section 5.2.4); prewit 
‘when the boys are already initiated and living with other young men’ 
(see section 5.2.21.2).

5	  This could also have been a final laminal dental, as /wath/. There may have been variation between 
the laminal dental and laminal palatal according to the language variety, as already mentioned in 
connection with the word yentjin(y)/yen(h)in(y) discussed in section 5.1.1.
6	  In a pencil annotation to a copy of Howitt’s paper on ‘The Jeraeil, or initiation ceremonies of the 
Kurnai tribe.’, Mathews spells this word as deddeluñ (NLA MS 8006/8/556).
7	  Interestingly, Thomas lists the name of the tribe at ‘Bukan’ (i.e. Buchan) as the Teddalook Tribe 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 05 Item 02, William Thomas journal of a journey to Gippsland, 
29 November-23 December 1860). We do not know whether this tribal name is somehow related to these 
two words.
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There may be a relationship between these words. For example, the kliyan 
‘water hen’ is the patrilineal totem (see section 5.1.7.2) whose song involves 
‘straightening out the sinews’ (see section 5.3.3). The word kliyat is glossed 
as ‘sinew under knee’. Similarly, the teteling is a bundle of thin rods used in 
the tjeRayil or boys’ initiation ceremony (see section 5.2.21), while tetelik 
is a frog, and part of that initiation ceremony is called ‘Giving the boys some 
frogs’. 

5.1.2 The types of songs
The deep knowledge of traditional songs passed on by Tulaba and others to 
Howitt included information naming two types of song, and mentioning 
a third: 

i.	 kunyeRu (spelled gunyeru by Howitt and koonyeroo by Bulmer), a song 
that accompanied dancing

ii.	 yentjin(y) (spelled yenjin by Howitt and yinginy by Bulmer and called 
‘elopement songs’ by Howitt and simply ‘love songs’ by Bulmer, but 
also termed ‘spell’

iii.	 initiation songs (discussed in more detail in section 5.2.21).

There were songs composed in response to contemporary events (such as 
sections 5.2.2 and 5.2.3) or describing the feelings of the songster (such 
as section 5.2.1). One of these, the ‘White Woman’ song (section 5.2.3), 
is specifically described as a kunyeRu and it may be that all such songs were 
treated as kunyeRu. 

Howitt’s papers (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 50) have a section 
labelled Yennin, with McAlpine listed as the consultant, describing how 
these yentjin(y) songs were used to persuade women to elope with men, 
and the consequences of that. This is also discussed in detail in section 5.2.8 
below.

Examples labelled as yentjin(y) are presented in sections 5.2.8, 5.2.9 and 
5.2.10 (written by Howitt) and section 5.3.2 (written by Bulmer). Examples 
labelled as kunyeRu are presented in sections 5.2.3 and 5.2.5, both 
documented by Howitt. The song discussed in section 5.2.2 is probably 
related to that in section 5.2.3. The content of Song 4 (section 5.2.4), like 
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Song 5 (section 5.2.5), relates to Brewin (Prewin), a ‘supernatural being’ 
of generally evil intent.8 Our assumption is that both of these songs were 
kunyeRu, even though only the second is specifically identified as such.

Among the other songs, some are labelled as ‘charms’ or ‘spells’, including 
one of the Brewin (Prewin) songs (discussed in section 5.2.4), the songs 
used against the Barrn (Parn) spirit (discussed in sections 5.2.6 and 5.2.7) 
and also the song discussed in section 5.2.13. It may be that these three 
songs were also kunyeRu, but this cannot be confirmed. 

Howitt’s more general discussion of the kunyeRu song (1904: 413–14) is 
given below. While this quote relates to Aboriginal groups beyond just the 
Gippsland groups, his use of the Gippsland term to refer to the songs, and 
the fact that he did most of his research in Gippsland suggests to us that the 
categories of song mentioned here were all found in Gippsland:

The word ‘corrobboree’ probably meant originally both the song and 
the dance which accompanied it, which is the meaning of the word 
Gunyeru in the Kurnai tongue.

The songs are very numerous, and of varied character, and are 
connected with almost every part of the social life, for there is little 
of Australian savage life, either in peace or war, which is not in 
some measure connected with song. Some songs are only used as 
dance-music, some are descriptive of events which have struck the 
composer, some are comic or pathetic. There is also an extensive 
class of songs connected with magic, and of these many are what 
may be called ‘incantations’ – words of power, chanted in the belief 
that supernatural influence is, not asked, but compelled, by them, an 
influence for evil, or for warding off evil.

There are also songs which are only heard at the initiation ceremonies, 
and which are therefore not known to the uninitiated, or to women. 
To English ears, unaccustomed [p. 414] to the simple and somewhat 
monotonous airs to which the words are set, there seems but little 
melody in the chants. But with custom they grow upon one, until at 
length one feels in some measure the effect which they produce upon 
an aboriginal audience in so powerful a manner. … 

8	  Howitt (1904: 504) speaks of one man who, after coming into contact with Christianity, ‘first 
identified Brewin with Jesus Christ, and afterwards with the Devil’. Howitt does not name the person 
or indicate whether he was a Christian convert.
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The makers of Australian songs, or of the combined songs and 
dances, are the poets, or bards, of the tribe, and are held in great 
esteem. Their names are known in the neighbouring tribes, and their 
songs are carried from tribe to tribe, until the very meaning of the 
words is lost, as well as the original source of the song. It is hard 
to say how far and how long such a song may travel in the course 
of time over the Australian continent.

This quote makes it clear that there was once a large body of songs with 
relationships to aspects of everyday life, including those that were ‘descriptive 
of events’ (for example, section 5.2.2), ‘comic or pathetic’ (we are not sure 
which songs exemplify this), and songs ‘connected with magic’ (for example, 
section 5.2.6).

In the third paragraph of this quote, he suggests that these songs are to 
be distinguished from songs only heard at (male) initiation ceremonies 
(see section 5.2.21). He states that at least some of these were not to be heard 
by uninitiated males or females. It is not clear whether he documented any 
of these restricted songs; what we can establish about this is discussed below 
in section 5.2.21. It would appear, though, that the kunyeRu songs were 
open to the whole community.

Other types of songs may include ‘singing the rain’. Howitt (SLV Box 1053/3 
(b), hw0404.pdf, p. 66) describes this:

There were old men who were called ‘Bunjil Willŭng’ who could 
make rain come. They obtained their power in dreams. To produce 
rain one of them went down into a water hole and filling his mouth 
squirted in that direction which was appropriate to his tribe. He then 
‘sang [his so – crossed out] the rain’. Braiaka squirted water and sang 
towards the West the Krauŭn, the Brataua towards the west also, 
the Tatūngalŭng towards the South – the sea, the Brabra and the 
Krauatun to the Belling – the South East wind. From these quarters 
their several rains came. When for instance a nearby rain came to 
the BraBra – it was the Braiaka who sent it and so on. The same 
‘BunjilWillŭng’ could bring thunder.

Unfortunately we have no example of this song. In a Gippsland story 
about Tidelik ‘the frog’ drinking up all the water, Howitt records that ‘[t]he 
bullfrogs when [sing – crossed out] croaking in full chorus all said to be 
rain makers (Bungil wilŭng) singing for rain to come’ (MV XM 615, page 
numbered 28, page 35 of the PDF). Bulmer described the bungil willang 
(puntjil wilang) as ‘rain makers’ (Campbell 1999: 28).
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Bulmer also gave an example of men ‘singing’ a person (Bulmer to Howitt, 
26 October 1881, MV XM 88):

You ask if I refer to the Kurnai when I speak of a lot of men sitting 
around a rude figure of a man on the ground and singing some one 
who is is [oblivious??] to them. This only refers to the Kurnai. 

We are not exactly sure what the function or form of this ‘singing’ was.

One final example that we have not included was shown by Howitt in Notes 
from J.C. McLeod (SLV Box 1049/3 (b), hw0024.pdf ):

My black boy and I both understood enough of their language to 
make them understand us and to understand them. They said there 
were no bullocks. They were in high glee, dancing and slapping their 
legs at us as a token of defiance.

They thought they were out of reach so I gave them a shot, it struck 
in the mud and sent it all over them. They ran into the scrub 
frightened out of their lives.

After a time out they came again, singing ‘Knart bun, a burry burrya 
nyu, Knart bun jerrumbuddy boorlooka nyu’ – that is – ‘Don’t shoot 
me, I didn’t spear the bullock’. So we fired three rounds over their 
heads and they cleared out into a dense scrub and reeds.

We regard the use of the word ‘singing’ here as representing a way of 
speaking or indeed pleading. The word knart bun is the negative ngatpun 
‘no’, the word for ‘gun’ is recorded by Pettit and Dawson as boorooboorya, 
and boorlooka is ‘bullock’. So this is probably an example of language usage, 
but not a song in terms of this book.

5.1.3 The PiRaRk – the composers 
of the kunyeRu
According to Howitt, the composer of songs in Gippsland was the piRaRk 
(spelled birraark by Howitt and birrarark by Bulmer). A great deal is written 
by both Howitt and Bulmer about the piRaRk, whose power and skills 
were considerable, and included the compositions of songs, certainly the 
kunyeRu and perhaps also the yentjin(y). His functions are described by 
Howitt (1904: 389) as follows:
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… the functions of the Birraark are separated from those of the 
medicine-man (Mulla-mulung). The former combined the functions 
of the seer, the spirit-medium, and the bard, for he foretold future 
events, he brought the ghosts to the camp of his people at night, 
and he composed the songs and dances which enlivened their 
social meetings. He was a harmless being, who devoted himself 
to performances which very strikingly resembled those of the 
civilised ‘mediums.’

Howitt and Fison (1880: 232) stated that all Kŭrnai (Gippsland people) 
had the same ‘corroboree-songs and dances which enlivened their social 
gatherings were brought by the mysterious Birraarks from cloudland – the 
bright home of their dead ancestors’.

The piRaRk received his power from the mratj, usually translated as ‘ghost’ 
and spelled mrart by Howitt and mraat by Bulmer. This word was recorded 
by Fesl (1985: C1–2, no. 50) as being still in use and pronounced as [mraɖ] 
(mrart). Our regularisation, however, will follow that of Hercus (1986: 
241) as mratj. The mratj is described in Howitt (1904: 389–90):

A man was supposed to become a Birraark by being initiated by 
Mrarts or ghosts, when they met him hunting in the bush; but, that 
they might have power over him, he must at the time be wearing 
a Gumbart that is, one of those bone pegs which the Australian 
aborigine wears thrust through the septum of his nose. By this they 
held him and conveyed him through the clouds. Some say that he 
was conveyed hanging to a Marrangrang, which was described as 
being either like a rope or else something on which the Birraark can 
sit. But whatever it was like, the Mrarts went first and the Birraark 
last. It is said that, when they reached the sky, the leading Mrart gave 
a signal, and some one inside opened a hole and looked out. This, 
it is said, was a Gweraeil-mrart, in fact a Headman of ghostland, as 
a Kurnai man remarked to me when speaking of this matter, ‘like a 
Gweraeil-kurnai.’ As the Birraark climbs through the hole last, the 
Mrarts put a rug over his head, all but a place through which he can 
see the people there, the women beating their rugs, and the men 
dancing. Looking on, he learns new songs and dances (Gunyeru), 
which he afterwards teaches to the Kurnai. But he must not on any 
account laugh. One Birraark was away from his camp for a time, and 
on returning he told his people that when aloft with the Mrarts he 
could not help laughing, because two Mrarts caught hold of him by 
the sides and tickled him. As a penalty they kept him with them for 
some time, after which his tribes-people called him Brewin.
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This last incident is described in more detail in Fison and Howitt (1880: 
292), ‘as nearly as possible, in my informant’s words’:

‘I was once at Yūnthŭr. The Dinna Birraark Brewin was there with 
his wife. In the night she woke and shouted out that he was gone up 
to the mrarts. We all got ready, and some one shouted out, ‘Where 
are you?’ He replied, ‘Here I am – I am coming down!’ He said he 
had heard the mrarts having a corrobboree (gounyūrū), and making 
a great noise, and had gone up to them. Then the mrarts came down 
with him, and conversed with us about where the other mobs of 
Kurnai were, and whether any Brajerak were coming after us. When 
the mrarts went away, we found Brewin lying, as if asleep, where we 
had heard them speaking to us. The mrarts talked in very curious 
voices! This Birraark was once away with the mrarts for two nights 
and a day, and the Kurnai therefore gave him the name of Brewin.’

Another example of a piRaRk being taken by the mratjs is that of the most 
famous piRaRk, Mundauin, and his dream about a kunyeRu corroboree 
relating to the Kangaroo (Howitt 1904: 390; the manuscript notes on this 
are in SLV Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 43):

One of the best remembered of the Birraarks was a man of the 
Brabralung clan named Mundauin. It is related of him that he became 
a Birraark by dreaming three times that he was a kangaroo, and as 
such participating in a kangaroo Gunyeru, or dancing corrobboree. 
He said that after dreaming of the kangaroos, he began to hear the 
Mrarts drumming and singing up aloft, and that finally one night 
they came and carried him away. A man who was in the camp on the 
occasion of one of his manifestations said as follows :–

‘In the night his wife shouted out, “He is gone up.” Then we heard him 
whistling up in the air, first on one side of us and then on the other, 
and afterwards sounds as of people jumping down on the ground. 
After a time all was quiet. In the morning we found him lying on the 
ground, near the camp where the Mrarts had left him. There was a big 
log lying across his back, and when we woke him and took the log off, 
he began to sing about the Mrarts, and all he had seen up there.’

We do not have any record of the text of the Kangaroo corroboree referred 
to here, but it is likely that the song that Mundauin sang on this occasion 
would have been a long one, if indeed he sang about ‘all he had seen up 
there’. This is further evidence that the songs listed by Howitt from Tulaba 
and other people, and discussed below, are indeed only very tiny fragments 
of what must have been a much more substantial artistic and ritual tradition. 
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Howitt (1904: 392) described in more detail how the piRaRk, holding 
a pair of yamsticks (kaniny, spelling kunnin by Howitt and kunniñ by 
R.H. Mathews), led the kunyeRu performance: 

As the Birraark brought new songs and dances, he was the master 
of the ceremonies in the Gunyeru, and chose the place at which it 
was to be held. I remember how one of the Kurnai who was a noted 
dancer spoke with enthusiasm of the Gunyerus of the old times at 
which a Birraark officiated. He said, ‘When the Birraark comes to 
the place, he has a Kunnin in each hand, which he beats together. 
All the men and women then say, “Hallo! we shall have some fun. 
We must dance; we must make our legs light.” Each woman gets her 
rug to drum upon – a lot of blacks dancing.’

Bulmer adds about the piRaRk that ‘[t]he birrarark pretended they were 
carried about on a sort of ladder which was continually before their eyes. 
They could also get up trees without the ordinary mode of climbing …’ 
(Campbell 1999: 28). A ‘ladder’ (probably truRa in the language) is also 
referred to in the extract about the piRaRk in Smyth below, and the 
term is used, perhaps, to refer to the sailing ships of the white men in the 
whitefellow’s ship song (see section 5.2.2).

Smyth (1878, 1: 473–74) also contains a long description about the 
piRaRk, which probably has Howitt as its source:

Connected with the Mrarts are the Birra-arks. There are no Birra-
arks now living. The last one, Dinna Birra-ark, was a blackfellow 
who was shot near the Lakes when the country was first settled. 
Dinna Birra-ark is rendered as meaning The Birra-ark. Many blacks 
now living remember these people, and the following particulars are 
condensed fr om the account given to me by several Aborigines:– 
A Birra-ark was a blackfellow who was in communication with the 
spirits of the dead-of the Bungil Wour-kunyey (the old blackfellows). 
Any blackfellow may be made a Birra-ark who is found by Mrarts 
in the bush; but he must at the time be wearing one of the small 
bones of the kangaroo’s leg, called Goombert, through the hole 
pierced in his nose. The Mrarts carry him off, it is said, up a ladder, 
which swings up into the clouds. There he is instructed, and when 
he returns to his friends he is a Birra-ark. The Mrarts teach him 
the corrobboree songs and dances, and he in his turn instructs the 
blacks. He seems to be the poet and magician of the tribe. Many of 
the songs used here were composed by the Dinna Birra-ark I have 
spoken of-the last of the bards. He was also consulted about many 
things-for instance, of the whereabouts and well-being of some 
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friend whom the questioner had not heard of for a long time; or as to 
whether any strange blacks (Borajerack) were coming down ‘on the 
war path;’ and, when the country was first being settled, as to where 
cattle were to be found in the mountains. The mode of procedure 
was this: On the evening fixed, a little after dark, the Birra-ark goes 
out of the camp into the bush. All the blacks in the camp keep quiet, 
very frightened; one only ‘cooyes’ very loud for a long time; then a 
noise is heard. (The narrator here struck a book against the table 
several times to describe it.) This is Bullun-Bowkan (the great spirit) 
coming first. Then a loud whistle is heard up in the air at one side 
of the camp, then another loud whistle in the air on the other side; 
then is heard the sound of Mrarts jumping down on the ground one 
after the other. They can be heard talking together, but they cannot 
talk plainly. Next you hear the Mrarts marching past the camp after 
each other, and a voice calls out, ‘Do not make a bright fire, or we 
shall go back.’ Questions are now put to them, which they answer, 
and the replies are always found to be true.

Fison and Howitt (1880: 254) describe the same invocation of the spirits, 
which he termed a ‘séance’, told to them by ‘one of the Tatūngolūng’:

On a certain evening, at dusk, the Birraark commenced his 
invocation. The audience were collected, and silence was kept. 
The fires were let go down. The Birraark uttered the cry ‘Coo-ee’ at 
intervals. At length a distant reply was heard, and shortly afterwards 
the sound as of persons jumping on the ground in succession. This 
was supposed to be the spirit ‘Baukan,’ followed by the ghosts. 
A voice was then heard in the gloom, asking, in a strange intonation, 
‘What is wanted?’ Questions were put by the Birraark, and replies 
given. At the termination of the séance, the spirit voice said, ‘We are 
going.’ Finally, the Birraark was found in the top of an almost 
inaccessible tree, apparently asleep. It was alleged that the ghosts had 
transported him there at their departure. At this séance the questions 
put related to individuals of the group who were absent, and to the 
suspected movements of the hostile Brajerak.

The names of eight piRaRk, who were living in 1842, together with their 
clan/tribe affiliations, is given in Howitt (1904: 392):

When the whites first came into Gippsland in 1842 the following 
were the Birraarks, of whom there was one in each clan. They were 
all called Dinna-birraark, the prefix implying age, and according to 
the old men, my informants, they were located as follows :–
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(1)	� Bunjil-brindjat² at Lake Tyers, that is, he was of the 
Wurnungati division of the Krauatungalung clan.

(2)	� Mundauin at Bruthen-munji, that is, of the Bruthen division 
of the Brabralung clan.

(3)	� Batti-batti at Dairgo, that is, of the Dairgo division of the 
Brabralung clan.

(4)	� Takit-berak in the district round what is now called Rosedale, 
that is, of the Bunjil-kraura division of the Brayakaulung clan.

(5)	� Brewin of the Ngarawut division of the Tatungalung clan.
(6)	� Bunjil-narran at Boney Point, on the Lower Avon River, that 

is of the Bunjil-nullung division of the Brayakaulung clan.
(7)	� Bunjil-bamarang at the Inlet from Lake Victoria called Newlands 

Backwater, of the Dairgo division of the Brabralung clan.
(8)	� There was also at least one Birraark belonging to the 

Brataualung clan, but whose name I was unable to ascertain.
Footnote: 2. Brindjat is a fish, the Flathead.

(Further information about some of these is given in section 5.1.6.)

Howitt never met a piRaRk as the last had died sometime before he arrived 
in Gippsland (1904: 392):

The last Birraark was killed in the troubles which occurred in the 
early years of settlement in Gippsland. My information has therefore 
been derived from the old people, and such of the younger who were 
brought up in the primitive conditions of the tribe, and who saw 
the changes consequent upon the inroad of the white men into their 
country, and who still remembered the old beliefs and customs.

Bulmer (Campbell 1999: 28) also gives information about the piRaRk, 
naming two others: ‘There were two birrarark at Yowang, one was named 
Maanyuk and the other was Bungil Koorambal’.

Bulmer goes on to give a good deal of information about the Bunjil-narran, 
the sixth named on Howitt’s list above (Campbell 1999: 28):9

Another lived at Boney Point, the father of Charley Foster. His name 
was Bungil Narran. Curious stories are told of this man, it appears 
on one occasion he was sailing in the air with his mraat (spirit) when 
passing over Lake Wellington he fell off the marangirang, this was the 

9	  Further information about the Bungil Narran is found in a letter from Bulmer to Howitt dated 
10 June 1880 (Howitt, SLV MS Box 1053/3 (a), hw0392.pdf ).
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instrument needed for their aerial flights. He was most fortunately 
not drowned as the mraat fished him up with his marriwan (spear 
thrower) and put him again on his aerial carriage. Old Ellen tells me 
she often heard the noise of a multitude of mraat in the air passing 
the camp with Bungil Narran and they sometimes made a great 
noise as they got off the marangirang. She could hear the distinct 
sound of their feet on the ground as they went by. The noise was 
like a multitude talking I have not heard of a birrarark among the 
krautungalung, they tell me there were none.

5.1.4 The puntjil yentjin(y) – composers 
of the yentjin(y)
The second type of song, the yentjin(y), was apparently composed and 
performed by a different person from the piRaRk. Howitt calls this person 
the puntjil yentjin(y) or ‘medicine man’ as discussed in (1904: 274). It is 
likely that this is same form as the personal name of Thomas Bungaleen 
(1847–1865),10 who was the son of a ‘Gippsland headman’11 recorded 
as Bungaleen, but this seems to be compound of puntjil and yentjin(y). 
Referring to the same chief, Thomas wrote that Pundgil Ying Ying was the 
‘[n]ame of Black chief who is said to have white woman in Gippsland’ (State 
Library of NSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_FL814574.
jpg). This clearly suggests that the name later written as Bungaleen was 
originally puntjil yentjin(y). Over time, the name Bungaleen and its 
pronunciation [bɐŋɐliːn] (first syllable rhyming with sung) has replaced the 
original which would have been pronounced something like [pʊɲɟɪl jeɲɟiɲ]:

The second instance to be given is that of the Bunjil-yenjin, 
a medicine-man, whose specialty was the arrangement of marriages 
by elopement spells. Bunjil is a prænomen applied to men who have 
some special qualification; in this case the marriage spells were called 
Yenjin, as Gunyeru is the term for those songs which accompany 
dancing, usually called by us corrobborees. Probably the office of 
Bunjil-yenjin has been vacant since, if not before, 1855. Before that 

10	  See, for example, Victorian Naval Forces Muster Database for the Colony of Victoria, ‘Thomas 
Bungalene’, accessed 17 November 2021, www.cerberus.com.au/muster_dadabik/index.php?table_name=​
crew&function=details&where_field=ID&where_value=353, for further information about Thomas 
Bungaleen including an image of the wood carving created in his memory by Simon Wonga. This website 
suggests that his indigenous name may have been Marbunnun.
11	  See Museums Victoria, ‘Item X 6249: Grave marker. Yarra, Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung RAP. 
Coranderrk, Port Phillip, Victoria, Australia. 1865–1866’, accessed 19 July 2024, collections.museums​
victoria.com.au/items/162920, for description of a memorial created for him.

http://www.cerberus.com.au/muster_dadabik/index.php?table_name=crew&function=details&where_field=ID&where_value=353
http://www.cerberus.com.au/muster_dadabik/index.php?table_name=crew&function=details&where_field=ID&where_value=353
http://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/162920
http://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/162920
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time there was at least one in each division of the tribe. Some men 
were more celebrated than others, and of them Bunjil-gworan, before 
mentioned, had a great name. The following account is derived from 
the statements of the Kurnai, and from those of old residents of 
Gippsland, who as boys in the early days were much with the blacks 
in their camps, and thus conserved and remembered many practices 
which are now obsolete.12

It seems from these statements that almost the last time when the 
Bunjil-yenjin exercised their office on a large scale was at the holding 
of a Jeraeil on the south side of Lake Wellington, about the year 1855. 
At it ten or a dozen young couples ran off under the influence of love 
and the songs of the Bunjil-yenjin. Some of the people who were 
there were well known to me, and from them, and especially from a 
woman who was a girl at that time, and who then ran off with her 
future husband, I have received very full accounts of what was done.

The substance of those statements is as follows. It was the business 
of the Bunjil-yenjin to aid the elopement of young couples. 
For instance, when a young man wanted a wife, and had fixed his 
mind on some girl, whom he could not obtain from her parents, 
he must either go without her, persuade her to run off with him, 
or call in the aid of the Bunjil-yenjin. In the latter case his services 
were retained by presents of weapons, skin rugs, or other articles. 
The Bunjil-yenjin then lay down on the ground in or near the 
encampment; next to him was the young man, and beyond him his 
comrades. The Bunjil-yenjin then sang his song, and the others all 
joined in with him.

The songs that are labelled as yentjin(y) are given in sections 5.2.8, 5.2.9 
and 5.2.10 (recorded by Howitt) and section 5.3.2 (recorded by Bulmer). 
The song presented in section 5.2.1 may also be a yentjin(y) song. 
The quotations above are the introduction to the yentjin(y) presented 
in section 5.2.9. Howitt noted that Billy Wood said of these yentjin(y) 
songs that ‘these songs always made the women run away in every direction’ 
(SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 27).

12	  Howitt here has a footnote ‘J. Macalpine and W. Lucas’. These were squatters in Gippsland, who we 
presume gave direct information to Howitt.
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Singing could also be used to reverse an elopement. Writing about a 
situation in which a girl had already eloped, Howitt (1887b: 37–38) writes 
what happened when her parents awoke:

After a time, according to my informant, the old people woke 
up, and finding their daughter gone, the old man summoned his 
kindred to assist him in singing a song which was believed would 
cause the youth’s legs to become so weary that he would not be able 
to make his escape.

5.1.4.1 A note on the term puntjil
The term puntjil, used for elders and those skilled in some area of knowledge, 
combines with a range of terms to refer to male elders who had expertise 
in one art or another. Howitt (1904: 73) says of this word: ‘Bunjil is a 
designation applied to men of mature age, and always with a word which 
expresses some characteristic. For instance, one old man was called Bunjil-
barlajan, being Bunjil-platypus,13 he being a great hunter of that creature’. 
It seems likely that the word is cognate with the word for ‘eaglehawk’, also 
used for the creator and as a moiety term, in Eastern Kulin, which also has 
the form there spelled bundjil (see section 3.2.4).

Apart from the puntjil yentjin(y), there were also puntjil kunyeRu. In a 
letter to Howitt, Bulmer states that ‘Bobby Brown is Bungil Koonyoroo 
(corroborie) & I expect he was an expert songster’ (MV XM 91).

More examples of the use of the term puntjil are given in Howitt and 
Fison (1880: 211). Bulmer also uses the term, spelling it as bungil. He gives 
examples of bungil willung ‘rain makers’ and bungil krowero ‘having power 
over the winds’ (Campbell 1999: 28).

5.1.5 Corroborees documented
Although we have a similar number of songs documented in Gippsland 
as were shown to have come from the Melbourne area, there are fewer 
references to corroborees; this is probably related to the fact that the 
Gippsland songs were mostly recorded at a later date when the traditional 
dances had already ceased.

13	  He was also known as Timothy. 
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One corroboree that was recorded is in the William Thomas papers (SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 07) in a footnote to his diary entry of 3 July 
1849. It discusses the differences between a Gippsland corroboree and those 
of the Melbourne area, and gives detailed information about the dancing 
and attitudes of the dancers, but no information about any songs sung on 
that occasion (transcription from Stephens 2014, 2: 392):

The Gipps Land Blks corroborry are no ways like the Melbourne Bls 
or other Blks visiting Melbourne. It is destitute of noise & Beeting 
of sticks, but little order & little daubing of body, the lubras as in 
ours only by the fire beets their rugs, 1 man with slight noise with 
2 sticks, calls the dances who are in the bush preparing themselves. 
When in a disorderly group, the[y] come

[next page]

forward but soon may be seen in one strait line with a bough or 
[drawing of group of leaves] steps from Cockatoos feather in a stick 
as a painters brush, making a motion with the hands upward & 
downwards as the saw [moves?] in a sawyers pit, or some other 
attitude, when the dancer at head turns another attitude with hands, 
5 takes another the dancers being on the quivive to see what attitude 
his hands are in sometimes they are hanging sometimes oblique, 
sometimes to the ground, some times in the air, no Shout [or shoot?] 
or [them?] stampg […?] 

Note that quivive is an old word meaning ‘alert, on the lookout’. 

This piece of text has a small diagram that indicates the route followed by 
the dancers as they moved – 1. Lubra, 2. Fire, 3. Dancers. This diagram 
is reproduced in Figure 5.1, where 3 (Dancers) is found at the top right. 
The dancers therefore moved from side to side, turning and shortening the 
distance they moved in one direction with each turn as they get closer to 
the fire.
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Figure 5.1: Drawing showing the route of the dancers in the Gippsland 
corroboree, William Thomas journal, 5 July 1849
Source: Courtesy of State Library of NSW (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 07; 
SLNSW_FL836202).
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5.1.5.1 The ‘silent corroboree’
Another corroboree type that is discussed in detail by Fison and Howitt 
(1880: 213–14) was the silent corroborees, performed with gestures. This 
was performed when the people had spotted some outsiders (brajeraks). 
Fison and Howitt wrote that the people:

had a corroboree; they danced nearly all the night. But they did not 
sing. They were quite silent, and only made gestures and stamped 
their feet. In the middle of the night they all marched off well armed. 
They walked until they were about two miles from the Brajerak, 
then they had another silent dance.

5.1.6 The songsters
Howitt’s main consultant for the songs appears to have been Toolaba, the 
informant for many songs, but each of the others discussed in this section 
had given information about songs or were known to be expert songsters.

Billy the Bull
Billy the Bull was born around 1840. He was of the shark totem (Yalmerai) 
(see section 5.1.7.2) and is known to have been able to send away sharks 
by singing to them (see section 5.3.3), and was probably the informant for 
yelmeRai (shark totem) song in Box 5.61.

He is listed in the William Thomas 1860 census of the Brutheron tribe with 
an Indigenous name, Turt-gu-a, and a given age of 20 (SLNSW MLMSS 
214, Volume 05 Item 02).

In talking to Howitt, Billy Wambat said that ‘Billy the Bull would be a head 
man and was much listened to years ago – it was because he was so strong 
and could talk and fight’ (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), p. 16, hw0404.pdf, 
p. 39). 

Though married at Ramahyuck to Emily Clark in 1873, he raised his family 
at Lake Tyers, where his own parents, Jemmy and Mary Bull, had settled.

He was present at the re-creation of the initiation ceremony (see section 
5.2.21).
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Billy Wood
Billy Wood died on 31 May 1887 at the Gippsland Hospital aged 55. 
There was an inquest into his death. His widow Sarah went on to marry 
William Barak. 

It seems that his grandfather (nakŭn – ngatjen based on Hercus (1986)) 
was named by Howitt. Howitt stated that ‘Billy Woods’ Nakǔn was Bunjil 
Dauangǔn and Bunjil Barn was his elder brother’ (SLV MS Box 1053/4 (a), 
p. 59, hw0404.pdf, p. 90).

He was present at the re-creation of the initiation ceremony (see section 
5.2.21).

Bobby Brown
Bobby Brown, Indigenous name Boon-wool, is listed as aged 23 in the census 
of the Brutheron tribe collected by William Thomas in 1860 (SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, Volume 05 Item 02). He died on 5 November 1906 in the 
Bairnsdale Hospital at 70 years of age. Lily Brown who predeceased him by 
20 years was probably his wife. 

He was known to be an expert in composing corroboree songs (kunyeRu); 
as Bulmer wrote in a letter dated 8 February 1884, ‘Bobby Brown is Bunjil 
Koonyorro (corroborie) so I expect he was an expert songster’ (MV XM 91). 
He was present at the re-creation of the initiation ceremony (see section 
5.2.21), but is not confirmed as the source for any of the individual songs 
presented here.

Bruthen Munyi
One of the major older experts was the Bruthen Munyi. Howitt (SLV MS 
Box 1053/3 (b), p. 16, hw0404.pdf, p. 39) recorded some information 
about him from Billy Wambat:

Brūthen Mǔnyi was an old man and could talk nice – Billy Tulaba 
has his talk from him – Brūthen Mǔnyi was very strong and could 
fight well. He used to run after Brajerak and catch these with his 
hands and then Bernbuitel his brother would come up and knock 
these in the head. 
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He was probably born around 1800, and was still alive in 1860, being 
mentioned on one of Thomas’s census lists (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
05 Item 02), as being aged 60. In that same list his wife is named as Year 
kun (aged 52), which is the word for ‘mother’ (regularised as yakan) and 
was probably used as a generic term for married women who had children. 
In another portion of the Thomas papers (Census of the Brutheron Tribe, 
SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 05 Item 02), his Indigenous name is given 
as Bru-than-mun (aged 60), and his Western name as Bruthen Mandy 
King. His wife is named as Mary Queen, Indigenous name Bet-tur-look 
(aged 42).

Mundauin, the piRaRk mentioned in section 5.1.3 and discussed below, 
was listed in Howitt (1904: 392) as ‘Mundauin at Bruthen-munji, that is, 
of the Bruthen division of the Brabralung clan’. We do not know if this was 
a title of Mundauin, or the two were different people.

Charley Rivers
Charley Rivers was Howitt’s informant for the second Parn song (see 
Box 5.16 in section 5.2.7). He was born in 1832, was married to a woman 
named Lucy, also Nea-ron, from Lake King, and had at least three children. 
He was one of three brothers, another being William Flanner. Bulmer wrote 
of them that they were involved with a couple, Paddy (Tootloo Kaal) and 
Kitty (Brolga), who at first were not allowed to marry, leading to fights 
of ‘daily occurrence’. Bulmer (in Campbell 1999: 80) goes on to say:

He got badly wounded in every fight, till at last the people took pity 
on him and gave him the wife. Shortly afterwards Paddy and his wife 
with Flanner & Rivers and their wives went on a hunting expedition, 
their object being to get Swans’ eggs. They were away about a month 
when Flanner & his brother Rivers returned to the station without 
Paddy & Kitty. They told me the couple had gone to Sale – Paddy’s 
country, but it was found that they had not done so. I with the police 
made every inquiry which ended in finding the body of Kitty in a 
mud hole. Flanner & Rivers were never convicted of the murder but 
there is now no moral doubt they were the murderers.

The story of the finding the journey to find swan’s eggs, the non-return of 
Paddy and Kitty, and the finding of Kitty’s bones is told in language and 
English translation in Smyth (1878, 2: 32–33).

His third brother was Tommy Doughboy.
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Lamby/Deal
Lamby was from Metung and died at Lake Tyers on 18 January 1895, aged 
80. On the Gippsland Blanket List, his ‘native name’ was given as Deal, 
and he is listed as belonging to Swan Reach District (C. J. Tyers, ‘Issue of 
Blankets to Aborigines, 1854-1858’, SLNSW, Call No. A 842). In William 
Thomas’s census from 1860, however, his name is given as Klu-em-bar (aged 
36) and his (presumed) wife as Mary, or Yet-bin-kar-ly (aged 16). (SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, Volume 05 Item 02).

Although not an informant for a particular song, he was a senior leader and 
was present at the re-creation of the initiation ceremony (see section 5.2.21).

Mundauin
Mundauin was a very important leader of the Gippsland people. He was 
named by Howitt (1904: 392) as one of the piRaRk (see section 5.1.3):

(2)	� Mundauin at Bruthen-munji, that is, of the Bruthen division of 
the Brabralung clan.

He may have been the same person as Bruthun Munyi mentioned above.

Mundauin is also known as King Barney and his son was Harry Stevens. 
Some additional information about him is found in a letter from Bulmer 
to Howitt containing some genealogical information, dated 23 April 1899 
(SLV MS Box 1053/3 (a), hw0398.pdf, p. 3), where he is also termed 
a Birrarark. He says:

1.	� Birrarark was the father of Harry Stephens by his wife 
Dookalanem who afterwards married Barney his stepfather.

According to a family tree drawn on the next page (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (a), 
hw0398.pdf, p. 3), Barney, father of Harry Stephens was the elder brother 
of Tulaba.

Old Morgan/Mondabeet
Another important leader from the earliest times was known as Old 
Morgan. In the Gippsland Blanket List, his name is given as Mondabeet, 
and his district (Tribe) as Tarra (Tyers, ‘Issue of Blankets to Aborigines, 
1854–1858’. SLNSW, Call No. A 842).
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Bulmer wrote of him in a letter of 8 February 1884 that ‘Morgan was Bunjil 
Quarran (thunder) I suppose he said he could make thunder’ (MV XM 91).

He is listed in another blanket list as ‘Old Morgan’ (here with his title Bun-
geel-kor-reen) and being still alive in 1860 (Thomas manuscripts, SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, Volume 05 Item 02).

He is also mentioned in the Moravian Papers, referred to as a song man. 
His death is recorded as ‘Morgen (an old man on 24.12.1864)’, adding later 
that ‘[o]n the 24th of December 1864 the oldest black that belonged to us 
died. He was named Morgen and was reputed to be one of the most feared 
men, whose name was known far and wide’ (Jensz 2001: 11; this comes 
from a letter written from Br Kuhn to Br Reichel on 17 January 1865).

There is a possible photograph of Old Morgan in the State Library of 
NSW with the catalogue description ‘Picture of “Old Man Morgan” of the 
Yarram Tribe’.14

Tommy Hoddenit
Tommy Hoddenit (alias Arnott) was born at Port Albert in the early 1840s, 
the son of Tankly nee Warry (Squirrel) and Younga Youngoom (Laughing 
Jackass). His father had a second name of Kimbooroo or Nimbooroo 
meaning Honeysuckle. His mother had been taken by Gippsland men 
from Cranbourne, which may have enabled him to move more freely 
between Gippsland and central Victoria as an adult. Tommy travelled at 
a relatively early period and married three times. The date of his death is 
not known, but he was present at the re-creation of the initiation ceremony 
(see section 5.2.21).

Tulaba (1832–1886)
The most important single informant for songs in Gippsland was Tulaba 
(also spelled Toolabar) who was raised on the Macleods’ property and is also 
known as Billy Macleod. He was Howitt’s main consultant for information 

14	  The catalogue reference is from the State Library of NSW, ‘Photographic Portraits of Aboriginal 
Australians, Victoria, approximately 1866-1870s’, accessed 11 June 2019, primo-slnsw.hosted.ex​libris​
group.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?​docid=​ADLIB110353231&​context=​L&​vid=​SLNSW​&​lang=en_
US​&search_scope=​MOH&​adaptor=​Local%20​Search%20Engine&​tab=​default_tab​&​query​=​any,​
contains,​Aboriginal​%20​Victoria,​AND&​sortby=rank&​mode=​advanced​&​offset=0. This link does not 
lead to an image of the photo.

http://primo-slnsw.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=ADLIB110353231&context=L&vid=SLNSW&lang=en_US&search_scope=MOH&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Aboriginal%20Victoria,AND&sortby=rank&mode=advanced&offset=0
http://primo-slnsw.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=ADLIB110353231&context=L&vid=SLNSW&lang=en_US&search_scope=MOH&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Aboriginal%20Victoria,AND&sortby=rank&mode=advanced&offset=0
http://primo-slnsw.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=ADLIB110353231&context=L&vid=SLNSW&lang=en_US&search_scope=MOH&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Aboriginal%20Victoria,AND&sortby=rank&mode=advanced&offset=0
http://primo-slnsw.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=ADLIB110353231&context=L&vid=SLNSW&lang=en_US&search_scope=MOH&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Aboriginal%20Victoria,AND&sortby=rank&mode=advanced&offset=0
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about Gippsland and there is a detailed biography of him written by D.J. 
Mulvaney in the Australian Dictionary of Biography.15 There is a photo of 
him in Howitt (1904: 344).

Mulvaney’s biography discusses the various names that Tulaba had: 

Before the first stage of his initiation Tulaba (also spelt as Toolabar) 
was called Burrumbulk; he possibly never proceeded to his final 
initiation stage. He was also known as Karlbagwran and later as 
‘Billy McLeod’; his nickname ‘Taenjill’ meant incessant talker.

He is listed in Thomas’s 1860 census of the Brutheron tribe as Billy, with the 
Indigenous name Tu-lar-bă, and age given as 26. His wife is listed as Kitty, 
with the Indigenous name Year-long, aged 24. He was a nephew of Bruthen 
Munji, mentioned above. As Howitt’s collaborator and principal consultant, 
he was a very significant contributor to the anthropological research in the 
nineteenth century, as Mulvaney’s (2005) biography of him discusses:

Becoming the most prominent of Howitt’s more than twenty 
Gippsland informants, in 1873 Tulaba supplied the key enabling 
Howitt’s comprehension of the kinship system: following 
difficulty with abstractions, Howitt imaginatively asked him to 
arrange matchsticks to indicate the generational relationships 
and terminology of named individuals centred around him. This 
mode of interrogation became Howitt’s standard. He compiled a 
circular genealogy to enable investigation of ‘terms of consanguinity 
and affinity’, printed in 1874 by the Board for the Protection of 
the Aborigines. The genealogical table that was provided used 
Tulaba as the exemplar, so 500 copies citing his model circulated 
around Australia.

5.1.7 A note on the totem systems in Gippsland
There were two main types of totem: (1) Sex totems and (2) Patrilineal 
totems. Bulmer (in Campbell 1999: 10) mentions that Billy the Bull insisted 
that ‘there are only two divisions and that all men are yarang and all women 
djeetgang’. This is the sex totem system, discussed below (section 5.1.7.1). 
These terms occur in a number of yentjin(y) songs, such as in section 5.2.9.

15	  D. J. Mulvaney, ‘Tulaba (1832–1886)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/tulaba-13226, published first 
in hardcopy in 2005, accessed online 20 June 2019. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/tulaba-13226
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Bulmer went on to add that ‘Another Aborigine, Harry, informed me that 
there were totems and that the child had the same totem as its father’. The 
informant here was Harry Daramung. This is the patrilineal totem system 
described in more detail below (section 5.1.7.2). Bulmer recorded songs 
that belonged to specific patrilineal totem groups, and these are discussed 
in section 5.3.3.

5.1.7.1 The sex totems, tjitkan ‘blue wren’ for females 
and yiRang ‘emu wren’ for males
The sex totems of the Gippsland tribes were two birds, yiRang, the southern 
emu-wren (Stipiturus malachurus), termed simply emu-wren by Howitt for 
males, and tjitkan the blue wren (Malurus cyaneus), which Howitt terms the 
‘superb warbler’ for females. Howitt (1904: 148) explains the significance 
of these birds: 

There are two birds which the Kurnai reverence: the Emu-wren 
and the Superb Warbler, which, are the sex totems, and no man 
would think under any circumstances of injuring his ‘elder brother,’ 
Yiirung, or any woman her ‘elder sister,’ Djiitgun. Thus, as to these 
sex totems, the usual totemic taboo exists. The totem is the protector 
of the individual, and the individual protects his totem. 

The importance of these birds in the culture of the Gippsland people 
cannot be understated. Together with a third bird, the pulawrang, ‘scarlet 
robin’ (Petroica boodang),16 Howitt (1904: 619) writes that ‘[t]he birds 
Bullawang, Yiirung, and Djiitgun are said to be three of the “leen muk-
Kurnai” (“real Kurnai ancestors”)’.

We have regularised the names of these birds as tjitkan and yiRang. 
As mentioned above, they are named in some of the yentjin(y) songs, 
such as section 5.2.9, as well as in the tjeRayil (Boys’ initiation ceremony), 
see section 5.2.21.

16	  Howitt (1904: 618) names this bird as Petroica multicolor, but this species was split in 1999 
between a rare robin on Norfolk Island and the much more common bird on the Australian mainland. 
Since the first specimen was collected on Norfolk Island, in common with the practice in animal and 
plant classification, it is the species on the mainland that receives a new name. 
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Howitt records fights between the sexes as a result of arguments over 
marriage (1904: 149):

But the most remarkable feature of these fights over the killing of 
the man’s brother or of the woman’s sister, was when there were 
young women who were marriageable, but not mated, and when the 
eligible bachelors were backward. In this tribe, as I have explained 
in the chapter on Marriage, there was no practice of betrothal, the 
cases thereof being so rare as to prove the rule. Marriage was by 
elopement, and therefore the young woman had the power to refuse, 
unless constrained by the incantations of the Bunjil-yenjin.

Under such circumstances some of the elder women went out, and 
having killed a Yiirung, returned to the camp and casually let some 
of the men see it, who became enraged at one of their brothers being 
killed. The young men and the young women then armed themselves 
with clubs and sticks and fought together. In this fight it was only 
those young men who had been made Jeraeil, and who were now 
allowed by the old men to marry, who took part in these affrays.

On the following day the young men went out and killed a Djiitgun, 
which would occasion another fight when they came back. By and 
by, when the bruises and perhaps wounds received in these fights 
had healed, a young man and a young woman might meet, and he, 
looking at her, would say, for instance, ‘Djiitgun ! What does the 
Djiitgun eat?’ The reply would be, ‘She eats kangaroo, opossum,’ or 
some other game. This constituted a formal offer and an acceptance, 
and would be followed by the elopement of the couple as described 
in the chapter on Marriage.

This passage indicates the importance of these birds, as sex totems, to the 
process of marriage, and their connections to the yentjin(y) songs. The 
arguments that resulted from the killing of one of the totems is reminiscent 
of those reported for Wemba-Wemba by Stan Day in Hercus (1986: 61) 
(see section 2.2.2).

Hagenauer in Smyth (1878, 2: 191) records the Indigenous name of the 
McAlister River as Wirnwirndook’yeerung, translated as ‘Song of some bird’. 
The bird referred to here is surely the yiRang ‘emu wren’ and it may be 
that Wirnwirndook, regularised as wirnwirntuk, represents the sound of the 
chirping of that bird.
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5.1.7.2 The patrilineal totem system (thant(h)ang)
As mentioned above, Bulmer (in Campbell 1990: 10) collected information 
from Harry (Henry Daramung) about the patrilineal totem system. 
He stated that Harry gave several examples,17 adding: 

A little later, I had a quiet talk with the old men and obtained six 
examples of the child being of the same totem or jaak as the father. 
I am of the opinion that the jaak were selected according to their 
plentifulness in a district.18 For instance if the glean was to make a 
noise, they would say so & so is coming and at the jerail [initiation 
ceremony] they would only be intimate with those who had the 
same bird and at play of dilk (the purse [scrotum] of an old man 
kangaroo made into a ball) they would only throw to the person of 
the same jaak.19

The term used by Bulmer to describe this system is the word for ‘meat’, 
which we regularise as tjak. (Note that the use of the word for ‘meat’ to refer 
to a totem is also found in western Victoria, as told by Donald Cameron to 
Howitt.) Howitt, however, refers to this Gippsland system by another term, 
that of the thant(h)ang20 or ‘elder brother’ as we see in the following from 
Howitt (1904: 135):

Each Kurnai received the name of some marsupial, bird, reptile, or 
fish, from his father, when he was about ten years old, or at initiation. 
A man would say, pointing to the creature in question ‘That is your 
thundung; do not hurt it.’ In two cases I know of, he said, ‘It will 
be yours when I am dead.’ The term thundung means ‘elder brother,’ 
and, while the individual was the protector of his thundung, it also 
protected its ‘younger brother,’ the man, by warning him in dreams of 
approaching danger, or, by coming towards him in its bodily shape, 
it assisted him, as in the case of the man Bunjil-bataluk mentioned 
elsewhere, or was appealed to by song charms to relieve sickness.

The thundung of the Kurnai known to me are as follows:

Narut wombat 
Jirha kangaroo 

17	  The reference here is given in Campbell (1990) as ‘Bulmer 1904, letter to A.W. Howitt of 11 March’.
18	  The reference here is given in Campbell (1990) as ‘Bulmer 1904, letter to A.W. Howitt of 21 March’.
19	  The reference here is given in Campbell (1990) as ‘Bulmer 1904, letter to A.W. Howitt of 11 March’.
20	  This is an example of a word spelled by Howitt with <u> but for which, by comparison with other 
sources listed in Fesl (1985: B55), we regularise with /a/. Examples of spellings include tandang (Bulmer) 
and dandang (Hagenauer).
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Barlajan platypus 
Gliun water-hen 
Blit-buring a small bird 
Gwanamurrung eagle-hawk 
Thurung tiger-snake 
Bibing21 sea-salmon 
Burra small conger-eel 
Noy yang large conger-eel 

The thundung are clearly the equivalents of the totems of other 
tribes, and form a vestigiary survival of a class system.

As will be demonstrated below (section 5.3.3), some songs were specifically 
related to particular thant(h)ang, and were presumably sung only by 
members of that thant(h)ang.

Box 5.2: Patrilineal totem (thant(h)ang) tables

I have just had a great talk with the old men with the following results

Kerlip Tom Charley Blair Dick Cooper
| | |

Glean quarraman quaak
| | |

Wife tamban Barlijan quarnamen
| | |

Child glean quarnamen quaak

Old Dick Cooper King Charley Old Ned
| | |

Bunjil Thunung Burra Bunjil Billing
| | |

Quarnamen quarnamen quaak
| | |

Bunyil Thonung Burra Bunjil Billing

These I hope will help you to inform your opinion of the totem system of the 
people here. 

It seems to me that they get these totems from the plentifulness of the 
particular Jaak.

Source: Letter from Bulmer to Howitt (MV XM 96); adapted by authors.

21	  This word is elsewhere spelled Billing or similar. We believe that the spelling here is a typographical 
error or misprint.



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

430

In several letters to Howitt, Bulmer exemplified the thant(h)ang system 
by relating it to particular individuals. One example of this is shown in 
Box 5.2. On the top left, Kerlip Tom is named as having the patrilineal 
totem glean ‘water-hen’22 and his wife as tamban ‘spangled perch’.23 Their 
child, of either sex, would also be a glean.

There seems to have been an exception to the patrilineal descent when 
someone from outside the Gippsland community married into Gippsland. 
Bulmer (Campbell 1999: 9) recorded a discussion from Colin Hood, who 
originated from the Grampians but shifted to Gippsland to marry his 
second wife, Helen Rivers, also known as Honey, at Lake Tyers in 1898. 
Bulmer records the following:

Colin Hood a very intelligent Aboriginal from the Western District 
tells me he is a jallan (whipsnake) … He himself has married a 
yelmara daughter but the children must be the same as her father 
[natural grandfather] that is yelmara. 

What we understand from this is that Colin’s wife was a yelmara ‘shark’ and 
that Colin’s children would inherit their thant(h)ang from their maternal 
grandfather, presumably because Colin’s own totem belonged to a different 
system. In addition, in western Victoria, where Colin Hood came from, 
totem inheritance was matrilineal, so that the inheritance of the mother’s 
totem would be the norm.

There is more information about the totem system in different parts of both 
the Howitt and Bulmer papers; for example, Museums Victoria XM 524 
and State Library of Victoria MS Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.pdf, pp. 137–43, 
which is a small notebook.

5.2 Songs documented by A.W. Howitt
More than 20 separate song texts were noted by Howitt in the Gippsland 
languages. Most of these have been found in versions in the manuscript 
collection of the State Library of Victoria, but some were published and 
some are also recorded in the manuscripts at Museums Victoria. These 
songs are listed in Table 5.2 with their sources:

22	  Possibly the Australasian swamphen (Porphyrio melanotus). 
23	  Leiopotherapon unicolor.
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Table 5.2: Sources for Gippsland songs in Howitt’s manuscripts 
and publications

Name of song 
(section)

Field notebooks 
(Museums 
Victoria)

Manuscript loose 
pages with PDF 
reference (State 
Library of Victoria)

Publications

Song 1 – Song of the 
bottle (5.2.1)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 1

–

Song 2 – The 
whitefellow’s ship 
(5.2.2)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 5; 
and MS Box 1053/4 
(a), hw0404.pdf, 
p. 149

–

Song 3 – White 
Woman song, a 
KunyeRu of the Dinna 
Birraark (5.2.3)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 5

–

Song 4 – Prewin song 
of Pruthen-Muntji 
(5.2.4)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 5

Fison and Howitt 
(1880: 246); Howitt 
(1904: 437); also 
Smyth (1878, 1: 472)

Song 5 – KunyeRu – 
Prewin song (5.2.5)

– MS Box 1053/4 (a), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 121; 
MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf p. 29

–

Song 6 – Parn song 
(5.2.6)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 5

Smyth (1878, 1: 475)

Song 7 – Parn song 
(5.2.7)

– MS Box 1053/3(b), 
hw0404.pdf p. 52

Howitt (1904: 377); 
also Smyth (1878, 
1: 475)

Song 8 – Yentjin(y) 
– Elopement song 
(5.2.8)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 27;
MS 1053/4 (a), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 91

–

Song 9 – Yentjin(y) 
–Elopement song 
(5.2.9)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 28

Howitt (1904: 275); 
Howitt (1887a: 334)

Song 10 – Yentjin(y) 
–Elopement song 
(5.2.10)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf p. 35

Howitt (1904: 275)

Song 11 – Nunga 
Nunga song (5.2.11)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 53

–

Song 12 – Woman’s 
answer to the 
Yentjin(y) (5.2.12)

XM 653 – –
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Name of song 
(section)

Field notebooks 
(Museums 
Victoria)

Manuscript loose 
pages with PDF 
reference (State 
Library of Victoria)

Publications

Song 13 – Charm to 
drive away pains 
(5.2.13)

XM 761, p. 107 – Howitt (1904: 388); 
Howitt (1887a: 334)

Song 14 – Song for 
stopping the wind 
(5.2.14)

– – Howitt (1904: 397)

Song 15 – Red Moon 
song (5.2.15)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 38

–

Song 16 – Brataualong 
song (5.2.16)

– MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 15

–

Song 17 – Lullaby 
(5.2.17)

– – Howitt (1887a: 334)

Laments (5.2.18) – – –

Ritual sayings (5.2.19) – MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 37, 
p. 38, p. 39

–

Three short texts in 
Howitt (5.2.20)

– MS Box 1053/3-4, 
hw0404.pdf, p. 124

–

Boys’ initiation 
ceremony (5.2.21)

XM 761, p. 101 – –

Source: Authors.

5.2.1 Song 1 – Song of the bottle
The first song we treat here has, to date, only been found in the Howitt 
papers in the State Library of Victoria (MS Box 1053/3 (b), p. 1). It is 
named ‘Song of the bottle’. The full text is given in Box 5.3.

Box 5.3: Song 1 – Song of the bottle

Nabungada-gada gauan-gauanda

pull out cork

bŭnyel drarndu-willen máyonga

you a(n)d I – little warm place – a little further

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 1; adapted by authors.
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At the bottom of the page, Howitt adds the note ‘ngittal – mine – from 
Charly Alexander 23/6/72’. We do not know if this refers to the informant 
who gave Howitt this song. He may have been from South Gippsland.24 
Charles Alexander moved up to the Monaro, then on to Sydney, where he 
died (Bulmer in Campbell 1999: 69).

We believe that this song relates to two people who are about to drink 
together, and are talking about moving a bottle to a warm place that might 
be favourable for pulling out the cork and having a drink.

A suggested regularisation of this song is presented in (5.6):

(5.6) Nabungada-gada gauan-gauanda

pull out cork

napung(k)at(h)a-kat(h)a kauwan-kauwan-t(h)a

? pull out?-redupl-?

bŭnyel drarndu-willen máyonga

you a(n)d I little warm place a little further

pa-nyal trant(h)u-wilan mayung(k)a

?-1dl.incl warm place dem?
‘… pull out (the cork); you and I (will go) to a warm place, a little far.’

Notes
Both words in the first line of example (5.6) are partially reduplicated, 
and both contain a possible suffix -d(h)a. In the paradigm noted by 
R.H. Mathews (NLA MS 8006/8/7), -dha marks the 1st person singular in 
past tense, as dhangadha ‘I spoke’. However, Fesl (1985: 120) made a study 
of all the sentences recorded by R.H. Mathews and found that the form 
dha appeared in sentences that were translated in past, present and future, 
although most of those sentences did have a 1st person singular subject. 
We cannot say if the final element in the first two words is this same suffix.

The second line is a little easier to analyse. The word bŭnyel, glossed by 
Howitt as ‘you and I’, surely contains the 1st person dual inclusive suffix, 
-nyal, also found recorded by R.H. Mathews in the word Dhangginyal, 

24	  Russell Mullet (pers. comm.).
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translated as ‘we incl. shall speak’ (NLA MS 8006/8/7). A similar form, /
pa-/ plus a pronominal is found in Song 8 (see section 5.2.8). It is likely that 
this song is actually an example of the yentjin(y) song.

The next word, drarndu-willen, is glossed by Howitt as ‘little warm place’. 
This word bears no similarity to any words listed by Fesl (1985).

The final word mayonga is glossed ‘a little further’ and may be a demonstrative. 
There are a number of demonstratives in the Gippsland languages with 
initial m-, such as moko ‘there’ (see further discussion in section 5.2.3). 
Since Howitt’s glosses are reliable for a number of other songs, we accept 
that the glosses are probably correct here.

5.2.2 Song 2 – The whitefellow’s ship
Two versions of this song exist in the manuscripts, both held in the State 
Library of Victoria, Version 1 (Box 5.4) and Version 2 (Box 5.5). The page 
containing Version 1 contains a note ‘Aug 23 1868, per J.C. Macleod’, 
presumably John Campbell Macleod (1822–1889), the son of Archibald 
Macleod who took up a pastoral lease at Bairnsdale in 1844.

This song and the next are connected; both songs were probably composed 
by the same person, the Dinni Birrarrk (see section 5.2.3 for more discussion 
of the composer of these songs), and both appear to relate to the ‘White 
Woman’, the first describing a shipwreck and the second (see section 5.2.3) 
illustrating how she was welcomed by the people with a possum skin skirt 
and a blanket. The context given in the manuscript for this song, found 
at the top of the page containing Version 1 (SLV Box 1053/3 (b) p. 2; 
hw0404.pdf p. 5), is as follows:

Blacks told him in the early days the white woman was wrecked in 
the coast with some men who were killed - the woman being saved. 
She was a tall woman, young with very long black hair in ringlets 
(some said the hair was fair). She was drowned in McLennans straits 
with her children. [She?] was [she?] Bessie Howard who was about 
16 years of age when the vessel in which she was going to Melbourne 
was lost. Daughter of Commissary Howard. Part of the vessel was 
after picked up in the ninety mile beach.
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Notes
Deputy Assistant Commissary General Charles Howard is listed in the 
1839 Directory of the Port Phillip District.25

‘McLennan’s Strait is a long channel of water that connects Lake Wellington 
to Lake Victoria. On the northern side of the Straits there are extensive 
wetlands that are important bird habitats – so important, in fact, that they 
are international Ramsar Agreement sites.’26

Carr (2001: 19) names two brigs, the Britannia and the Britomart, that 
were lost in Bass Strait in late 1839, and confirms that ‘in early 1840 … 
Aborigines had reported finding a small boat on the Ninety Mile Beach’. She 
adds that the ‘Port Phillip Herald reported on 24 March that Captain Moore 
had located the small boat (said to have belonged to the ill-fated Britannia)’ 
and that documents assumed to belong to passengers of the Britomart had 
been found, and ‘it was speculated that the Britomart had been plundered 
by pirates who had massacred the survivors’ (2001: 20).

Carr (2001: 228f ) also mentions Mary Howitt’s story that refers to the 
white woman drowning in McLennan’s Strait many years later.

This song relates the destruction of the ship referred to above. Both this 
song and the ‘White Woman’ song are examples of songs composed in 
response to a present-day event.

Box 5.4: Song 2 – The whitefellow’s ship, version 1

Blaung-a-requa drūraua kŭllŭngŭka

burn ladder whitefellow

Wŭrūng- tūnkū bŭdda- tūnkū pŭtta-ngaiu

boughs from here ? from here me

tūka-pŭnta kŭrnŭng-ŭka ma-kŭrnung-ita

muskduck-camp/nest creek-down I-leave it there

Source: SLV MS 1053/3(b), hw0404.pdf, p. 5; adapted by authors.

25	  A transcription of this is available at Port Phillip District, Victoria, Australia, ‘1839 Directory of the 
Port Phillip District’, 2013, accessed 30 November 2018, www.portphillipdistrict.info/1839_Directory.
htm. He is also mentioned in George Augustus Robinson’s diary on Saturday, 16 November 1839 (Clark 
1998, 1: 101).
26	  Riviera Nautic, ‘Interactive Guide to the Gippsland Lakes’, accessed 21 January 2026, rivieranautic.
com.au/materialis/gippslandlakes/.

http://rivieranautic.com.au/materialis/gippslandlakes/
http://rivieranautic.com.au/materialis/gippslandlakes/
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Box 5.5: Song 2 – The whitefellow’s ship, version 2

Blaung-aréqua druráua

burn ladder

Kúlung-úka wurun-lunka

white fellow boughs from here

buda-tunku putta-ngaia

tuka-punta kurnung-inna

muskduks-camp down at the creek

makurnang-ita (ita = I)

I leave from there

Source: SLV MS 1053/4 (a), hw0404.pdf, p. 149; adapted by authors.

We have only been able to present a partial translation of this song in 
example (5.7). The reference to a ladder – a word otherwise not recorded 
for the Gippsland language – is reminiscent of some creation stories that 
Howitt (1904: 502) refers to, in which ‘the first man’ could go up into 
the sky by means of a ladder. The ‘ladder’ is also a magical device that 
the piRaRk, the composer of these songs, used to climb up into the air, 
as reported by Bulmer in both Campbell (1999: 28) and Smyth (1878, 
1: 473–44) (see section 5.1.3).27 It seems likely that this was used as a 
metaphor to compare with the rigging that was used to join the sails to the 
mast of a sailing ship. Howitt (1904: 493) earlier refers to a supernatural 
being mungan-ngaua ‘our father’ whose secrets were taught at the initiation 
ceremony (see section 5.2.21) and who could also go up to the heavens.

We suggest that the ‘the ladder of the white man’ refers to the rigging of a 
sailing ship.28 The reference to the musk duck’s nest relates this song to the 
next (section 5.2.3), because the term for ‘white woman’ in the language 
includes the word for musk duck.

27	  In various manuscript notes, Howitt associates the word Marangrang with the device used for 
climbing into the air. In SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 43, for example, in a discussion 
apparently with Mundauin (see section 5.1.7), he writes: ‘When the mrarts take a man up they go up 
the Marangrang – I do not know what it is like but that it is very big and softer than a rope’.
28	  Peter Sutton (pers. comm.) pointed out that the ‘ladder’ is more likely to refer to the rigging of the 
ship, perhaps the Dinni Birrarrk may even have seen people climbing up and down it. Probably the sails 
would have been down at the time of the shipwreck, and maybe the youngest sailors were sent up to try 
and stop the wrecking.
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(5.7) Blaung-a-requa drūraua kŭllŭngŭka

burn ladder whitefellow

plaunga-Rekwa truRa-wa kulungak-a

burn-? ladder-poss white man-obl
‘The ladder of the white man … is burning.’

Wŭrūng- tūnkū bŭdda- tūnkū pŭtta-ngaiu

boughs from here ? from here me

wuRung- t(h)ungku pat(h)a- t(h)ungku pat(h)a-ngayu

boughs hence ? hence ?-1sg
‘From the boughs hence, from the … from there I.’

tūka- pŭnta kŭrnŭng-ŭka ma-kŭrnung-ita

muskduck- camp/nest creek down I-leave it there

t(h)uk-a pang-ta ka(r)nang-aka-ma ka(r)nang-itha

muskduck-obl camp-poss hollow-?-poss? ?-hollow-1sg.poss
‘… the musk duck’s nest … down there, in my hollow … I.’

Vocabulary notes
The word plaunga- as a root meaning ‘burn’ is also found in SLV MS 6290 
as ballan-gŭn.

The phrase drūraua kŭllŭngŭka is analysed as a possessive construction ‘the 
white fellow’s ladder’. This construction is discussed in detail in Morey 
(2016).

Howitt’s list in Curr (1887, 3: 556) gives ‘white man’ as loan, cullungurk.

The word thung(k)u ‘hence’ (spelled in various ways) is found in several 
of the stories documented by Howitt (2016), and also in sentences recorded 
by Bulmer in Smyth (1878, 2).

The free pronoun form for ‘I’ in the Gippsland languages was written ngaioo 
by Mathews (NLA MS 8006/4, File 8d, Folder 18).

The word for tūk is given as the word for ‘musk duck’ (Biziura lobata) in Fesl 
(1985: J9, no. 108), the sources being Howitt. We have regularised this with 
an /u/ vowel, as t(h)uk, because of the use of the macron in the spelling. 
However, it may be an /a/ vowel, as in the next song Howitt spells this 
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with the shortener as tŭka. The similarity of this word with English duck is 
purely coincidental given the role of this word in the legends discussed in 
section 5.2.3.1.

The phrase tūka-pŭnta also appears to be an example of a possessive 
construction. This also relates to the ‘White Woman’ (see section 5.2.3), 
who may have been a passenger on this ship who was rescued and cared for 
by the local people, as the song relating to her indicates.

The word for ‘camp’ or ‘hut’ is regularised by Fesl (1985: D1, no. 1) as /
baŋ/, based on forms from multiple sources. It is possible that the form 
pŭnta in the song is this word marked as a possessum. We assume that this 
word is pang-ta.

The last part of the song is difficult to interpret. The word kŭrnŭng is the root 
of two separate ‘words’ that are glossed as ‘creek down’ and ‘I leave it there’ 
and glossed ‘down there’ by Howitt in SLV Box 1053/4 (b), p. 82. In Song 
10 (section 5.2.10) it is glossed as ‘the hollow (in the ground)’. The suffix 
-ita is interpreted as -(ng)itha and is a 1st person singular possessive suffx, 
as in wangingitha ‘my boomerang’, indicated by R.H. Mathews (NLA MS 
8006/4, File 8d, Folder 18).

The prefix ma- on the last word is found in several places in the stories listed 
by Howitt; as a suffix, -ma marks the possessum in a possessive argument, 
possibly a marker of inalienable possession (see Morey 2016).

Given that we analyse this song as being about a shipwreck, it is interesting 
to mention that both Robinson and Thomas wrote down words meaning 
‘shipwreck’, respectively ke-re-wad-de and nag-wŭrr-pělly-gun (Fesl 1985: 
D10, no. 134).

5.2.3 Song 3 – White Woman song – KunyeRu 
of the Dinna Birraark
This song relates to a persistent story in early colonial Victoria – that a 
young white woman had lived with the Gippsland Aborigines after being 
shipwrecked in the 1840s. The story has been often discussed, and was in 
described detail by Carr (2001), but the songs connected with this story do 
not appear ever to have been mentioned in any of these various publications. 
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As might be expected, most of the many sources that describe the White 
Woman story come from earlier settlers, but one is reported thus in Carr 
(2001: 199; original reference from Pepper with De Araugo 1985: 76):

Phillip Pepper attributes one version of the White woman story to 
Kurnai oral history: ‘they remember Lohan-tuka as a legend of “a 
big pale coloured woman with long flowing red hair who lived by 
herself. She came out of her cave to frighten the people and little 
children.”’

The song exists in one manuscript form so far identified, State Library of 
Victoria, MS Box 1053/3 (b), p. 2r, following immediately after Song 2 
(see section 5.2.2). The background, the story of the shipwreck and the 
white woman, identified as a Miss Howard, is given in section 5.2.2. As we 
can see from the meaning of the text, ‘Give the white woman from over the 
sea the possum skin skirt, and that yonder blanket there’ (see example 5.8), 
the song appears to record that the people comforted the woman after the 
shipwreck and provided her with clothing.

The song is stated to be a ‘gūnyerū of Dinni Birraark’. Elsewhere, Howitt 
(1904: 391) points out that Dinni or Dinna simply means ‘old’, whereas 
Smyth (1878, 1: 473) said: ‘The last one, Dinna Birra-ark, was a blackfellow 
who was shot near the Lakes when the country was first settled. Dinna 
Birra-ark is rendered as meaning The Birra-ark’. We are not sure which 
of the eight individuals mentioned above in section 5.1.3 in referred to 
here. One possibility is that he was the Bunjil Bamarang, named as one of 
the piRaRk by Howitt, and also named on the page following, under the 
heading ‘per Billy Wood’, where it is written (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 6):

A Dargo man Bungil Bamaring had a tame brown snake (thūrŭng) 
which he fed in frogs. People were very much afraid because he sent 
it out at night to hurt people.

Bunjil Bamarang came from Newlands Backwater, just south of Eagle 
Point,29 and is the most likely of the Birrarks to have been known to 
J.C. Macleod. When he composed this song, he could have been sitting in 
dunes that face both the ocean and the freshwater back lake, which is where 
the musk duck’s nest would be (Russell Mullet, pers. comm.).

29	  Given the distance between Eagle Point and Dargo, it seems unlikely that this refers to the same 
person.
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As mentioned earlier, Howitt (1904: 274) wrote that a kunyeRu was a song 
that accompanied dancing, but there is no information about the dance that 
would have accompanied it.

The song itself is transcribed in Box 5.6. Howitt wrote numbers underneath 
the first four words and glossed the meaning, but did not do so for the 
words in the second line. However, the words ‘rugs (blankets)’ is certainly 
the translation of nŭrrau-un-gŭl, while ‘there’ is the translation of mūndū.

Box 5.6: Song 3 – White Woman song

U-auda kai-ū Lohan-tŭkan móka kat-teir

1 2 3 4

nŭ́rrau-un-gŭl mūndū wánganna

(1) give, (2) a possum fur string, (3) white woman (4) over the sea

rugs (blankets), there, ?

A gūnyerū of Dinni Birraark

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 5; adapted by authors.

Our analysis of the song is presented as (5.8):

(5.8) U-auda kai-ū Lohan-tŭkan

give possum fur string white woman

yuwa-tha kaiyu(n) lu(wu)n-t(h)uk-a

give-? possum skin skirt white person-musk.duck-obl

móka kat-teir nŭ́rrau-un-gŭl mūndū wánganna

over the sea rugs (blankets) there -

muku-katjing naRauang(k)al muntu wanga-na

dem.from-sea blanket yonder locational-?
‘Give the white woman from over the sea the possum skin skirt, and that 
yonder blanket there.’

Vocabulary notes
The verb ‘give’ seems to have two different stems yuwa, as in this example, 
and yuka found in section 5.2.4.



441

5. GIPPSLAND SONGS

The words kiung (Gi-C3) ‘skirt of possum skins’ and kaiun ‘female’s skirt 
made of possum skins’ (Howitt) are listed in Fesl (1985: D10, no. 135). 
Howitt describes this in more detail (SLV MS Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.
pdf, p. 88):

the kaiǔng or bridda bridda was made of possum fur string 15 ft long 
and two kilts one in front = nit-tǔn and one behind = nit-gwannǔng. 
The kaiung of the women hung down to the knees in front.

Howitt (1904: 444) notes that the word for ‘white woman’ was ‘Loantuka, 
the wife of Loan’. However, the words for ‘wife’ in Fesl (1985: B9, no. 45) 
are not the same as tuka. The words related to Loan are discussed further in 
detail below.

Fesl (1985: D9, no. 120) shows the word for blanket as nartowngill.

R.H. Mathews lists mooga as ‘there’ (NLA MS 8006/4, File 8d, Folder 18). 
Howitt’s notes (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 64) suggest that 
the meaning of moko, muku, is either far distant, or is a demonstrative with 
motion attached, perhaps ‘to there / from there’.

The word written by Howitt as kat-teir is clearly the word for ‘sea’. Similar 
forms, with the meaning ‘water’, are listed in Fesl (1985: F1, no. 1), all from 
Curr (1887, 3: 553, 555, 557): kailtung, katung and gattung. Howitt (1904: 
73n1) says: ‘Tatung is the sea, sometimes spoken of as gatching’. Hence we 
have regularised this as katjing. 

5.2.3.1 Lu(wu)n and Lu(wu)nt(h)uka ‘the white man 
and white woman’
Howitt (1904: 444) describes the meaning of luwun ‘white man’ as follows:

The strange sight of ships sailing past their shores had been a wonder 
to them, and the white man when he arrived was recognised as a 
Mrart, or as Löan, and the white woman as Löantuka, the wife of 
Löan. When Tulaba described to me how the Kurnai first saw the 
white men when he was a boy, and cried out to each other, ‘Löan ! 
Löan !’ I observed that he looked down, and moved his eyes from 
side to side, as if to avoid a blow. On inquiry I found that the belief 
was that the white man possessed a supernatural power of the eye, to 
flash death to the beholder, or to draw together the banks of a river, 
and to pass over it. This power was called Ngurrung-mri or ‘sinew 
eye,’ and I think that I have also heard it called Mlang-mri, meaning 
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‘lightning eye.’ Therefore when white men were near, the Kurnai 
would make off, crying to each other, ‘Don’t look ! don’t look ! he 
will kill you.’ 

The luwun was known also to the Eastern Kulin speakers, as reported by 
Howitt (1904: 134):

A Wurunjerri legend relates that long ago Loän, who may be 
described, in the words of Mr. Andrew Lang, as a ‘non-natural 
man,’ wandered from the Yarra River, following the migration of 
the swans, first to the inlets of Western Port Bay and then to Corner 
Inlet, between Wilson’s Promontory and the mainland, where he 
took up his abode. This is far within the country of the Kurnai, 
whose legends also speak of him living there with his wife Loäntuka, 
as the guardian of the Brataua clan.

And also, Howitt (1904: 485):

The Wurunjerri legend of Lohan is, that when he was cooking eels 
at the Yarra River he observed a swan’s feather carried by the south 
wind. Walking in that direction, he at length came to Westernport 
Bay, where the swans lived. There he remained till they migrated to 
the east, and he followed them. Coming to Corner Inlet, he made 
his home in the mountains of Wilson’s Promontory, and watched 
over the welfare of the people who followed him.

Although the Kurnai had no legend of the migration of Lohan, they 
also believed that he lived in the mountains of Wilson’s Promontory, 
with his wife Lohan-tuka. The Brataua clan, in whose country his 
home is, said that their old men had seen him from time to time 
marching over the mountains with his great jag-spear over his 
shoulder. They also believed that he watched over them, and that 
he caused their country to be deadly to strangers. It was therefore to 
him that they attributed the taboo which protected them against the 
visits of other tribes, from the eastern extremes of Gippsland to the 
lower Murray River.

He goes on to add:

There is a legend that the first Kurnai man marched across the country 
from the north-west, bearing on his head a bark canoe in which was 
his wife Tuk, that is the Musk-duck, he being Borun, the Pelican.
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In the manuscript notes, Howitt makes it clear that his information came 
from Tulaba and that the two terms for ‘white man’ were both in place 
before the arrival of white people (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, 
p. 25), saying:

Billy Tulaba says that long before the whitemen came into Gippsland, 
the Kurnai spoke of ‘Loän’ and of his wife ‘Loäntǔkau’ and that 
afterwards whitemen were called Loan & whitewomen Loantuckan. 
He also says that the name Kǔ́llǔngrǔ́k was also applied to Loan and 
afterwards to the whiteman.

5.2.4 Song 4 – Prewin song of Pruthen-Muntji
This song was composed by Tulaba’s father’s brother, Bruthen-munji¸ whose 
name is spelled Bruthenmungee in a family tree in the Fison papers (NLA 
MS 7080, Letter Book 4, p. 66). The term for ‘father’s brother’ is brebba 
mungan. It would appear that this uncle is not one of the eight PiRaRk 
listed in section 5.1.3; he is not the same as Mundauin who lived at Bruthen-
munji and was the father of Harry Stevens. In several family trees (SLV MS 
Box 1053/3 (b)), the son of Tulaba’s uncle is named as Commening and it 
is noted that he had already died. Smyth (1878, 1: 476) reports that ‘the 
last blackfellow reported to have been killed by Barrn was called Bruthen-
mungie’ (see Box 5.17). It is not clear whether this refers to the same person.

There are four versions of this song that we have found so far, given below 
in Boxes 5.7, 5.8, 5.9 and 5.10. Compare also the related song from Bulmer 
that also mentions the Prewin and the maRiwan (see section 5.3.1).

The Prewin is an evil spirit described in Fison and Howitt (1880: 250) as 
‘“who is like the wind”, and who, entering his victims, can only be expelled 
by suitable incantations. Howitt (1904: 429) added the following legend:

A Kurnai legend about Brewin is as follows. ‘Long time ago the 
moon (Narran) was a young man. He went out hunting, and found 
an emu on the other side of a creek. When he wanted to cross over 
on a log, Brewin twisted it round so that Narran fell into the water. 
Each time he tried to walk over, Brewin made him fall in.’

Fison and Howitt (1880: 254) name three spirits that are evil, adding that 
the other two (Būllūm-dūt and Baukan) are ‘not so bad as Brewin’. 
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Box 5.7: Song 4 – Prewin song of Pruthen-Muntji, version 1

Tūndŭ́nga Brewínda nandū-ŭnga yūgaringa

bark fibres Oh Brewin I think (you) have given

mri mūrriwǔnda - (da capo)

(with) eye of boomerang

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 5; adapted by authors.

Box. 5.8: Song 4 – Prewin song of Pruthen-Muntji, version 2

Tulaba, whom I have elsewhere mentioned, said that his “other father”1 Bruthen-munji 
came to him during sleep and taught him songs (charms) against sickness and other 
evils. One charm which he thus learned, and which I have heard him sing to cure pains 
in the chest, is as follows:–

Tundunga Brewinda nunduunga ugaringa mri-murriwunda

Tundung by Brewin – I believe – hooked by – eye of spear-thrower. 

“The belief that Brewin has filled the sufferer’s chest with the frayed fibres of the 
stringy-bark tree, called Tundung, by means of the hooked end of his spear-thrower. 
This hooked end is called the eye, Mri.”

[Footnote ]1. That is, the brother of his father.

Source: Howitt (1904: 437); adapted by authors.

Box 5.9: Song 4 – Prewin song of Pruthen-Muntji, version 3

Tulaba states that his “other father” Brūthen Mūnji, occasionally visits him when 
asleep, and communicates to him charms (songs), against sickness and other evils. 
He states, further, that if he could remember all his father teaches him in sleep, he 
should be a mǔlla mǔllung (doctor). One charm which he has thus learned, and which 
I have heard him use to cure pain in the chest, by singing monotonously over the sick 
person, runs thus:— “Tūndǔnga Brewinda nǔndū ǔnga ūgarinda mri mǔrriwǔnda;” or, 
freely translated—“Oh tūndǔng! I believe Brewin has hooked me with the eye of his 
throwing-stick.”*

Footnote * Tūndǔng, supposed to be a substance like frayed stringybark, which the 
doctor sometimes professes to extract and exhibits as the cause of the disease; 
Brewin = an evil spirit; nǔndū ǔnga = to believe or think; ugarinda = to hook or catch; 
mri = eye; mǔrrawǔn = throwing-stick. The throwing-stick is supposed to have magical 
properties.

Source: Fison and Howitt (1880: 246); adapted by authors.
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Box 5.10: Song 4 – Prewin song of Pruthen-Muntji, version 4

BOWKAN, BREWIN, AND BULLUNDOOT.

The Aboriginal natives of the neighbourhood of the Mitchell River, and of the Lakes in 
North Gippsland, believe in three spiritual beings – Bowkan, a beneficent spirit, Brewin, 
a malignant spirit; and with Brewin is associated Bullundoot – the term Bullun being 
‘two,’ signifying a dual existence. Bowkan is also sometimes called Bullun-Bowkan. 
They are said to live in the clouds; and sudden attacks of illness are often attributed 
to Brewin. Bowkan is invoked to relieve from the influence of Brewin, who inflicts upon 
the blacks, as they believe, various forms of disorder, which are called, for instance, 
Toondung, seemingly a chest affection; violent pains in the abdomen, &c.; these may 
be caused by Brewin with the hooked part of the throwing-stick (Murrawun), or by 
actually passing down the afflicted person’s throat. In the latter case it is attempted 
to drive out the intruder by shouting out abusive and threatening words to him.

One form of charm used is this :–

Toondunga Brewinda

Nandu-unga Ugaringa

Mrew murrawunda

Toondunga, &c., &c.

It is sung to a monotonous chant, and may be rendered, ‘Oh, Brewin! I expect you 
have given Toondung, or the eye (sharp hooked end) of the Murramun (throwing-stick).’

Source: Smyth (1878, 1: 471–72); adapted by authors.

Note that further information about Bulun Baukun and Bulluntūt is 
recorded in the Museums Victoria MS XM 615, p. 27.

Further explanation of the Toondung is given in Smyth (1878, 2: 474), 
for which the information has presumably come from Howitt:

A Murla-mullung is a doctor; a blackfellow becomes a Murla-mullung 
by being visited in the night, by some departed relative-as a father, 
uncle, or brother. The vision shows him the causes of disease, such as 
Toondung, the inner bark of a variety of ironbark, which is supposed 
to get into the chest; Bulk, an egg-shaped quartz pebble; Groggin, 
quartz fragments, to which may be added Bottle, that is broken glass; 
Murrawun, the magical throwing-stick, made of ironbark wood.

For these and other ailments various charms and their appropriate 
tunes are taught, and the sleeper on awakening is a Murla-mullung. 
He can now charm out the Toondung by singing the appropriate 
remedy over the patient; and, placing his hand on the chest under 
the ‘possum rug, draws out the offending Toondung in the shape of 
some of the inner bark of the ironbark called Yowut; it is said always 
to have blood on it. In the same way other cures are performed. If, 
for instance, the patient has had some quartz fragments or broken 
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glass placed in his legs or arms by the enchantment of some enemy, 
the Murla-mullung straightens out the limb, smooths it down with 
his hands, and then, after singing his chant, sucks the quartz or glass 
out of the place, and removing it from his mouth, shows it to the 
patient, who is then cured.

Our analysis of this song is presented in (5.9):

(5.9) Tūndŭ́nga Brewínda nandū-ŭnga

bark fibres Oh Brewin I think

t(h)untang-a Prewin-ta nant(h)u-(a)nga

inner bark of ironbark-poss spirit-obl think?-1sg?

yūgaringa mrí mūrriwǔnda - (da capo)

(you) have given (with) eye of boomerang

yuka-Ri-nga mri maRiwan-ta

give(2)-?-? eye magic throwing stick-obl
‘The ironbark fibres of Prewin, I think you have given (to someone), 
or the eye of the maRiwan throwing stick.’

Vocabulary notes
This song, along with a number of others in this chapter, employs the 
possessive construction described in Morey (2016).

Mathews’s verb paradigm (NLA MS 8006/4, File 8d, Folder 18) gives 
a form -nga for the 1st person future, as Dhangginga ‘I shall speak’. The 
translation of nandū-ŭnga has a 1st person subject, but that of yūgaringa 
has a second person subject. A very similar transcription of the word nandū-
ŭnga is found in the Braiakaulung song analysed below (see section 5.2.12).

Fesl (1985: R2, no. 14) lists two forms for ‘think’, kalandanngat from 
Mathew (1899) and gal-larn-da from SLV MS 6290, which would suggest 
a root form of kalanda for ‘think’. We cannot find any verb with a root 
similar to nanda (Fesl 1985: R2, no. 24 also lists nguttay, from Thomas, 
for ‘understand’).

The word for ‘woomera’ was regularised by Fesl (1985: D2, no. 13; D4, 
no. 38) as mariwan with an alternative form miriwan. The word is variously 
spelled by Howitt with <ū>, <ǔ> or sometimes <u> as the vowel in the first 
syllable. More information about the maRiwan is found below in Box 5.17.
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Smyth (1878, 1: 476) described the maRiwan:

The Murrawun is the magical throwing-stick, made of ironbark wood. 
The person who has learned to make these, and to render them, as 
the blackfellows describe it, ‘big fellow poison,’ is called a Bungil-
Murrawun. He is said to make it ‘carry poison’ by rubbing kangaroo 
marrow on it, and by singing over it. The Murrawun is used to injure 
blackfellows by pointing at them, making a hissing noise at the same 
time; by tying a piece of some one’s hair on it with some kangaroo fat 
and an eaglehawk’s feather, and roasting the hair, &c., before the fire; 
in fact it is believed of potent effect in many ways.

5.2.5 Song 5 – KunyeRu – Prewin song
A second Prewin song, perhaps recorded from a different consultant, is 
found in two versions, both in manuscript form in the State Library of 
Victoria, given in Boxes 5.11 and 5.12.

In Box 5.11 it is described as a kunyeRu, which is defined in section 5.1.2 
as a song that accompanied dancing, but Box 5.12 specifically describes this 
as being an ancient song that is not danced to. It is not clear whether this 
song was used for curing ailments in the way that the previous Prewin song 
(see section 5.2.4) was said to have been used. The sentences below the song 
(see Box 5.13) include the word for ‘you tell a lie’ Jetbol álō, which may relate 
this song to the Nunga Nunga song sung at ritual fights (see section 5.2.11).

Box 5.11: Song 5 – KunyeRu – Prewin song, version 1

Kurnai Gūnyerū

Míringŭna dŭ́rŭgan

look point (mra = eye) throwing stick

drt krawe´a Brewinda

that way (east) (Krauat = east) of Brewin

Kŭrnunga niniwa

not far Red bluff (at)

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.pdf, p. 121; adapted by authors.
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Box 5.12: Song 5 – KunyeRu – Prewin song, version 2

Songs A favorite song was this:–

Míringănda dŭrrŭ́ganda

Look (see) the throwing stick

Brewíndū mūnda

of Brewin there

drtkrauéa kŭrŭ́nga

east ward a little distance

ninnewa

at Ninne (The Red Bluff – Lake Entrance)

This is a very ancient song – it is not danced to

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 29; adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (5.10):

(5.10) Míringŭna (-da) dŭ́rŭgan (-da)

look point (mra = eye) throwing stick

miRinga-nta t(h)uRu(n)gan-ta

point-? throwing stick-obl

Drt krawéa Brewinda (munda)

that way (east) (Krauat = east) of Brewin there

tRatkrauwe-a Prewin-ta munta

east-poss spirit-obl yonder

Kŭrnunga niniwa

not far Red bluff (at)

tarnang-a niniwa

down there-obl Red Bluff.obl
‘With your eye (point) … with the throwing stick, yonder in Prewin’s 
east, not far down at Red Bluff.’

Vocabulary notes
The first word is unclear. As Howitt pointed out it contains the root mri 
‘eye’. In view of the example in Box 5.13, analysed as example (5.11.2), 
we have regularised this as miRinga-. This is not the word for ‘look’, 
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as shown by Howitt, probably based on the ‘see’ root tha- and taking the 
form thayala, exemplified in the sentences below (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 24):

Look at that = Déala mundatti
Look at that child = Déall leet mundatti

The word for ‘throwing stick’ is probably ‘reed spear’ toorooknaroong 
(Gi/Hag C3) (Fesl 1985: D3, no. 33), which would be regularised as 
t(h)uRungaRung.

The word Kŭrnung was found in section 5.2.2 where it was glossed as 
‘down at the creek’. In the manuscript (SLV MS Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.
pdf, p. 121), it is glossed as ‘down there, not far away, a little way’.

The second version of this text is followed by a series of sentences that may 
be a partial explanation of the text. The transcription of these is presented 
in Box 5.13:

Box 5.13: Sentences following Song 5

Illustration 

of above

(1) Q Miringátū ngánda mǔrriwǔ́nda

point you to me with the throwing stick

(2) A Jetbol álō (3) A nanma gūnūnjattū

you tell a lie that one (he) not at all lies

(4) Q Ngándū tūnga

Who told you?

(5) A Tūngam Brabrolūng

tell me

Tǔ́rdi Kǔrnai Mūnda drt Krauea

dead blackfellow over there eastwards

up there

‘There is a blackfellow dead to the eastward’

The four directions

The direction Where the sunrise – east – Drt Krauéa

“ Where the sunset – west – Dé-aua

“ North – Tŭrnb-brrra

“ South – Kátter

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 29; adapted by authors.



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

450

These sentences are analysed and glossed in (5.11). The first of these (5.11.1) 
is clearly related to the song text.

(5.11.1) Miringátū ngánda mǔrriwǔ́nda

point you to me with the throwing stick

miRinga-tu nganda maRiwan-ta

point-? 1sg.dat throwing stick-obl
‘Point … to me with the throwing stick.’

(5.11.2) Jetbol álō

You tell a lie

tjetpo-lo

lie-?
‘(You) lie.’

(5.11.3) nanma gūnūnjattū

that one (he) not at all lies

n(g)anma kunungyatu

what ?
‘What …’

(5.11.4) Ngándū tūnga

who told you

ngantu thanga

who speak
‘Who said it?’

(5.11.5) Tūngam

tell me

thanga-m

speak-?
‘Say …’
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(5.11.6) Tǔ́rdi Kǔrnai Mūnda drt Krauea

dead blackfellow over there
up there

eastwards

‘There is a blackfellow dead to the eastward’

terti kanai munt-a krauwe-a

die person yonder-obl east-poss
‘There is a dead black fellow in yonder east.’

Vocabulary notes
The word gūnūnjattū ‘not at all lies’ cannot be related to other words so far 
identified in the Gippsland vocabularies. There is a form kanitba, shown by 
Thomas with the meaning ‘thankful’ (Fesl 1985: O4, no. 46).

We assume that drt is short for the English word ‘direction’ and perhaps 
indicates that at this point there was a gesture towards the east. It is possible 
that the phrase Mūnda Krauea in (5.11.6) is a possessive construction. 
See Morey (2016).

5.2.6 Song 6 – Parn song
This song and the next both relate to barrn (parn), which literally means 
‘she-oak’, and is regularised by Fesl (1985: M8, no. 57) as barn with a 
retroflex final /rn/, a regularisation that we will follow, save that we will use 
initial voiceless p. In connection with the second song, to be presented in 
section 5.2.7, the tree is identified both as ‘Casuarina leptoclada: Miquel’, 
and Casuarina suberosa, but this species is now known as Allocasuarina 
littoralis (Salisb.), commonly called ‘black she-oak’. As indicated in the 
introduction to the discussion of this song in Smyth (1878, 1: 475), parn 
also refers to a type of spell or ‘bewitchment’. There are two parn songs, 
the one presented here, used to counter the effects of the spell, and that in 
section 5.2.7, which was sung to cast the spell. 

There are three versions of this song: a version with the text only from 
the manuscripts in the State Library of Victoria, presented in Box 5.14; 
a version with a considerable amount of context, from Smyth (1878, 1: 
475), presented in Box 5.15; and a version in Howitt (1904: 377), which is 
included in Box 5.16 (section 5.2.7).
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Box 5.14: Song 6 – Parn song, version 1

nŭmba jellŭn barnda

not (will) point of He oak (catch me)

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 5; adapted by authors.

Box 5.15: Song 6 – Parn song, version 2

Barrn is the name of the he-oak* (forest oak), but it also means a certain kind of 
bewitchment by which the victim is killed. The mode of doing this is called ‘making 
Barrn,’ or ‘to catch some one with Barrn.’ There is a lesser and a greater process. 
The less is done by finding a place where the intended victim has sat on the ground 
– the place must be still ‘warm.’ The spot is then beaten with a Barrn, which is a piece 
of he-oak about an inch diameter and four inches long, cut to a blunt point at each 
end; an appropriate song is chanted at the same time. The Barrn thereupon goes 
mysteriously into the body of the victim, and unless got rid of by a Murla-mullung, kills 
him. One counter charm against Barrn is this :–

Noomba jellen Barrnda,

which means, ‘The sharp Barrn is not to catch me,’ and is sung over and over again. 

Source: Smyth (1878, 1: 475); adapted by authors.

The version in Howitt (1904: 377) gives the text as ‘Numba jellung barnda; 
literally, “Never sharp barn,” or anglicised, “Never shall sharp barn catch 
me.”’

Our analysis is presented in (5.12):

(5.12) nŭmba jellŭn barnda

not (will) point of He oak (catch me)

numpa tjilan(g) parn-ta

? tongue? he.oak-obl/erg?30
‘… she-oak’s tongue.’

Vocabulary notes
Fesl (1985: X1–2, no. 2) regularises two forms for the negative, /ŋalgo/ and 
/ŋaɖban/, which we would spell ngalko and ngatjpan. Neither of these 
appears to be part of this text. If the literal gloss in the version of Howitt 
(1904) is correct, then numpa should be a negative, and the word tjilan(g), 
there spelled jellung, should mean ‘sharp’. However, the Howitt version also 
points out that the practice of casting this spell was termed ‘Jellun-daiun, or 

30	  Theatre (2024) will contain a discussion of the case markers that will help to better understand this. 
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tonguechoke’ by the Brabralung, and therefore we have glossed the second 
word as ‘tongue’. Perhaps the literal meaning of the whole song is ‘never the 
parn’s tongue’.

Thomas has dilba for ‘catch’ (Fesl 1985: U1, no. 11) and dillba for ‘toss’ 
(Fesl 1985: U1, no. 9). It is possible therefore that the second word is the 
same root, meaning ‘catch’.

5.2.7 Song 7 – Parn song
Whereas the previous song (in section 5.2.6) was the one sung to protect 
from the effects of a parn spell, this text appears to be an example of the 
spell. As Box 5.17 points out, it is sung by a group of men to ‘get rid of ’ 
someone, to cast a spell on them. According to the account in Smyth (1878, 
1: 475), these men were termed Bungil Dowa-gunney spelled Bunjil Dauangǔn 
by Howitt (SLV MS Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.pdf, p. 90), which can perhaps 
be regularised as puntjil thawangan. In the account in Howitt (1904), in Box 
5.18, these men were termed puntjil parn ‘expert-she.oak/spell’. An important 
feature of this type of song appears to have been that it involved naming 
the person who was to be protected. Bulmer (in Campbell 1999), while not 
giving an example of this type of song, nevertheless gives some context of the 
use of names in songs, which is presented below (section 5.3).

Howitt stated that ‘Billy Woods’ Nakǔn was Bunjil Dauangǔn and Bunjil 
Barn was his elder brother’ (SLV MS 1053/4 (a), hw0404.pdf, p. 90). 
The word nakǔn is the same as that recorded by Hercus (1986) as ngatjen 
meaning ‘maternal grandfather’.

This second parn song has three versions, from Howitt’s manuscript in 
Box 5.16, from Smyth (1878, 1) in Box 5.17 and from Howitt (1904) 
in Box 5.18. The informant is Charl(e)y Rivers, named in Box 5.16.

Box 5.16: Song 7 – Parn song, version 1 (Song 6 – Parn song, version 3)

A man can be caught with Barn & you can find the place where he has been sitting. 
But it must be directly after he has gone away. They must be at the place with the 
barn and sing
Rivers says Barn song is
Moonang ngi-ay (then name)
he is coming
Bee-ar lounganda barnda
the barn is swinging him along

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), p. 29, hw0404.pdf, p. 52; adapted by authors.
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Box 5.17, the version from Smyth (1878, 1: 475), describes the process of 
casting this spell in detail. Apart from the naming of the potential victim, 
there is also the drawing of an image of that person. The chanting itself is 
described as lasting ‘for several hours’, and the example that we have is only 
one of what were probably many songs that would be used in this way.

Box 5.17: Song 7 – Parn song, version 2

The other process is as follows:– A number of blackfellows join together to get rid 
of some person. They are called Bungil Dowa-gunney, and do as follows:– A place is 
found where a suitable he-oak grows, about six inches in diameter. The branches are 
cut off, so as to leave the stem smooth and pointed; the bark is chipped off smoothly; 
on the ground an extended figure of the victim is drawn, with the he-oak growing out 
of his head. Sometimes the outline is formed with he-oak branches, buried under the 
surface of the ground. A Murrawun is stuck into the figure. Three or four trees are 
then joined by lines marked on the ground from one to the other, and sometimes by 
stringybark cords, enclosing an area of perhaps eight or ten paces in the side; the 
surface, inside, is cleared up, and the grass and rubbish piled over the Yambo-ganey 
or ‘double’ of the victim, marked under the Barrn tree. This tree is also called Tschu-
duck. Everything being thus prepared, the Bungil Dowa-gunney go to the place about 
two o’clock in the afternoon. They must be perfectly naked, rubbed with charcoal, and 
with their heads, bodies, and limbs wound round with stringybark cords. They hold 
the small Barrns I have spoken of in their hands. They then chant for several hours 
some song which is to have the effect of bringing the victim to the spot. It is believed 
that when the incantation has been strong enough, the victim finds himself impelled, 
by a power he cannot resist, to get up wherever he may be, and walk towards the 
Barrn. He is said to walk like a man asleep; he staggers from side to side, and his eyes 
goggle out of his head. One song describes them as being Woorburru-mrew-nurrundu, 
or a ‘cranky eye like the moon.’

One of the songs used is this:–

Moon-aug ngi-ay [here comes the name] ;

Bee-ar lounganda-Barrnda

which may be rendered thus:–

He is coming along [naming the person] ;

The Barrn is swinging him about.

So soon as he comes in sight of the Barrn, he walks straight to it, and on entering the 
marked space the Bungil Dowa-gunney throw their Barrns at him.

* Casuarina leptoclada: Miquel

[p. 476]

He falls on his back; they then draw his tongue out of his mouth and separate it at 
each side from the throat. It is now put back, and he is roused. He stands stupidly 
looking about him. One of the Bungil Dowa-gunney says to him, ‘You are only to live two 
days’ – or whatever the time may be – to which he nods assent, not being able to speak. 
They then send him home, sometimes giving him a ‘possum to eat on the road. At the 
end of the time he dies, as ordered. 

Sometimes it is said they amuse themselves by throwing big ‘sow-thistles,’ which 
grow wild in places in the bush, at him; they go right through him, but are pulled out 
before he goes home, though the poison remains in him. 
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The last blackfellow reported to have been killed by Barrn was called Bruthen-
mungie; but Barrn has been made for the purpose of ‘catching’ one of the Bony Point 
blackfellows during the past year. My informant says that Barrn trees have been 
several times found lately, but that the blackfellows finding them cut them up and 
throw them away.

Source: Smyth (1878, 1: 475–76); adapted by authors.

Box 5.18: Song 7 – Parn song, version 3

Death is attributed by the Kurnai not only to the action of evil magic, but also to the 
combination of evil magic and violence. Such is the magical proceeding called Barn, 
a practice much affected by the Kurnai, who called those who carried it out Bunjil-barn.

Here is an instance which took place in 1874. Some Brabralung Kurnai, among whom 
were Tankowillin and Turlburn, had a grudge against Bundawal, and they determined 
to catch him with Barn. They chose a young He-oak tree3, lopped the branches and 
pointed the stem, then drawing the outline (Yamboginni) of a man as if the tree-stump 
grew out of his chest, they also cleared the ground for a space round the tree, making 
a sort of magical circle. Then they stripped themselves naked, rubbed themselves 
over with charcoal and grease, a common garb of magic, and danced and chanted 
the Barn song. They told me afterwards that they did this for several days, but that,

[Footnote ]3: Casuarina suberosa

[p. 377]

as Tankowillin expressed it, they “were not strong enough.” Under the influence of 
their magic spells, Bundawal was expected to rise from his camp and walk to them in 
a trance, “like it sleep.” When the victim entered the magic circle the Bunjil-barn would 
throw small pieces of He-oak wood, shaped like the Guliwils before mentioned, at him. 
When he fell to the ground they would cut out his tongue, or rather, as the Bunjil-barn 
explained to me, would have pulled out a great length of it, cutting it free at each side 
as it was protruded, and so sent him home to die. The Brabra clan of the tribe called 
this practice Jellun-daiun, or tongue-choke. The great Headman Bruthen-munji is said 
to have been the last known victim of this form of evil magic. His tribal son Tulaba has 
repeated to me his counter charm against Barn, which runs as follows: “Numba jellung 
barnda” literally, “Never sharp barn,” or anglicised, “Never shall sharp barn catch me.” 
This was repeated in a monotonous chant.

The secrecy with which personal names are often kept arises in great measure from 
the belief that an enemy, who knows your name, has in it something which he can use 
magically to your detriment.

I have been told of a certain way of catching a person with Barn, namely, to find 
the place where he has sat down on the ground and left an impression on it. But the 
incantation must be commenced immediately after his departure.

One of the spells sung by the Bunjil-barn is as follows:–

Munang ngiai (then the person’s name)

Coming he is

biar lounganda barnda

along swinging him barn is

Source: Howitt (1904: 376–77); adapted by authors.
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The sentence in Smyth (1878, 1: 475), which is present in Box 5.17 above, 
is analysed in (5.13). It seems to be some kind of metaphor.

(5.13) Woorburru mrew nurrundu

cranky eye like the moon

wuRbuRu mri-u naRan-tu

cranky eye-erg? moon-erg?
‘Cranky eye (like) the moon.’

Vocabulary notes
The word naRan(g) ‘moon’ is well attested with many sources (Fesl 1985: 
G4–5, no. 28). Many of the sources spell this word with a final /n/ including 
the word for moon in the yentjin(y) song discussed in section 5.2.8. 
The song in section 5.2.13, however, has a word for moon that appears to 
have a final velar nasal /ng/.

No word resembling woorburru or with a meaning ‘cranky’ has been 
indicated by other sources. Thomas (Fesl 1985: O3, no. 13) gives wangōōr-
wangōōr-biddarǔk with the meaning ‘crazy’ and ‘mad’.

Our analysis of the song text is presented in (5.14):

(5.14) Munang ngiai (then the person’s name)

coming he is

munang ngi-ai

dem? ?

biar lounganda barnda

along swinging him Barn is

piR luwung(k)ant-a parn-ta

move ?- -poss he.oak-obl
‘(From) yonder … moving, the swinging of the Parn.’
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Vocabulary notes
The first word does not resemble any of the documented words for ‘come’, 
several of which are based on a root ngawa (see Fesl 1985: P2, no. 9). Hercus 
(1986) recorded a form muntjap ‘he’s gone’ (past participle), the root of 
which is probably muntja that looks similar to some of the demonstratives, 
such as muntu ‘yonder’. Perhaps the phrase munang ngiai means something 
like ‘from yonder’, and the motion is expressed by piR in the second line. 

The word for ‘swing’ is given by Thomas as bai-anga (Fesl 1985: P5, no. 
100). This form is unrelated to lounganda, which perhaps only refers to 
swinging the branches of the black she-oak. This latter word is probably 
related to Lo-ungil ‘to entice or seduce’, which is discussed in connection 
with the next song (in section 5.2.8). The word appears to imply enticement, 
as it does in the next song.

5.2.8 Song 8 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song
The first of the yentjin(y) or elopement songs is presented here. 
As mentioned above, this song was used to seduce a woman into elopement, 
as described in the introductions to the two versions of this, both from the 
manuscripts in the State Library of Victoria and presented as Box 5.19 and 
Box 5.20.

The name given to the woman who is enticed away is given in a footnote 
in Fison and Howitt (1880: 259): ‘a Lo-ŭngil rūkŭt is a term of reproach. 
Lo-ungil = to entice or seduce away; Rūkŭt = woman’. As mentioned in the 
previous section, the word Lo-ŭngil is similar to the word lounganda glossed 
as ‘swinging him’.

The description in Box 5.19 mentions the Nunga Nunga fight that relates 
to the song presented in section 5.2.11. The location of this fight was 
Providence Ponds, north-east of Bushy Park and north of Lake Wellington 
and a well-known local site from at least the 1860s.31

31	  Thanks to Amanda Lourie for pointing this out.
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Box 5.19: Song 8 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song, version 1

Among the songs of the Kurnai are some called Yḗnjin. As Billy says, these songs 
always made the women ‘run away in every direction’. A man would sing one of these 
son(g)s entertaining until at length the women continually talking about it & him since 
the women would eye him knew through some friend of his – a male cousin of hers for 
instance – that she wanted him. And then the eloped would take place. If they escaped 
to some distant place he would be safe – if he & she were caught he would perhaps 
be killed. The men and women alike attacking him, the men with their weapons, the 
women with their yam sticks sharpened at the end for the purpose of stabbing him in 
the stomach. His own friends would endeavour to assist him by opposing the others 
and a severe fight would ensue. If the onslaught became too strong he might have 
at last to escape of tumult and take to flight. The woman if caught was treated as 
described in K & K –speared cut down with the Tundewung in the back and legs and 
perhaps killed. Yet this elopement of women married or unmarried constantly went 
on. This kind of ‘free fight’ differs entirely from the Nunga Nunga which is an arranged 
“ordeal of battle”

There are many of these songs inciting to elopements one of them thus:

Dilbŭn kaiŭng tūlūyanara

kick womans apron kicking walking

Balwŭt blappande malnarranme

going moonlight

Warrige mŭlla Brabira

rousing up Brabras

One old man of Providence Ponds was from his always singing such songs called 
Būnjil Yenjin. The man who ran off with a woman and who suffered in consequence is 
called Būnjil Rūkŭt

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 27; adapted by authors.

Box 5.20: Song 8 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song, version 2

Kurnai Yenjin per Toolaba

One of the Bunjil Yenjin was hanged by the whitemen in Melbourne about the white 
woman. He belonged to the Providence Ponds.

A funny song

Dilbŭn kaiung tūlū yánowa

kick womans apron kick out walking

bulwŭt blappade

all of us going

mal naranme wărigemŭla

moonlight raise him up

Brabira

the Brabra man

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.jpg, p. 91; adapted by authors.
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Our analysis is presented in (5.15):

(5.15) Dilbŭn kaiung tūlū yánowa

kick woman’s apron kick out walking

t(j)ilpa-n kaiyu(ng) tulu ya-n(h)uwa

toss possum skin skirt kick? walk-?
‘Toss the possum skin skirt, kick it, walking …’

bulwŭt blappade

all of us going

pa-l-wart(u) plapa-te

?-1pl.incl go-?
‘All of us going’

mal naranme wărigemŭla Brabira

moonlight raise him up the Brabra man

mal naRan-ma waRitja-ma-la prapra

go moon-poss raise up-?-? tribal name
‘With the going of the moon, raise up … the Brabra man.’

Vocabulary notes
Thomas lists the word dillba for ‘toss’ (Fesl 1985: U1, no. 9) and dilba for 
‘catch’ (Fesl 1985: U1, no. 11), which are obviously the same root. We have 
suggested that the gloss for this word should be ‘toss’.

The only other record of a word meaning ‘kick’ in the Gippsland sources is 
also recorded by Thomas with the form dōōrdŭtbilly (Fesl 1985: T1, no. 13). 
This might be the same root that we find here, which we have regularised 
as tulu.

In the second line we find a form bulwŭt, glossed by Howitt as ‘all of us’. 
A root /pa-/ followed by a pronominal ending has already been seen in 
Song 1 (section 5.2.1), where bŭnyel was glossed by Howitt as ‘you and 
I’, /ba-/ plus the 1st person dual inclusive suffix nyal. The form wǔt is 
surely -swaRu found in the pronoun paradigms of R.H. Mathews with the 
meaning 1st person plural inclusive. Perhaps the R was pronounced as a trill 
or a tap in more rapid speech, hence wŭt. 
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5.2.9 Song 9 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song 
(Brabralung tribe)
The second yentjin(y) song we are presenting is found in three versions, 
one from the State Library of Victoria manuscripts, transcribed in Box 5.21, 
and two from Howitt’s publications, Box 5.22 and Box 5.23. This song 
names both of the sex totems, the male yeerung ‘blue wren’ and the female 
djeetgun ‘southern emu-wren’.

Box 5.21: Song 9 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song (Brabralung tribe), version 1

Another Yḗnjin is the following

Káiakjirai yḗndu

why cut off beard

Yīrŭng málbretŭng

Yeerung long ago

Jītgŭnjitgŭn mū́na bét-jūrŭnga

Djeetgun there the place

at that place where the 

young girl 

sleeps in 

her mother’s camp

or

Why did the Yirung cut off his beard long 

ago? The maiden Djeetgūn sleeps in her camp.

This song is said by Toolaba to be a very favourite one to make women elope. 
He says that he has sung it effectively many times himself.

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 28; adapted by authors.

It is not clear what it means that Tulaba had ‘sung it effectively many times 
himself ’. He is not known to have married many women, so it may be that 
he sang the song on behalf of another man to persuade a woman to elope 
with the other man.

Howitt (1904: 275) also gives a version of this song, for which W. Lucas is 
named in a footnote as the informant. Lucas is listed as William Lucas in 
the 1904 index, and named on page xi as a correspondent, and was probably 
a white man. 
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Box 5.22: Song 9 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song (Brabralung tribe), version 2

Another of these songs, also said to be a most powerful charm, is as follows :—

Kaiaki-jirai yendu Yiirung malbretung

Why cut off beard, Yiirung, long ago ?

Djiitgun-djiittgun muna betjurnnga

Djiitgun there (at that place) the place where the girl

sleeps in her mother’s hut.

Or, freely translated, “Why did the young man cut off his beard long ago? the maiden 
sleeps in her camp.”

This performance – ceremony it might even be called – was well known to all the camp, 
for there was no concealment, and even if done at a little distance, there was always 
some female friend to carry the news to the girl, and say, “There is so and so singing 
a Yenjin about you.”

When the Bunjil-yenjin thought his magic was strong enough, he ceased his song. 
In one case, when one of my informants was present, Bunjil-gworan was the Bunjil-
yenjin, and the girl’s parents covered themselves as if asleep.

Source: Howitt (1904: 275); adapted by authors.

The singer of this song was named Bunjil-gworan. He is described in Howitt 
(1904: 278) as a ‘Headman’, and his name incorporated the word for ‘thunder’. 
This word will be regularised as kwaRany, with a final palatal nasal, after the 
spelling in R.H. Matthews of gwurruñ (Fesl 1985: G1, no. 11).

This song also appears in Howitt (1887a: 334), presented in Box 5.23:

Box 5.23: Song 9 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song (Brabralung tribe), version 3

… to add another of the songs by which the Bunjil Yenjin of the Kurnai aided those 
in olden times married by elopement. This Yenjin is in the Mǔkthang dialect of the 
Brabra Kurnai

Kaiáka jirai yéndū Yírǔng malbretǔng

Why cut off beard Yeerung, long ago

Djitgǔn-djittgǔn mūna betjūrǔnga1

Djeetgun there girl’s sleeping place at

The songs used by the doctors are merely spells chanted over and over again, in fact 
“incantations” in the old sense of the word.

Footnote 1. Betjūrǔk is the word applied to that part of the hut in which the unmarried 
daughter sleeps, that is to say, at her mother’s back, and being thus next to the bough 
or bark shelter, her position gives opportunity for signalling to her from without by 
her youthful admirer.

Source: Howitt (1887a: 334); adapted by authors.
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Our analysis of this song is presented in (5.16). It has some similarities with 
the yentjin(y) song recorded by Bulmer (see section 5.3.2).

(5.16) Kaiáka jirai Yéndū Yírǔng malbretǔng

Why cut off Beard Yerrung long ago

kaya-ka tjiRai yen-tu yiRang mal pret(h)ang

shave-? ? beard-erg? male totem gone-other?
‘… shaved (your) beard, yiRang (boy) some time ago.’

Djitgǔn-djittgǔn mūna betjūrǔnga

Djeetgun there girls sleeping place at

tjitkan tjitkan muna petjuRang-a

female totem dem girls sleeping place-obl
‘The tjitkan (girl) is there in the girl’s sleeping place.’

Vocabulary notes
We are not able to gloss the first two words Kaiáka jirai. Presumably 
these contain the word for ‘shave off ’. Thomas recorded a word birdagāӯr 
meaning ‘scrape’, which might contain the morphemes piRa ‘move’ and 
kaya- ‘scrape’.

The word for ‘beard’ is regularised by Fesl as /jen/ (yen) with a final alveolar 
nasal. It is also glossed as meaning ‘chin’.

We analyse the word malbretǔng as having several morphemes: mal ‘gone’ 
and pretha-, which may be related to prepa ‘other’. The word for yesterday 
is listed as malpukang in Fesl (1985: V5, no. 63), which is literally ‘gone 
night’, where pukang is night (Fesl 1985: G7–8, no. 38). 

5.2.10 Song 10 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song
The third yentjin(y) song is found in two versions, one in a manuscript 
at the State Library of Victoria (Box 5.24) and one in Howitt (1904) 
(Box 5.25).
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Box 5.24: Song 10 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song, version 1

Yēnyin or in the Nūlit (Braiaka) language Yennin. 

There were men called Bunjil Yenjin whose business it was to bring about a particular 
elopement. For instance when a young man wanted a wife and fixed his mind upon 
some particular girl he employed the Bunjil Yenjin to whom he gave, a rug, spears &c. 
This man then lay on the ground the youth next to him and next all his comrades. The 
Bunjil Yenjin then says his song accompanied by the young men. This might be in the 
camp, in fact usually was, for it was it seems essential that some friend of the girl or 
her female cousin should carry to her the news of which he sing on. Every one knew 
that was being done and the name of the girl, such as song is the following:–

Bára bŭrni wangūr molla

roll up the twine (Jaw) the human there (over there)

name

Tállo bŭrni tallo káragan

the little twine little sweetheart

ngellagálli kárnang

I go ahead the hollow (in the ground)

gōla yinna

before you

When the Bunyil Yenyin considers that his song has been sung long enough, he tells 
the youth ‘that will do’, now you can go and move off with her. But before this a further 
incantation takes place, the Bunjil Dauangǔn is called in, and he is paid a rug, spears, 
proceeds to sing the parents of the girl to sleep. He does this with the aid of his 
throwing stick which is stuck in the ground, slightly slanting towards the camp of 
the parents. By it is placed his būlk and a little distance in front in the same direction 
are stuck in the ground his are Yirtǔng (the small leg bone of a kangaroo pointing 
which he injures people) and also his gūmbart. He then sings his song and when the 
Murriwǔn falls down, the parents are supposed to be fast asleep. The young man then 
goes up gently to the camp and from the back pushes the girl with a stick. She being 
ready pulls the end as a signal and quietly fills her battǔng (bag) with the things – […?] 
her possum rug and joins him over where is waiting her.

By and by as the charm wears off the old people wake up and find the girl gone. The 
father collects his brother &c and they sing a song which is supposed to have the 
effect of making the young mans legs heavy so that he cannot travel. The father then 
takes his murriwǔn in his right hand held loosely between the fore & second finger 
and under the […?]. And makes short blows to all points successively of the compass. 
When the blow falls in the direction in which the girl is supposed to have has run 
away – the murriwǔn is said to give a loud crack. The father and his ‘posse’ then pursue.

Source: SLV MS 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 35 and p. 36; adapted by authors.
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This song is published in Howitt (1904: 275).

Box 5.25: Song 10 – Yentjin(y) – Elopement song, version 2

The following is one of these songs, of which there were very many used on such 
occasions, and it is said to have been a very powerful one. One of my Kurnai informants, 
whose wife was one of the girls that eloped at the Jeraeil above mentioned, said in 
speaking of it, “That Yenjin made the women run in all directions when they heard it.”

Bara-burni Wangur molla tallo-burni

Roll up the twine, Jaw,1 down there little twine

tallo karagan ngella-galli kernanga gola yinna

little sweetheart I go first the hollow (to) before you.

[Footnote] 1 Wangur is the name of the girl to whom this yenjin was addressed.

Source: Howitt (1904: 275); adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (5.17):

(5.17) Bára bŭrni wangūr molla

roll up the twine (jaw) the human name over there

paRa pani(k) wang-uR mula

roll string jaw-? dem
‘Roll up the sting for Wangūr over there.’

Tállo bŭrni tallo káragan

the little twine little sweetheart

t(h)al-u pani(k) t(h)al-u kaRakan

small-erg? string small-erg? sweetheart?
‘(That) small string is like a small sweetheart.’

Ngellagálli kárnang gōla yinna

I go ahead the hollow (in the ground) before you

ngelagali karnang ngula ngina

return home? hollow before? 2sg
‘… return home to the hollow before you.’
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Vocabulary notes
No words for ‘roll’ have been documented. We assume that the root form 
is paRa.

Fesl (1985: D8, no. 112) listed two words for ‘string’ – par-nic ‘rope/string’ 
(Robinson) and bunnik ‘rope swing’ (Dawson and Pettit). Both had a final -k. 

The word ‘jaw’ and ‘cheek’ are both listed in Fesl (1985: A5, no. 32 and 
no. 33) as having forms like wahng ‘jaw’ (Thomas) and wa-ang ‘cheeks’ 
(Bulmer).

The word for little was shown by Hercus as tala, but by R.H. Mathews with 
an initial dental stop as dhalliban. It is not clear here if there is an ergative 
suffix -u.

No word similar to káragan has been recorded with a meaning ‘sweetheart’. 
However, Hercus (1986) records a form pra kalakRan for ‘young man’ and 
Fison and Howitt (1880: 189) gives the word for ‘girl’ as kuerejŭng, while 
Dawson and Pettit list the word for ‘sister’ as carrajung (Fesl 1985: B13, 
no. 57). These are all likely the same root, perhaps with a meaning like 
‘young unmarried person’.

Bulmer (Smyth 1878, 2: 25) writes a word mellagan with the meaning 
‘homeward’. This may be the same root as the word ngelagali.

The word for ‘hollow’ has already been discussed in section 5.2.2.

Bulmer (in Smyth 1878, 2: 26) offers the word nulla for ‘before’, which may 
be the same form intended by gula here. We have regularised it as ngula.

The intended form of the 2nd person pronoun may be ngina.

5.2.11 Song 11 – Nunga Nunga song
The Nunga Nunga song was sung during a ritual fight, described in detail 
by Howitt (1904: 344–46), which contains the text of the song. The word 
Wait-jurk is glossed in a footnote as ‘murderer’. In a section of the Howitt 
manuscripts (MV XM 692, p. 61) he refers to ‘the aggressor who is called 
“Waitjŭrk”’, and on page 64 of the same manuscript notes that the injured 
person is called ‘Nūngi-nūng-it – which also gives the name to the ceremonial 
ordeal’. Howitt (1904: 344–46) has:
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Among the Kurnai, when a man had been called upon to appear and 
submit to an ordeal by weapons, for some death which he had been 
supposed to have caused by magic, for instance by Bulk, Murriwun, or 
Barn, he was attended by his kindred and by that branch of the tribe to 
which he belonged. He was called Wait-jurk and the aggrieved person, 
that is, one of the near kindred, was called Nungi-nungit, which also 
applied to all his kindred who took part in the ordeal. They also were 
respectively supported by their section of the tribe. 

In the proceedings, the aggrieved party and the accused were each 
at the ordeal accompanied by the Gweraeil-kurnai of their section of 
the tribe. The proceedings were conducted by the old men according 
to the ancient traditions, that is, as they would put it, ‘as their fathers 
did.’ An open and level piece of ground was chosen for the meeting. 
The two bodies of people assembled, facing each other, and some 
two hundred yards apart. The aggressor stood out in advance of his 
party, painted with red ochre over his face, with two broad stripes 
from the shoulders down the breast, where tliey met horizontal 
alternating bands of white and red across the stomach as far as the 
hips on each side. According to the rules, he was only armed with a 
shield, or in some cases with a club or a bundle of spears in addition. 
Some men presented themselves to their adversaries, dancing and 
twirling their shields in a defiant manner, others crouched down 
awaiting the attack. Beside the Wait-jurk his wife stood, if he had 
one, with her digging-stick, to help in turning aside or breaking 
the weapons discharged at him, and at one side of the ground the 
women sat beating their skin rugs in measured time. The body of 
people stood behind the women with the old men at hand to observe 
and direct the proceedings. At a distance of some two hundred yards 
were the aggrieved, who might be a numerous party, including 
widely ramifying relationships. These men were painted white in 
token of their kinsman’s death. Each man was armed with his shield, 
a bundle of spears, several boomerangs, and various clubs used for 
throwing. Their women sat in front, drumming on their folded rugs, 
and singing at the same time some song appropriate to the occasion. 
In a Nungi-nungit, which I saw represented in an alleged case of 
death by magic, the following song was sung, while the wife of the 
accused made abusive speeches to the advancing party:–

Nana-mulk eed-janung dinne-bra-mittel 

Why you thought old husband mine 
waitjurk-jandu dinn-din baia-quung 

to murder you bad orphan 
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or, freely translated, ‘Why did you think to murder my old husband, 
you worthless orphan?’ i.e. ‘person without any kindred.’

The ordinary word used for ‘orphan’ is Yetherun, but Baia-quung, 
which also has that meaning, is one of the most offensive terms 
which can be applied to a Kurnai, and in the old times would require 
to be expiated by spear-throwing, or other recourse to weapons.

After singing such a song, the women got up and went forward some 
thirty or forty paces, drumming their rugs as they carried them, and 
then sat down again and sang. As they walked forward, the men 
followed them closely, crouching down behind them, as if seeking 
concealment.

All this time the aggressor was dancing his defiance, and the Nungi-
nungit came on by short stages until about sixty yards from him, 
when the women moved off to one side, leaving them and the 
Wait-jurk face to face. While the latter continued to dance, or sat 
crouched behind his shield, the former extended their line in the 
form of a crescent so as to hem him in. The oldest of the Nungi-
nungit now addressed him, with a formal statement, as for instance, 
‘Why did you kill our brother with bulk?’ The reply might be, 
‘I never did anything to him; it is all jetbolan’ (lies). 

Howitt then goes on to describe the fight in more detail, adding later 
(1904: 347): ‘A good instance of the Nungi-nungit was one in which the 
man Bunbra, otherwise Jetbolan, was the defendant, and which occurred 
about the year 1850’.

Note that in this description, there is reference to bulk, defined by Howitt 
(1904: 378) as ‘practice of evil magic much practised by the Kurnai is that 
of Bulk. This is a rounded and generally black pebble, which the medicine-
man carried about and occasionally showed to people as a threat’. This word 
is not recorded by other sources; the general word for stone in the Gippsland 
languages was walang (Hercus 1986).

The word for ‘lies/lying’, jetbolan, also occurs in connection with the 
sentences discussed below Song 5 in section 5.2.5. Song 5 is a Prewin song.

The SLV manuscript version of the song is presented in Box 5.26:
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Box 5.26: Song 11 – Nunga Nunga song, version 1

Kurnai

Nunga Nungy Song

This song is in two verses

Nána mŭlk ēdjanning

what for (you) thought

dinne Bramittel waidjŭrk-gitjándu

old husband-mine murder

dinnin baiëg ŭng

bad orphan

 (or) Why did you think to murder my old husband your worthless orphan – ie. person 
having no kindred

Waitchurk Nunga-nunget

nŭn-ma tari?

what (he) do (to you)

mŭk lŭlia ngŭn

me

Source: SLV MS 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 53; adapted by authors.

The following page of the manuscript (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.
pdf, p. 54) gives some further context about the decoration of the 
participants in the Nunga Nunga fight. In this description we find reference 
to Bullawreng, elsewhere spelled Bullawang. This is literally bula mri wrang 
‘two-eye-black duck’. Howitt (1904: 619) writes that ‘[t]he birds Bullawang, 
Yiirung, and Djiitgun are said to be three of the “leen muk-Kurnai” (“real 
Kurnai ancestors”)’. The other two birds are the sex totems (see section 
5.1.7.1). The term Bullawang is also used to refer to the guardian of the boys 
undergoing the initiation ceremony (see section 5.2.21). Howitt (SLV MS 
Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 54) notes:

In attending a ‘set-fight’ (nǔ́nge-nǔ́nger) e.g that of Lamby, the 
aggrieved are painted with murlu all over their head and faces in 
bodies while then aggressors are painted with naial. Also when a party 
went out to revenge a death by killing someone the members were 
painted with murlu. See the fight at Nunulmungee. For corroboree 
both red and white paint were used in marks on the face and body 
arbitrarily put on at the fancy of the wearer.

At the Jeraiel the youths were painted with Naial on the face.
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The Mullamullung wore a white stripe across the face.

The Bulla wreng was painted round each eye with murlu in 
resemblence to the black duck.

… the black duck that the Bullawreng was named having reference 
to his eye.

Bulla – (mree) – wreng
Two eyes duck?

The black duck and the robin were both ‘policemen’ to look after the 
boys. Both of them were Bullawreng but this name was not spoken 
before boys or girls.

An example of a Nunga Nunga fight is described in a little later in the 
manuscript (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 56), with the words 
Nunga Nunga written on the side and McAlpine32 given as the consultant:

In 1856 a black boy called Benny was with McAlpine as stockrider. 
A girl called Sally was in the house as a servant. They ran away 
together to Snake Island & remained away 6 weeks. When they 
returned there was a great row. When McAlpine went down to 
the camp hearing the disturbance, he found Bennie standing 
naked about sixty yards off. He had only a turnmung in his hand. 
A number of his friends were standing behind him at a distance. 
There were a number of women beating rugs. Old Morgan, Darby 
and other men at the camp facing Bennie & the others with him. 
Much speechifying went on. Old Morgan made an oration, an old 
woman followed, then old Darby spoke then another old woman 
and so only for nearly two hours. Then several men stood out each 
having one spear and one boomerang. Each man in succession threw 
his spear and then instantly his boomerang at Benny, who however 
warded off or dodged all. When all had been thrown the matter 
ended. Benny was allowed to keep the girl. Benny was Darbys tribal 
brother; the girl was the tribal sister of Darby’s wife.

32	  McAlpine was a squatter in the South Gippsland area.
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There is another reference to the Nunga Nunga fight in a letter from Howitt 
to Tylor, dated 21 February 1888.33 In the online transcription, the name 
of the fight is spelled Mingi nungil, but we have corrected this in the quote 
below:

(3)	� If however it happened that (for instance) an own or tribal 
brother of the man died under the suspicion of magical 
malpractices by some relation of his wifes father and that in 
consequence a Nungi nungit were formed. That is to say an 
arranged expiatory fight – The daughters husband would be 
on the opposite side to his wifes father and would be bound to 
revenge the death of his brother.

A second, shorter version of the song text (Box 5.27) is in Museums Victoria 
(XM 692, p. 62):

Box 5.27: Song 11 – Nunga Nunga song, version 2

Nanamŭlk dina bramitel

my (think of it) old husband mine

waˈitjŭk-gitjandū

murder

diˈnin baˈiëgŭng

worthless orphan

bad

Source: MV XM 692, p. 62; adapted by authors.

The Nunga Nunga song is very difficult to analyse. Our attempt is presented 
here as (5.18):

(5.18) Nána mŭlk ēdjanning

what for (you) thought

n(g)anma malk etjaning

what ? ?
‘What …’

33	  Pitt Rivers Museum, ‘Transcription of Box 12: Howitt Correspondence Tylor Papers Pitt Rivers 
Museum Manuscript Collections Part 2’, transcribed April and November 2013, accessed 6 May 2016, 
web.prm.ox.ac.uk/sma/index.php/primary-documents/primary-documents-index/417-howitt-tylor-
papers-prm-2.html.

http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/sma/index.php/primary-documents/primary-documents-index/417-howitt-tylor-papers-prm-2.html
http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/sma/index.php/primary-documents/primary-documents-index/417-howitt-tylor-papers-prm-2.html
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dinne Bramittel waidjŭrk-gitjándu

old husband-mine murder

tini pra-m/ng?-ithal waitja(R)k-kitj-antu

old man-form-1sg aggressor-?-2sg?
‘(That) you murdererd the old man my husband’

dinnin baiëg ŭng

bad orphan

(or) Why did you think to murder my old husband your worthless orphan - 
ie. person having no kindred

tintin payakung

bad without kin
‘You worthless orphan!’

Waitchurk Nunga-nunget nŭn-ma tari?

what did (he) do (to you)

waitja(R)k nunga-nungit n(g)anma taRi

aggressor victim what do?
‘What did the waitja(R)k do to you (nunga-nungit)?’

mŭk lŭlia ngŭn

- - me

mak laliya ngan

good? ? 1sg?
‘(Do) good? … to me.’

Notes
The 1st person possessive suffix is documented in range of forms, possibly 
an underlying (ng)itha(l). Some of the forms shown have a final -l and 
others (such as Wangingitha ‘my boomerang’, written by R.H. Mathews) 
lack this. We think it likely that the word for ‘my husband’ was in fact pra-
ngithal, although both sources have -m as Bramittel.

The final suffix on the form waidjŭrk-gitjándu, spelled waitjurk-jandu 
in Howitt (1904: 346), may be -ntu. In a manuscript draft (NLA MS 
8006/8/7), R.H. Mathews gives the following paradigm:
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Singular 1st person I speak or talk Dhangganetch
2nd person Dhanggandu
3rd person Dhangga

This paradigm makes it appear that -ntu was a 2nd person suffix, also found 
in the 2nd person singular free pronoun form ngintu, included by many 
sources. A 2nd person singular interpretation is appropriate in this example, 
but the same suffix occurs on many sentence examples in the Mathews 
papers with a non-2nd person reference.

The insult word for ‘orphan’, which we have regularised as payakung, 
appears to be related to two words included by Dawson and Pettit: omigorn 
‘motherless (orphan)’ and jaigong ‘fatherless (orphan)’ (Fesl 1985: B7, 
no. 19). The second of these certainly has the same final kung, which would 
a appear to be a suffix, and the first one also seems to have it. Perhaps kung 
meant ‘without’. We cannot at present suggest meanings for omi- and jai- as 
these do not resemble the usual words for ‘mother’ and ‘father’, which are 
yakan and mungkan respectively.

The final syllable of the song, ngŭn, regularised as ngan is glossed by Howitt 
as ‘me’. It is likely that the same form is found in a sentence recorded by 
Bulmer (Smyth 1878, 2: 15), presented as (5.19):

(5.19) Man jilly panda ngan poorko

He hit me head

man tjili pantha ngan puRk-u

? 3sg hit 1sg head-erg
‘He hit me on the head.’

5.2.12 Song 12 – Woman’s answer to a Yentjin(y), 
or elopement song
The only song that was reported by a female is found in Museums Victoria 
XM 653. The transcription of a section with the heading ‘Marriage’ on the 
left is presented in Box 5.28. The first draft of this transcription was done 
by Sharnthi Krishna-Pillay in a report prepared for the Victorian Aboriginal 
Corporation for Languages (VACL report on Howitt part 7.pdf, p. 16). 
Krishna-Pillay added a note relating to Nanny’s father: ‘Bunjil Nullung, the 
country between the Avon and Providence ponds, also name of a man, is a 
division of Brayakaulung (Howitt, 1996:76)’.



473

5. GIPPSLAND SONGS

Box 5.28: Song 12 – Braiakaulung song

Old Nanny – the oldest woman now living among the Kurnai – was a widow with grey 
hair when Angus McMillan first discovered Gippsland. She says that it was the 
universal custom for a young woman to obtain a wife by running off with her. If a 
man wanted a second one it was the same. If the first wife did not object she would 
assist them, but if she thought she was going to be put outside the camp she might 
inform the parents of the intended second wife. If her husband suspected – he would 
probably not tell her anything but leave her behind when he ran off. Very rarely if two 
young men agreed to exchange sisters it would not be necessary to run off – if the 
girls had no partners or if the fathers consented. But she only remembered three 
instances – one of which was her own case. She was given away by her brother and her 
husband was not therefore expected to fight.

One very fine song brought back by the Birra ark

yeerungaˈday nganduang woorlingita

yeerung I think before me

Source: MV XM 653; adapted by authors.

Nanny went on to give information about the Braiakaulung marriage customs. 

We assume that this song is an example of the yentjin(y) (elopement song) 
but was perhaps sung by a female in response to the songs sung by the males. 
This seems to be the only song documented for which a female was the 
informant and the only example of a song sung from the female perspective.

Our analysis of this song is presented as (5.20):

(5.20) Yeerungaday onganduang woorlingita

Yeerung I think before me

yiRang-at(h)ai nant(h)u-(a)nga wu(r)li-ngitha

male totem-? think?-1sg? front?-1sg.poss
‘The YiRang (male) is in front of me, I think.’

Notes
The word for ‘I think’ is also found in the Prewin song of Brudhen Mundyi 
(see section 5.2.4). In that song, the form is spelled nandū-ŭnga, but this is 
clearly the same word.

We assume that the word woorlingita is literally ‘my front’, and that a form 
like wu(r)li was a noun meaning something like ‘front’. 
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5.2.13 Song 13 – Charm to drive away pains
A short charm referring to the moon and used to drive away pains is 
found in three versions. The first is from Howitt (1904: 388), presented 
here as Box 5.29; the second is from Howitt (1887a: 334), presented in 
Box 5.30. The manuscript version is in Museums Victoria (XM 761, 
p. 107), presented in Box 5.31. The Museums Victoria version was recorded 
as part of the detailed description of an initiation ceremony (see section 
5.2.21.1.1). In that version, it was described as ‘Billy’s song’, where ‘Billy’ 
refers to Tulaba. It was sung late on the Monday night of a ceremony that 
had commenced on the previous Thursday. Howitt wrote: ‘Last night men 
returned late with wallaby – knocked up – Billy’s song’. We have included 
the song here, rather than in the discussion of the initiation ceremony, 
because in Box 5.29 the function of the song is to drive away pains; in this 
case, those being experienced by Tulaba’s wife. It thus appears that it is not 
a core part of the boys’ initiation ritual.

Box 5.29: Song 13 – Charm to drive away pains, version 1

… I give a charm to drive away pains, which Tulaba learned from his deceased 
father in a dream. One evening when I was at the Jeraeil ceremonies I heard a most 
extraordinary song proceeding from his camp. I found that he was driving away pains 
which were troubling his old wife, and he told me that he was singing a most powerful 
song which his father Bruthen-munji had taught him while he slept. The words are as 
follows, an extraordinary emphasis being laid on the last word:–

Minyan bulunma naranke

Show belly moon to

Source: Howitt (1904: 388); adapted by authors.

In Howitt (1887a: 334) the text is slightly different (Box 5.30): 

Box 5.30: Song 13 – Charm, version 2

Minyan būlūn ma naranke

show or point to belly the moon to

Source: Howitt (1887a: 334); adapted by authors.

The version in Museums Victoria is in Box 5.31: 

Box 5.31: Song 13 – Charm, version 3

Billy’s song

mínyan būllūni ma nárranke

show belly to the moon

Source: MV XM 761, p. 107; adapted by authors.
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Our analysis is presented in (5.21). This is some kind of metaphor, related 
to driving away his wife’s pains.

(5.21) Minyan bulunma naranke

show belly moon to

minyan puluny-ma naRang-(k)a

show belly-poss moon-?obl
‘Show the moon’s belly.’

Note that minyan is not recorded in other sources with a meaning ‘show’. We 
think this word is likely related to miRinga ‘point’ found in the KunyeRu 
– Prewin song (Song 5) above (section 5.2.5).

5.2.14 Song 14 – Song for stopping the wind
A short song with which the Puntjil KrauRa (spelled Bunjil Kraura by 
Howitt) stopped the wind, is shown in Howitt (1904: 397), presented here 
in Box 5.32, and in Fison and Howitt (1880: 231), presented in Box 5.33. 
The 1880 version contains important additional information omitted from 
the 1904 version: the first two words of the song were repeated and a clearer 
explanation was given of the word wang, which in the 1904 version is 
translated with a misprint ‘bond’ in place of ‘band’; the 1880 version makes 
it clear that this is a headband. We have not found a manuscript version of 
this song, but the ability of Puntjil KrauRa to control the wind is discussed 
in Museums Victoria XM 525.

Box 5.32: Song 14 – Stopping the wind, version 1

I have before spoken of one of the Brayaka Headmen who was credited with the power 
of calling up the furious west winds, whence he derived his name of Bunjil-kraura. His 
song by which he stopped the gales which prevented his tribes-people from climbing 
the tall trees in the western forest, ran thus—

Kutbuna-wang Kraura

from Kutbun to bear or carry, Wang a bond or something tied, and Kraura, the west 
wind. I did not hear the song by which he caused the western gales to arise, but 
I have no doubt that it was of the same character. When these gales came, he was 
propitiated by presents to send them away.

Source: Howitt (1904: 397–98); adapted by authors.
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Box 5.33: Song 14 – Stopping the wind, version 2

… Bunjil Kraura, who is said to have had control over the winds. It was believed that 
he could call up the great west wind (gwera-ale, kraura) if he was not well supplied 
with food. He would make it so to rock the trees that the blackfellows could not climb 
in search of same. When duly propitiated, he would charm the storm to rest by tying 
a band of twisted stringy bark round his head and chanting this spell— “Kŭtbun-a-
wang, kŭtbŭn-a-wang, kraura, &c, &c.”

(Kŭtbŭn= carry or wear ; wang=a band or string).

Source: Fison and Howitt (1880: 231); adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (5.22):

(5.22) kŭtbŭn-a wang kŭtbŭn-a wang kraura

carry, wear band, string carry, wear band, string west wind

kartpa-n(h)a wang kartpa-n(h)a wang krauRa

take-? headband take-? headband west
‘Wearing a headband, wearing a headband, the west (wind).’

Notes
The word for ‘wear’ is regularised as kurtpa /guḍba/ in Fesl (1985: U2, 
no. 18), based on the form kurtba, written by R.H. Mathews. However, on 
the basis of the spelling in Fison and Howitt (1880) and spellings like kart-
bur in Robinson, we feel the first vowel should be /a/. 

5.2.15 Song 15 – Red Moon song
The song presented in this section was sung when a red moon was seen. 
This presumably refers to what is usually termed a blood moon, which 
happens during a total eclipse of the moon or lunar eclipse.34 As the 
manuscript notes point out, it was believed that such a moon had devoured 
people. The informant for this information is named as Billy Macleod 
(Tulaba). The only version we have found is in a State Library of Victoria 
manuscript, presented in Box 5.34:

34	  Some information about blood moons can be found at Daisy Dobrijevic, ‘What is a Blood Moon 
and When Can You See the Next One in 2026?’, space.com, accessed 21 January 2026, accessed 1 May 
2022, www.space.com/39471-what-is-a-blood-moon.html.

http://www.space.com/39471-what-is-a-blood-moon.html
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Box 5.34: Song 15 – Red Moon song

When the Kurnai saw the moon red they believed that it had then devoured a number 
of dead men (turdegǔni kǔrnai) in another country; being supposed to have sneaked 
upon these while they were busy searching sow thistles upon which they were 
supposed to feed. When the moon was thus seen, the following song was sung

Yakwa Yakwa Yakwa

(nest)

Tari-gwando bringwana

avid bone excrement

Bēnbalai

a place west of Lindenow flat

This song is said to have been composed by the Ngūlˈǔ́mbra Kǔrnai (ancient blacks) 
(old time blacks)

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 38; adapted by authors.

The word Ngūlˈǔ́mbra would appear to be a compound word containing the 
word pra meaning ‘human, man’. We have not been able to find any word 
similar to Ngūlˈǔ́m, which we would regularise as ngulam, in the various 
word lists consulted. It appears that the whole compound had second 
syllable stress, as ngulámpra.

Our analysis of this song is presented in (5.23):

(5.23) Yakwa Yakwa Yakwa

(nest)

yakwa yakwa yakwa

? ? ?

Tari-gwando bringwana Bēnbalai

ovid bone excrement A place west of Lindenow flat

taRi-kwantu pring-kwana(ng) penpalai

void? bone-faeces pn
‘Void? the faeces of bones, at Penpalai.’

Notes
We are unable to offer any analysis for the word yakwa, which is glossed as 
‘nest’. Bulmer (Smyth 1878, 2: 29) gives the sentence Thununa ngi woorngan 
togä jacka, with the meaning ‘Going to I seek nest bird’, where the phrase 
togä jacka is to be translated as ‘nest(ing) bird’, a possessive construction in 
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which the second element is the noun tjak ‘meat’. It is possible that this 
is an exclamation, similar to that uttered by the women in the initiation 
ceremony as ‘(2 women) ya! qua -yeh!’ (MV XM 615, p. 100). We regularise 
this as ya kwa ye.

The word Tari-gwando is glossed as ‘void’, which we presume refers to 
defecation. The word appears to contain the kwa- root, but we cannot 
analyse it further.

The place name Bēnbalai is not included in the list of place names provided 
by Howitt in Smyth (1878, 2: 188).

The word for ‘sow thistle’ is listed as thalak in Fesl (1985: M10, no. 122), 
the source being Bulmer. This word does not appear to be in the song.

5.2.16 Song 16 – Brataualong song
A short song, for which no contextual information was provided, and no 
suggested translation, is found on an unnumbered page in the State Library 
of Victoria manuscript Box 1053/3 (b). When examined by us, it was 
between pages 9 and 10. The informant is given as J. McAlpine, and the 
transcription is presented in Box 5.35:

Box 5.35: Song 16 – Brataualong song, version 1

Brataua 

song

Per J. McAlpine

Dinni ma dinni ma

Gi naul naul worein

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 15; adapted by authors.

A second version is found in notes by Howitt on Omeo tribe, presented here 
in Box 5.36:

Box 5.36: Song 16 – Brataualong song, version 2

Old corroberry song (Gūnyerū)
Dinni ma Dinni ma
Gi baul baul worein (McAlpine)

Source: SLV MS Box 1054/2 (b), hw0436.pdf, p. 11; adapted by authors.
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Our suggested analysis is given in (5.24):

(5.24) Dinni ma dinni ma Gi naul naul worein
- - - - -
tini-ma tini-ma ki(ka)-nyal nyal waRing

old-? old-? -1dl.incl 1dl.incl? sea
‘We two the old ones, (our) going to the sea.’

This translation is indeed very tentative. It may be that the two instances 
of the word ma are examples of the possessum marker (see Morey 2016). 
We are tempted to suggest that the form Gi naul is a form of the verb ‘go’, 
listed by Hercus (1986) as gigan.

5.2.17 Song 17 – Lullaby
A short lullaby is recorded in Howitt’s article of songs (1887a: 334), the text 
of which is presented as Box 5.37:

Box 5.37: Song 17 – Lullaby

Finally, I may conclude these notes by staying that there are also “lullabys” and 
“children’s songs”, of which the following will serve as samples

Wa! Wa! Wa! lelándū mri ngū

Stop! Stop! Stop! sleep eye thine

Source: Howitt (1887a: 334); adapted by authors.

Our analysis of this is presented in (5.25):

(5.25) Wa! Wa! Wa! lelándū mri ngū
Stop! Stop! Stop! sleep eye thine
Wa wa wa lela-ntu mri-ngu

excl excl excl sleep?-2sg eye-?
‘Eh, Eh, Eh, you are sleeping, … eye.’

Notes
The first three words of this song, all written as Wa!, are glossed by Howitt 
as ‘stop’. Fesl (1985: P4, no. 64) lists two words glossed as ‘stop’: wellbunite, 
recorded by Dawson and Pettit; and ngalla lōōrbin, clearly a negative 
phrase, recorded by Thomas. We suggest that the three repetitions of wa 
are in fact exclamations such as those found in the initiation ceremony 
(see section 5.2.21).
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The most commonly recorded word for ‘sleep’ in Gippsland was pernta- 
(Fesl 1985: S4, no. 36). The root word here is presumably lela, combined 
with the suffix -ntu that appears to have been a 2nd person singular suffix 
in the Nunga Nunga song (see section 5.2.11).

The final phrase mri ngū is glossed ‘eye thine’, where ngū corresponds to 
‘thine’ (2nd person singular possessive). In Mathews’s papers, the form 
for this is usually -ngina, as in wangin-ngina ‘thy boomerang’ (wangkin 
‘boomerang’). Bulmer includes a form ngingal translated as ‘thy’ (in Smyth 
1878, 2: 15), and Koothoula ‘thine’ (in Smyth 1878, 2: 25). No form similar 
to ngu has been shown in the other sources with a 2nd person singular 
possessive meaning.

5.2.18 Laments
Howitt (1904: 459) gives examples of a number of laments, some translated 
only into English, but with one formulaic lament of the form ‘my spouse is 
dead’ or ‘my child is dead’. The texts of these and the context are presented 
in Box 5.38:

Box 5.38: Laments

Among the Kurnai, when a man died, his relatives rolled him up in a ’possum rug and 
enclosed it in a sheet of bark, cording it tightly. A hut was built over it, and in this the 
mourning relatives collected. The corpse was placed in the centre, and as many of the 
relatives as could find room lay with their heads on it. There they lay lamenting their 
loss, saying, for instance, “Why did you leave us?” Now and then their grief would be 
intensified by some one, for instance, the wife, uttering an ear-piercing wail “Penning-
i-torn” (my spouse is dead), or a mother would say “Lit-i-torn” (my child is dead). All the 
others would then join in with the proper term of relationship, and they would cut 
and gash themselves with sharp stones and tomahawks until their heads and bodies 
streamed with blood. The bitter wailing and weeping continued all night, only the 
more distant relations rousing themselves to eat until the following day.

Source: Howitt (1904: 459); adapted by authors.

The text in language is of the form ‘kinship term-i-torn’. The kinship terms 
in this example are regularised as pen(h)ang ‘husband’ (see Fesl 1985: B8–9, 
no. 44 for examples) and litj ‘child’. The form meaning ‘is dead’ is unfamiliar 
from other sources, where the word for ‘die’ is tertika- (Fesl 1985).

Bulmer also talks about the laments in Campbell (1999: 35): 

Mourning by the Gippslanders was touching. The widow cried for 
her husband, mian etcha, my husband, repeated over & over again 
and each person would show their connection with the dead man, as 
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brammun, brother too. When it was a child the cry was very plaintive 
and always reminded one of David’s lament, it was leethi, leethi, my 
child, my child. The mourning would always be accompanied with 
head chopping, the women tearing their faces, leaving permanent 
marks for the rest of their lives. The men’s heads were all bald on top, 
which was caused by this chopping.

The form of ‘my husband’ here, mian etcha, is unfamiliar from other sources.

5.2.19 (Ritual) sayings
This next section contains two short sections of words that are spoken, 
possibly in a ritual and certainly a formulaic way, in two circumstances, 
first, when the aurora australis is seen (section 5.2.19.1) and second when 
a messenger brings news of the death of someone (section 5.2.19.2).

5.2.19.1 Sayings relating to the aurora australis
The story of the origin of the aurora is given by Howitt (1904: 493), and 
relates to the initiation ceremony discussed in section 5.2.21, some part of 
which was restricted:

When some one impiously revealed the secrets of the Jeraeil to 
women, and thereby brought the anger of Mungan-ngaua on the 
Kurnai, he sent his fire, the Aurora Australis, which filled the whole 
space between the earth and the sky. Men went mad with fear, and 
speared each other, fathers killing their children, husbands their 
wives, and brethren each other. Then the sea rushed over the land 
and nearly all mankind was drowned. Those who survived became 
the Muk-kurnai. Some turned into animals, birds, reptiles, fishes, 
and Tundun and his wife became porpoises. Mungan left the earth, 
and ascended to the sky where he still remains.

When the people saw the aurora (wiRa), they would speak a ritual saying. 
There are two versions of this, the first from Tulaba in Box 5.39 and the 
second from Billy Macleod in Box 5.40:

Box 5.39: Sayings relating to the aurora australis, version 1

When the Kǔrnai saw the Wíra they were much frightened and held out each one hi 
“Brétakǔrnai and said “send it away or I will “Jíbǔn a móko (threw in the fire)

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 37; adapted by authors.
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Box 5.40: Sayings relating to the aurora australis, version 2

The aurora was called Wira. When they saw it they were much alarmed and holding 
out their [dead?] hands would say for instance “Jibbǔn a moka” as is I will burn in fire, 
if it did not send the aurora away.

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 38; adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (5.26):

(5.26) Jibǔn a móko

threw in the fire

tjilpa-na muku

throw-? DEM.into
‘Throw it in (to the fire).’

The word muku is a demonstrative with an allative meaning ‘to that, 
thither’. This word is also discussed by Howitt (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), 
hw0404.pdf, p. 64).

5.2.19.2 Sayings relating to the dead
Howitt also wrote down the words that were spoken when the death of 
someone was announced by a messenger. These words were termed lewin 
‘message, news’ and were carried by the Daiaur ‘messenger’, a word that can 
perhaps be regularised as tayau(R). The formulaic saying spoken at that 
time is presented in Box 5.41:

Box 5.41: Sayings relating to the dead

In the olden time Lewin was sent by words only. The Daiaur carried the words but did 
not carry any thing like a stick. I think the Kurnai learned from the Brajerak to send 
Bommerangs and spears.
When a Baiaur brought word that someone was dead he would say when coming into 
the camp “Father (as the case might be) of that one (pointing to someone or other) is
Tǔrdegatū būlū tūndū
Tǔrdegatū – dead, būlūt = above – tūndū – there 
or he might …
[written on the side]
… might sit down near the camp till his friend went to him – took him to his camp and 
gave him food. Then all being assembled the Baiaur sometimes told his message to 
all – sometimes to person to whom he was sent who in a loud voice repeated it to all

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 39; adapted by authors.
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Our analysis of this saying is presented as example (5.27):

(5.27) Tǔrdegatū būlū Tūndū

dead above these or he might be

tertika-tu pulu Tuntu

dead-erg? above dem
‘He is dead … above.’

Notes
The root for the word for ‘dead’ was given as tertika in Fesl (1985: S4, no. 
42, see also N11–12, no. 113). However, in Song 5 (section 5.2.5) the form 
is terti-, which is presumed to be the root form. The form tertika might 
mean ‘dead one’ and it is possible that the suffix in this word and in tūridū 
are the ergative -tu, examples of which can also be found in the Brewin song 
documented by Bulmer (see section 5.3.1).

Bulmer shows booloot as ‘above’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 26).

5.2.20 Three short texts in Howitt
This section includes short texts from Howitt’s papers; they may relate to 
marriage customs or be examples of words spoken at the time of men or 
women moving to be married. Because the texts given in both Box 5.43 and 
Box 5.44 finish with yah, which looks like a song language cry/exclamation, 
found frequently in the Boys’ initiation texts (see section 5.2.21), we think it 
likely that these are song-like texts, and have therefore included them here.

The first two texts (Boxes 5.42 and 5.43) are similar:

Box 5.42: Short text no. 1

Woornin-gin
Ginan ga gan
workut

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3-4, hw0404.pdf, p. 124; adapted by authors.

Box 5.43: Short text no. 2

Wū nin-gin

Yangi wūnmatu brawa (she says) mūna mūngie

Kikanat lūlūi yah

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3-4, hw0404.pdf, p. 124; adapted by authors.
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Underneath this second text is written the following:

To Chas Riv
Yangi wūnmatū brawa – mūnda
[taerta?]

Our analysis of this first text is given in (5.28):

(5.28) Woornin-gin Ginan ga gan workut

wun-ingin kina-kikan wuRgat

where-2sg ?-go woman
‘Where do you go, woman!’

Linguistic notes
The word kina may be some kind of grammatical word. Bulmer showed 
two short utterances with a form kinna, of uncertain meaning:

Kinna guani ‘Or’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 26)
Kinnat gan yarrowa ‘I am fightable (I was angry)’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 29).

The analysis of the second text is given in (5.29):

(5.29) Wū nin-gin

wun-ingin

where-2sg
‘Where are you?

yangi wūnmatu Brawa mūna mūngie

yangi wunmatu pra-wa muna muntji

I say where male/man-obl dem? dem?
‘I say, where is the man’s …

kikanat lūlūi Yah

kika-n(h)atj luluwi ya(h)

go-1sg excl? excl
‘I have gone … ya!’
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Linguistics notes
The form wūnmatu may be marked for 2nd person.

Box 5.44: Short text no. 3

[aun?] [nang?] mūnda Beera watūn (Bruthen)

Don’t know there at

Nabbūnda brebba? tūntu yah

How many more that way [next]

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/3-4, hw0404.pdf, p. 124; adapted by authors.

The analysis of this text is presented as (5.30):

(5.30.1) nang mūnda Beera watūn

don’t know there at (Bruthen)

nan(g) munta piRawathan

who dem pn
‘Who is there at Bruthen?’

(5.30.2) nabbūnda brebba Tūntu yah

how many more that way

n(g)apunt(h)a prepa Tuntu ya(h)

how many? other dem excl
‘How many more are there?’

Notes
This suggests that the name Bruthen derives from a form meaning ‘move 
possum’, piRa-wathan.

Maybe nang is actually related to the form nan recorded by Bulmer meaning 
‘who’.

5.2.21 The Boys’ initiation ceremony (TjeRayil)
As mentioned earlier, apart from the kunyeRu and yentjin(y), the third 
main type of song was that sung during the ceremony of the initiation of 
boys, the term for which we have regularised as tjeRayil (spelled variously 
jeraeil and jerryale). Descriptions of this ceremony are found in six different 
sources, laid out in Table 5.3. The songs sung at these ceremonies were 
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cries and exclamations for the most part, as well as calls to the sex totems 
(see section 5.1.7.1). The song texts as written down by Howitt will be 
presented and analysed below (section 5.2.21.2).

The word tjeRayil is stated by Howitt (1904: 617) to mean ‘leafy’ or 
‘having leaves or twigs’, being connected with the word jerung (tjeRang) 
meaning ‘leaf or twig’. The ceremony was ‘staged’ at Howitt’s request in 
1884, and he kept detailed notes on that performance. The background 
to that performance and the identification of its location are discussed in 
Gibson and Mullett (2020).

Table 5.3: Sources for information about the TjeRayil  
(Boys’ initiation ceremony)

Source Contents Reference 
to section

MV XM 761, pp. 29–30, 
32, 97–102, 105–7

Detailed description of a ‘staged’ ceremony, 
possibly held in January–February 1884, 
with consultants/participants named

5.2.21.1.1

Howitt in Smyth  
(1878, 1: 62–63)

Descriptions of the ceremony written prior 
to the holding of the staged ceremony

5.2.21.1.2

Fison and Howitt  
(1880: 194–98)

Descriptions of the ceremony written prior 
to the holding of the staged ceremony

5.2.21.1.3

Howitt (1904: 617–33) Description of the ceremony 5.2.21.1.4

Bulmer in Campbell 
(1999: 6–7)

Brief notes on the ceremony 5.2.21.1.5

Howitt MSS in SLV Tulaba’s recollection and Jimmy Scott’s 
recollections

5.2.21.1.6

Source: Authors.

We will not go into detail about all the aspects of the tjeRayil ceremony here 
as readers who want to learn more can visit the sources cited above, as well 
as more recent work such as Gibson and Mullett (2020). Nevertheless, some 
introductory remarks are needed to set the context for the songs presented 
in section 5.2.21.2.

Origin of the ceremony
Fison and Howitt (1880: 194) stated that when they performed this 
ceremony, the men were ‘Kŭrnai – the descendants of Yeerŭng – performing 
a ceremony handed down to them through their ancestors from the mystic 
pair, Yeerŭng and Djeetgun’. This refers to the two birds that are the sex 
totems of the Gippsland people, yiRang ‘southern emu-wren’ for males and 
tjitkan ‘blue wren’ for females.
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Restrictions on participation in the ceremony
All the Gippsland people would participate in these ceremonies.

Howitt (1904: 617) makes it clear that the ceremony should be led only 
by those who are fully initiated, but that in his staged performance, two 
men, including the then head of the Krauatungalung, would be allowed 
to participate even though they were not fully initiated (i.e. they had not 
undergone the full ceremony themselves), because there were otherwise not 
enough men to perform the ceremony.

On the other hand, those who were termed ‘half-castes’ were not permitted 
to attend that staged performance. As will be mentioned below, some parts 
of the ceremony are restricted to only fully initiated men and those who are 
undergoing initiation.

Howitt (1904: 322) writes that he was himself ‘initiated in the Yuin tribe’, 
and this initiation seems to have been accepted by the Gippsland people, 
as per this quote in Howitt and Fison (1880: 198):

It was from Tūlabā that I first obtained particulars of this custom, 
and who afterwards arranged the rehearsal of the ceremony. I said 
jokingly to him, ‘l am jerra-eil now.’ He replied, ‘Yes, now you are my 
brogan.’ Being his brogan, it followed, as I have said, that a peculiar 
relation was established, and in accordance with the custom, his wife 
often addressed me as ‘brā bittel’ (my husband), whilst I spoke to her 
as ‘rūkut bittel’ (my wife).

Howitt also details how, at the most delicate and restricted stage of the 
ceremony, he was asked to prove that he had been properly initiated by 
producing sacred objects that he had been given (1904: 627). While his 
acceptance as an initiate was apparently based on his possession of a bullroarer 
that he had collected in Queensland for the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, 
it has been questioned.35 As Petch and Gibson (2013)36 wrote: ‘According to 
Mulvaney (1970: 207–14), it was this object that Howitt produced to prove 
his “credentials” with the senior men during the Jeraeil ceremony’.

35	  The ‘bullroarer’ from Queensland is 1917.553.461 at the Pitt Rivers Museum, documented as being 
bequeathed by Tylor after his death in 1917 and described in the PRM accession book as ‘bull-roarer, 
bribbun, swung at initiation ceremonies, Chepara tribe, south Queensland coast (south of Brisbane)’ 
(Petch and Gibson 2013).
36	  They go on to point out that Howitt had collected three bullroarers from Gippsland, one catalogued 
at the Pitt Rivers Museum as 1911.32.10, and described in the PRM accession register as ‘Bull-roarer, “large 
Tundun”, Kurnai, Gippsland, Victoria’. There were two additional smaller ones numbered 1911.32.11 and 
1911.32.12 described as ‘2 Bullroarers, rukut tundun’ (Petch and Gibson 2013).
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Participants in the ceremony
The boys who are to undertake the ceremony experience it in three stages, 
as Howitt describes it ‘the stages of Tutnurring and Brewit to Jeraeil’ (1904: 
617). The first stage, which we can term ‘initiate’ or ‘novice’, is regularised as 
tutnaRing or tutnaRang (see discussion in section 5.2.21.1.1). The second 
stage, prewit, refers to when the boys are already initiated and living with 
other young men. Howitt (1904: 622) indicates that this stage is reached 
before the boys have the secret knowledge given to them. The final stage, 
tjeRayil, refers both to the ceremony and to those who have fully passed its 
processes.

Three other groups of people are mentioned in this ceremony. The krauwan 
‘female cross cousins’ play an important role of support for the boys in 
the early parts of the ceremony. The pulawrang, usually spelled Bullawang 
in Howitt (1904) is the male guardian of the boys during the ceremony. 
The pulawrang has already been mentioned in connection with the Nunga 
Nunga song (see section 5.2.11).

The other participant who is named is the Gweraeil Rukut, an old woman 
who summons all of the women to drill the boys (tutnaRing) and the 
krauwan in their performances (Howitt 1904: 617), and leads dancing and 
singing at various stages in the ceremony. The name Gweraeil Rukut can be 
regularised as kweRayil rukat, literally ‘big woman’, where the second word 
is spelled by Hercus (1986: 241) as [ˈrukət]. Fesl (1985: B7, no. 18) notes 
that John Mathew gave the term for ‘old woman’ as kwerailmina, wurukot, 
which confirms the initial kw- in this word.

The restricted portions of the ceremony
These are described in Howitt (1904: 625–31) and will not be discussed in 
detail here. Howitt’s letter to Tylor on 2 February 1884 makes it clear what 
is to be restricted:

(3)	� The secret ceremony called by the Kurnai ‘shewing the 
grandfather’ is the exhibition of the Tundun to the youths and 
at this time they are duly instructed in the local knowledge of 
the tribe.

In the same letter, Howitt makes it clear that ‘Death is the penalty in time past 
for unlawful revelation of these secrets. The old men refused to admit me to 
them until I fully satisfied them that I had already been initiated elsewhere’.
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None of the song texts that we will be presenting here relate to this restricted/
secret portion of the ceremony.

In their early 1880 book, Howitt and Fison (1880: 198) also describe the 
exhibition of the tundun and add:

They stare at the strange sight – a wonderful thing, such as they have 
never seen before. Each boy is held by an old man by the back of the 
neck with the left hand, while in the right he points a spear to the 
boy’s eye, and says, ‘If you tell this to any woman you will die – you 
will see the ground broken up and like the sea; if you tell this to any 
woman, or to any child, you will be killed.’

Ceremonies held in traditional times
Howitt (1904: 617–18) mentions that the ceremonies fell out of use after 
the first 20 years of white settlement, being revived at his request in 1884:

After the occupation of Gippsland by the white people in 1842, 
these ceremonies were held at intervals for some twenty years. They 
then fell into disuse, and were only now revived in response to the 
message which I had sent round.¹ The old men said they were glad 
to receive my message, and to hold the Jeraeil, for the reason that 
the Kurnai youth ‘were now growing wild. They had been too much 
with the whites, so that now they paid no attention [p. 618] either to 
the words of the old men or to those of the missionaries.’

1.	� Those to whom the message goes accompanied by the Tundun 
must obey the call. Two of the Brayaka clan failed to attend 
after being summoned, having remained at one of the missions 
for a wedding. The old men were very indignant, and said, 
‘When that kalk (wood) goes to a man he must come, he cannot 
stop away.’ In olden times this non-attendance would have had 
serious results for the two Brayakas.

The revived ceremony of 1884
This ceremony is described in detail in a notebook in Museums Victoria 
(XM 761). Page 29 lists all of the old men involved in organising the 
ceremony, headed by Billy McLeod (Tulaba), and page 30 lists which of the 
wives of the old men were involved (see Box 5.45).

The dating of this re-created ceremony is somewhat uncertain. While 
we follow Gibson and Mullett (2020) in accepting the date of January–
February 1884, two letters of Howitt’s dated 13 February and 25 March 
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1882 (MV XM 89 and XM 90) seem to suggest the ceremony was held in 
that year; it was certainly held before a letter to Tylor37 written on 2 February 
1884, which also seems to confirm that the re-creation of the ceremony had 
occurred before that date.

However, this date is later than the publication of both Smyth (1878) and 
Fison and Howitt (1880). The latter suggests there may have been an earlier 
re-creation of the ceremony, as in this quote from Howitt (1880: 194):

In order to ascertain as clearly as possible what the ceremonies were, 
I prevailed upon some of the Brabrolung and Tatungolung men to 
give me a representation. I regretted it was not a dress rehearsal; 
nevertheless, the actors were in their parts con amore. The past 
seemed to revive in them. 

Foods
This ceremony involved restrictions on foods that could be eaten; a detailed 
list of foods and who could eat what is found in the State Library of Victoria 
(MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, pp. 31–34; also Box 1053/4 (a), hw0404.
pdf, p. 74).

Messengers
Smyth (1878, 1: 62) makes the point that all of the five tribes of Gippsland 
would attend these tjeRayil ceremonies, and these would be summoned by 
messengers. Fison and Howitt (1880: 192) describe these messengers:

Two messengers were sent from the division or the clan taking the 
initiative to the division or the clan nearest to it. These men were 
called lewin, or specially lewinda-jeira-alla, that is, the messengers of 
the jerraeil or initiation.

This term lewinda-jeira-alla, which we regularise as lewin-ta tjeRayil-a, 
is another example of a possessive construction; the possessor here marked 
with the suffix -ta, which follows a noun with final -n (see Morey 2016). 
The literal meaning is therefore ‘the messenger’s ceremony’.

37	  Pitt Rivers Museum, ‘Transcription of Box 12: Howitt Correspondence Tylor Papers Pitt Rivers 
Museum Manuscript Collections Part 1’, transcribed 2013, accessed 6 May 2016, web.prm.ox.ac.uk/
sma/​index.php/primary-documents/primary-documents-index/​414-howitt-tylor-papers-prm.html.

http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/sma/index.php/primary-documents/primary-documents-index/414-howitt-tylor-papers-prm.html
http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/sma/index.php/primary-documents/primary-documents-index/414-howitt-tylor-papers-prm.html
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5.2.21.1 Descriptions of the ceremonies

5.2.21.1.1 Museums Victoria, Howitt papers
Manuscript XM 761, a notebook of over 100 pages, appears to be a 
detailed description of the re-creation of the tjeRayil ceremony apparently 
performed in early 1882. The location of this re-creation was at McLennan’s 
Strait (see section 5.2.2).

This ceremony ran over five days (from late Thursday through to Monday, 
and we have divided the notebook text relating to these five days into 
five separate sections: Box 5.46 (Thursday), Box 5.47 (Friday), Box 5.48 
(Saturday), Box 5.49 (Sunday) and Box 5.50 (Monday).

The list of participants and some background to the organisation of the 
ceremony is given in Box 5.45. Page 29 lists the old men who were the 
organisers of the event, and page 30 also includes the details of which of 
their wives were involved. Page 29 also includes, under note 5, a list of the 
five stages of the ceremony. This is to be compared with the seven stages in 
Howitt (1904), see section 5.2.21.1.4.

Page 29 commences with a list of participants with the amount of money 
that they were paid in shillings. The two main participants seem to have 
been Tulaba (Billy Mcleod) and Lamby, as each was paid 2 shillings a day. 
Their wives were also involved as W means that the wife of the person 
named was present.

Box 5.45: Boys’ initiation ceremony, list of participants

Billy Mcleod -- W ---------------------. 2
Lamby ---- W ----------------. 2
Billy Wood ---------------------
Dick Cooper --------------------- 
Billy Bull --------------------- 1
Joe --------------------- 1
Toby ---------------------
Larry---------------------;
Billy Clark --- W --------------------- 1
Johny --- W--------------------- 1
Charley Blair -- W --------------------- 1
Kangaroo Jack-- W --------------------- 1
Bobby Brown -- W --------------------- 
King Charley --------------------- 1
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Johnny Fidgett --------------------- 1 
William Barak--------------------- 1
Dick Richards--------------------- 1
McKay--------------------- [serf??] 1

__
15
5
__
75 /-

ten fares a 5/- 50 /-
__
125 /-

[p. 29 second part]
Contents
(1) organising the meeting [through??] my action 
(2) calling of meeting
(3) meeting – delays -difficulties in deciding when to go on 
(4) Secret council of old men – the nyak bŭrmaim – the proceedings commence 
(5) 1st scene the performers

2nd scene ditto then bough performance – putting boys to sleep
(3) the bundle of rods
(4) waking the boys
(5) showing the Waintwin
(6)

[p. 30]
Billy – wife
Lamby – wife
Billy Wood – wife
[Johny Hoddenot – wife – crossed out]
Kangaroo Jack – wife
Charly Blair –
King Charly – wife
Billy Bull – wife
Larry
Joe –
Toby –
Billy Macdougall – wife
Neddy Rourke – wife
? Jimmy Fidgett –
? McKay

Source: MV XM 761, pp. 29–30; adapted by authors.
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As Box 5.45 shows, there was a secret council of the men, presumably held 
before the event was undertaken in order to arrange the ceremony. The 
name of this council is given as nyak bŭrmaim; the second word is likely to 
be burdany ‘old man’ (Fesl 1985: B5, no. 13, spelled in R.H. Mathews as 
burdain). This term, which we would regularise as nyag burdany, is in the 
form of a compound noun, rather than a possessive construction.

The ‘showing the waintwin’ referred to is the euphemism for the most sacred 
and restricted portion of the ceremony, ‘Showing the Grandfather’ (see below). 
The word waintwin is the word for ‘father’s father’ (Fesl 1985: B14, no. 62). 
We would regularise this as waindhwin. A very similar form was shown by 
Hercus (1986: 242) as webwen [ˈwebwən] ‘grandfather (paternal)’.

Later in the notebook, on page 93, there are the words ‘Mungan-aur my 
father’. Bulmer (in Smyth 1878, 2: 34) gives the form for ‘our father’ as 
Mungan oura. As far as we know, the only occurrences of 1st person plural 
possessive suffixes reported for the Gippsland languages relate to this word. 
On page 94 and 94b of the notebook, it is made clear that the most sacred 
and secret part of the ceremony originates from this figure, the creator. 
The transcription of the notebook (MV XM 761) is not always clear:

[p. 94]
If the women were allowed to see the Turndun the Big fellow up 
above would be so angry that he would send fire.  The air & sky and 
earth would be all fire and the blacks would be so terrified that they 
would all kill each other out of sheer fright

[p. 94b]
[??] the fire & hence the dread at its appearance. The Big Fellow 
up above is called by no name except – mūngan nginaur – i.e. ‘our 
father’ – and Tulabar spoke of him [??] ‘that fellow’ pointing up with 
his fore finger. He said that it was his father who told him all this 
when he [??] Jerrail. It was M.N. who first made the Jerrail – made 
the Tundoon, taught the Blacks all [??]to eat [??] Then their personal 
names eg Tanbullun, Warkukanda, [??] &c. The boys are told about 
him at the Jerail. 

The tundun is mentioned by Fesl under the heading ‘bullroarer’ (1985: C1, 
no. 43, also listed under ‘wooden instrument’ at C3, no. 73). There is also 
a mention of a female version, rukut-tundun from a story of Mary Howitt, 
‘Come Wind Come Weather’ (two of these rukut tundun are preserved at 
the Pitt Rivers Museum, accession numbers 1911.32.11 and 1911.32.12, 
see Petch and Gibson 2013).
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The description of the actual ceremony itself commences with Box 5.46:

Box 5.46: Boys’ initiation (Thursday evening)

[p. 97]
Thursday evening about sundown the Tūtanaring were placed on the ground the 
Krauan behind them and Old [Mary??] represented all the mothers. Jonny Fidgett 
waited with the boys as master of the ceremonies. Old William & Dick [??]about. 
The men all went away to [??] and after a time – William gave the signal to be ready.
[p. 98]
The boys were then placed in front of their Krauan and the mother behind them. In the 
distance was heard the reverberatory sound of heavy blows struck answered by shouts 
of Huh! The men appeared in a long winding row striking the strip of bark which each 
had held in each hand on the ground. The movement was a sinuous one as [hole??] line 
of men. Old Lamby running in a winding course towards the boys – at each step he struck 
a resounding blow on the ground – first on the right side then on the left. The others did 
the same [shouting huh! – inserted] Then at about the [fifth??] stride all
[p. 98a]
halted & struck the ground several times with a long Huh!
The boys and Krauan at this time were standing wavering from side to side the boys 
keeping their eyes down and any seeing glimpses of the strange procession as his 
head being at one side brought him into view. The men were dressed as in the sketch. 
After passing twice in front of the Tūtanaring the procession halted – the men sank 
on their knees in a semi-circle in front of the boys and struck the ground by hand 
shouting Huh! All then returned to the camp.

Source: MV XM 761, pp. 97–98; adapted by authors.

It is clear that this part of the ceremony was open to all, including and 
especially females, since the female cross-cousins (krauwan) play a significant 
part in this.

The word Tutanaring, found in various spellings, is the term for the initiates 
at this stage of the ceremony. Fesl (1985: B3, no. 8) glossed this as ‘novice/ 
initiate’. We suggest a regularisation of tutnaRing, although in Fison 
and Howitt (1880) the word is spelled tūtnŭrrŭng, which would suggest 
tutnaRang.

The second day of the ceremony is described in Box 5.47. This is the 
day in the ceremony in which the largest number of songs and cries were 
performed.
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Box 5.47: Boys’ initiation (Friday)

[p. 99]
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 – inserted] 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
[p. 99b]
[cooked??] them & had eaten at breakfast I gave the arrivals most of the damper 
which I had baked for myself. Charley Blair and I went out but only found a possum & 
no canoe. The other men came back and at 2 o’clock nothing had been done but cross 
one of the boys they brought and two swags. The men over the straits had by this time 
procured a small canoe and proceeded to render it as serviceable as possible. By __ 
o’clock all were over, i.e. King Charley, Joe and two boys- the others having remained 
[??]at Bairnsdale.
[p. 100]
They got over by coming in the big canoe attended by a boy in a small one who 
towed back the other and so da capo
Jirŭng = bough – Huh!
[This page also includes a rough chart of the location of the ceremony]
(1)  scene – Tedeling
(1 men) yehi wah-yeh
[sleek?? offering – crossed out]
(2 women) ya! qua -yeh! 
(3) bulling chong 
(4) yūī yui-nga! 
Raising up boys …
By [Bullawrang??] long drum
Leave them over there.
The men hold up sticks with bough at end.
(5) then the same done [will be Bullawrang??] on each
Each bulling faces his own country.
(6) laying down boys 
He! (guttural) – Nye!
Leaves sprinkled over them.
Lie on back side by side 
arm crossed on breast.
Covered all over with rags
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(7) Tedeleng all beaten round – wati yah yeh! 
Boys told not to speak any more women & men paramount. 
Round women’s fire by about 20 minutes The [tundon??] sticks [??] by & bye boys 
told to be silent & go to sleep.
A large fire lit in front home camp just behind [??] this time [carried?? out??] this is 
[family??] around [??] female [??]
Cannot eat porcupine or wild dog.
Old men stood round & and tell them this –
[p. 101b]
[??] Arrange then comfortable.
When T. [??] any thing [??]
yeering, note, Bul[lawrang?] says [??] you want
Songs are: 
Yahi wahi –yeh
Kaiŭng – yah!
Yeerŭng yah!
When boys want anything [??]– yer = several

Source: MV XM 761, pp. 99–101b; adapted by authors.

Notes
On page 99, the dashes have been put in by Howitt. It seems that he has 
forgotten the name of the fourth man who stood up.

On page 100, in the first section, the words ‘Jirŭng = bough – Huh!’ are 
written. It is unclear whether the word Jirŭng (regularised as tyeRang), 
‘bough’, already mentioned as being the source of the word tjeRayil, was 
part of the song/cry or not. The huh is certainly one of the cries uttered in 
the ceremony.

This section of the manuscript also has a small chart of the locations of 
the participants during the ceremony, including boys’ camp, men’s camp. 
Howitt uses the Wiradjuri word burbung to describe this.

Box 5.48 presents the events of the ceremony on the third day (Saturday):
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Box 5.48: Boys’ initiation (Saturday)

[p. 101b continued]
Saturday 
Yearing – yeh! Commenced by women, old men & doctors – mulla mulla –
Feeling stomach by Dr so they should not in future be too greedy or hungry.
This was done. 
NB because boys had been with the Loan.
[p. 102]
Then gradually brought round – each covered by his blanket and instructed to look 
towards fire and [??] down. 
They then had a little [??] fire then and were allowed to sleep and if the old men 
went to shoot a kangaroo. 
Saturday
Up at [??] head station
Big Joe, Larry, [??] remained to watch the boys. 
About 10am [Billy??], Toby, Billy Bull, Billy Wood came. 
At 11am the men returned unsuccessful.
Council in scrub.
At 1pm started out to hunt – [??] men preparing the place for the next scene 
[mixed??] 
the boys into a camp – see sketch.
When they sit up must do so covered up by blanket and not stare about. Jemmy & 
Larry watching them.
As Old [Billy??] says, “it is like it Sundays”.
At about 3pm Jimmy came back from a visit to the men who were arranging the 
next scene and said [sit??] here to [the??] boys up there. 
[Note: very faint till end of page – and virtually unreadable and not transcribed]

Source: MV XM 761, pp. 101b–2; adapted by authors.

Notes
This section mentions loan (regularised as lu(wu)n) which means ‘white 
man’, but also refers to a spirit whose existence pre-dated the arrival of 
whites (see section 5.2.3.1). It seems likely that this refers to the fact that 
the young men being initiated had been in contact with white people, and 
hence the doctor (malamalang) examined them. 

The manuscript is unclear at this point as the next section commences 
from ‘Saturday morning’. We presume that this is actually the fourth day, 
Sunday, or perhaps there were two sets of events on the same day. Perhaps 
no part of the ceremony was performed on the Sunday out of respect for 
the Christians. This second set of Saturday events, which restarts in the 
morning and might have actually been on Sunday, is given in Box 5.49:
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Box 5.49: Boys’ initiation (Sunday??)

[p. 105]
Saturday morning.
The men rather late after yesterday. About 8am went up to young men camp, found all 
Kurnai there. Tatanaring camped further away to be out of sight of women. Joe then 
complained that boys were out hunting and with no one to mind them – great argument 
[??]eloquent & Billy waited indignant [??] Boys sought out. General council- I speak – 
boys return [??]I address them. Men go out [??]& game and I went King Charley, Dick 
Cooper, [??]mind the boys. Boys are spoken to impressively as to their duties. M[en] 
change to be out of sight of women. Jimmy tells [??] and says [??] when he had I had 
ordered Jerail be begun he thought about what the old men had told him when he was 
made young man and said to himself “that was just like what the Minister says”.
[p. 106]
Saturday afternoon
The camp where the tootanaring are is 2000 paces from the women’s camp on the 
border of the teatree and effectively hidden from view as well as affording no view 
itself.
The object of giving the boys the Kangaroo meat and the conger eel is to make “them 
free of it” for unless this is done these also are prohibited.

Source: MV XM 761, pp. 105–6 of the PDF; adapted by authors.

Notes
Page 105: Jimmy is telling what he was told by the elders. 

Page 105b, which has not yet been transcribed, contains information about 
food restrictions and other rules.

On page 106b, the transcription of which is omitted here, the following 
words are found underneath a drawing of a man dressed in colonial clothes 
and top hat lying on his side: ‘A good road [??]= Laen wauŭng-būllokji’. 
This is certainly in the Gippsland language. It appears likely that this piece 
of language is not connected with the initiation ceremony. 

Page 107a includes the text: ‘Visitor was also obliged to learn to speak the 
dialect before he could go further into the country’. We do not know if this 
was a general comment on the situation, or whether it applied only to the 
time of the TjeRayil ceremony.

Page 107 contains the song discussed in section 5.2.13. As mentioned earlier, 
it was probably sung because Billy Tulaba’s wife was unwell. We suggest that 
it was probably not part of the ceremony.
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The events of the fifth and final day, Monday, are given in Box 5.50:

Box 5.50: Boys’ initiation (Monday)

[p. 107 continued]
Monday
Last night men returned late with wallaby – knocked up – Billy’s song at day break got 
ready the Dūra scene – then more painting – the mrarts – the boys stand – Old Di[nni] 
[Birr]ark addresses them.
Waiting for the steamer – card playing – the song of Mumbulla – the Tangbulla jerail. 
The steamer full of people.
Water ceremony –
The vessel is a gillūng made of wattlebark.

Source: MV XM 761, p. 107f; adapted by authors.

Notes
Some of the things listed on page 107 seem to relate to the previous day. 
This includes what is likely to have been the painting of pictures of the 
mratj ‘ghosts’ onto bark.

The ‘Dūra scene’ relates to the part of the ceremony after the secret portion 
described by Howitt (1904: 632, 634) as ‘Giving the boys some frogs’. 
(See also section 5.2.21.1.4.)

One feature mentioned in this document that was clearly not traditional is 
the card playing. Perhaps this is a reminder that at times in the ceremony 
there would have been moments for relaxation and recreation.

The ‘water ceremony’ was also one in which the whole community took 
part, discussed in more detail in Howitt (1904: 636). The gillūng is not 
referred to in the published description, but the word was recorded by 
Hercus (1986: 241), spelled as kilang [ˈgɪlaŋ] with the meaning ‘billy can’.

In the Howitt papers in Museums Victoria, there are also plans of the 
TjeRayil ground.

The reference to Mumbulla on page 107 relates to Mumbulla Mountain on 
the South Coast of New South Wales in Yuin territory.



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

500

5.2.21.1.2 Howitt’s description in Smyth
A detailed description of the ceremony is included in Smyth (1878, 1: 
62–64), where the information is shown as having come from Howitt.

This account explains the purpose of the initiation as ‘the severance of the 
boy from his mother’s influence and control, and also possibly of his future 
married state’, and that this ceremony was attended by all the Ganai groups 
(‘from Lake Tyers to the Tarra in South Gippsland’). Howitt’s description 
explained that the young men to be initiated were sitting down around 
30–40 yards from the camp, and married women were sitting at the camp 
beating ‘rugs folded up’ (1878, 1: 63).

Box 5.51 gives the section of text commencing with the point where the 
boys are sitting with their krauwan (female cross cousins) sitting behind, 
the first point in the ceremony that included cries and songs:

Box 5.51: Boys’ initiation ceremony

… the Jerryale sits cross-legged with his arms folded on his breast, and the Growun 
sits behind him, close to him, in a like attitude. When there are more Jerryale than 
Growun, one of the latter sits half-way between two of the former. Thus – J for Jerryale, 
G for Growun:–

(G) (G) (G) (G)

(J) (J) (J) (J) (J)

At this time the men are arranged at a little distance in a row fronting the Jerryale. 
At a signal, they run forward and halt just in front of them. They beat up the soil or 
sand in front of the Jerryale with sticks, shouting ‘Ai-eeee- ee-ei;’ at each cry they 
strike the ground so as to make soil fly up towards the Jerryale. These say nothing, 
but slowly incline the head – the arms being folded first on the left breast, then on the 
right. The Growun exactly imitate the gestures of the Jerryale. The men have a stalk of 
grass thrust through the perforation in the cartilage of the nose instead of the bone 
goombert. They are also rubbed round the eyes with charcoal-dust. This ceremony 
is performed every evening, from about four o’clock to ten o’clock, for two weeks; 
and it is moreover done at different places, thus progressing through the tribes from 
one limit of the district to the other. In addition to the cry of ‘Ai- ee-ee,’ the words 
‘Bu-ee-bu-ee-bu-ee’ are also used, but no explanation can be given of these terms. 
During the fortnight that this ceremony continues, the mothers of the youths go down 
to the young men’s camps (called Brew-it), which are apart from the main camp, and 
beat upon folded ‘possum rugs there – their sons the meanwhile sitting silent in front 
of them in the manner above described. The mothers go from camp to camp in this 
way. The ceremonies now change; the Jerryale stand in a row at the camp, naked; 
behind them all the gins stand naked, except an apron of emu feathers round their 
waists, and cords made of stringybark round their heads; they hold upright in front 
of them their yam-sticks with boughs tied on the end. The men come up with bundles 
of wood-splinters a foot long in each hand, singing ‘oo -oo-oo-oo-yay -yay-yay-yay,’ &c., 
&c. When they come near, they, while chanting ‘oo-yay,’ throw the splinters one by one 
to the gins, who gather them up, and beat the bundles on 
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[p. 64]

“each other in time, singing also ‘oo-oo-oo-yay-yay yay.’ Then the men come forward. 
Each Jerryale has a blackfellow to take charge of him, a kind of sponsor, called 
Bullera-wreng. Two of the Bullera-wreng take hold of the Jerryale, one by one, by the 
ankles, and launch him up in the air as high as they can, calling out at the same time 
“nurt.”* The Jerryale holds his arms, palms forward, straight up above his head. They 
then lie down upon a couch of green boughs, side by side, each one attended by his 
sponsor. These Bullera-wreng watch them, and if they are compelled from any cause 
to leave the place, attend them, covering the heads of the Jerryale with a rug, and 
surrounding him so that his mother may not catch a glimpse of him. The Bullera-wreng 
watch all night by the Jerryale, who has to lie extended on these boughs for two, three, 
or four days. All this time the Bullera-wreng and the mothers are chanting yay-yay yay-
oo-oo-oo, &c., &c.† On concluding this, the old gins sing djeetgun-djeetgun-djeetgun-
eering-eering-eering, beating the ground with bundles of small saplings. Djeet-gun is 
the superb warbler; the eering the emu wren; the former is called the `gins’ sister,’ 
the latter the ‘blackfellows’ brother.’ The Bullera-wreng paint the faces of the Jerryale 
with pipeclay or murloo, so as to resemble the duck nurt, i.e., with a white circle round 
each eye, and a white band across the cheek-bones or eyebrows. The Jerryale stand 
together; the Bullera-wreng a little way in front of them. Then the latter cry out nurra, or 
ready, shaking boughs and vibrating their legs. The Jerryale run off to them, who catch 
them by the arms, then let them pass, and they run off into the bush; as my informant 
said, ‘my mother see me no more.’ After a month spent in the forest, the Jerryale one 
day kill two kangaroos and leave some of the meat on the top of a log. They then go 
down to the camp of the tribe a little before noon. The Growun is on the look-out for 
her Jerryale, and holds out to him a fish, too-rook, which he takes in his hand, throws 
down, and runs off about a hundred yards. His mother is standing near. The Bullera-
wreng picks up the fish and follows the Jerryale, who eats it. In the afternoon, all the 
Jerryale go to where the kangaroo meat was left, the men of the tribe forming a circle 
round. These, when they see the kangaroo meat on the log, cry out Wa-a-a-on, this 
being the cry with which they drive that game in hunting. The Jerryale go up with their 
’possum cloaks over their heads, and eat the kangaroo flesh; all the men look on, and, 
after a little, join in the feast. This is about two or three o’clock in the afternoon, and 
ends the ceremony of Jerryale.”

Source: Howitt in Smyth (1878, 1: 62–64); adapted by authors.

5.2.21.1.3 Fison and Howitt’s description
Fison and Howitt (1880: 194–98) also contains a substantial description 
of the whole ceremony, which is not presented in full here. The portion 
containing cries and songs commences, as in the Howitt notes in Smyth 
(1878, 1: 62) (see section 5.2.21.1.2), when the boys are seated with the 
krauwan (female cross-cousins) sitting behind them. The section that 
includes the cries and songs is presented in Box 5.52:
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Box 5.52: Boys’ initiation ceremony

[p. 195]
At a signal, given by the remainder of the women beating their rugs in slow time, the 
mothers stamp their yamsticks, and each youth and girl reclines the head sharply 
towards one shoulder; at the next beat of the rugs and stamp of the yamsticks the 
heads sharply recline over the other shoulder. But the body remains unmoved, the arms 
are still crossed, and the boys still keep their eyes to the front, while the girls keep 
theirs cast down. Then is heard the sound of slow chaunting in the forest. The sounds 
come nearer, and all the men appear in line. They keep step and time with their 
[p. 196]
chaunt. They are thickly smeared with charcoal. Their heads are ornamented with 
feathers, and painted with naial. Down to the waist they are all wound round with frayed 
stringybark in thick folds. From the waist downwards they are naked. Each man has 
a thick bushy tuft of grass passed through the perforated septum of his nose. In one 
hand each bears a long flat strip of thick bark. As they wind rapidly forward, each one 
beats his strip of bark on the ground with a hollow sound. They chaunt – “Yeh! yeh!* 
Wah! wah! wah! Yeh! yeh! Yeerŭng! yeerŭng!” When they reach the space in front of the 
seated line of youths and girls, the men run round in a ring, beating their strips of bark 
on the ground and chaunting as before. Then they form before the line, a man before 
each pair, and again the chaunt commences. The ground is beaten, the boys and girls 
move their head from side to side, the mothers stamp the ground with their sticks. It is 
faster, but the time is perfectly kept. 
The man facing the boy is his “būllerwang,” who has to look after him during the 
ceremony, and he is painted about the eyes to resemble the “black duck,” after which 
he is named. The next part of the ceremonies is that the boy rises to his feet, and, at a 
given signal, each būllerwang raises his boy up into the air, the boy aiding by giving 
a spring. He is now no longer a wot-wotti, but a tūtnŭrrŭng. 
Boughs are now spread on the ground, and on them the boys are laid side by side on 
their backs. They neither move nor speak, but when they are in want of anything, they 
call the būllerwang by imitating the chirping note of the yeerŭng. The boys lie there 
all night, there is no sleep in the camp, the chaunting continues, the women beating
* This is sounded like the termination of our Hurray! and is said by the Kŭrnai to be an 
exclamation of triumph.
[p. 197]
time on their rugs. Next morning, about ten o’clock, there is a respite, and they get 
breakfast. About noon the ceremonies recommence. So it continues for two or three 
days. At length, early in the morning, about daybreak, the old women are heard 
chaunting “Yeh! yeh! Wah! wah! wah! Yeh! yeh! Djeetgŭn! djeetgŭn!” 

Source: Fison and Howitt (1880:195–97); adapted by authors.

5.2.21.1.4 Howitt’s published description
The description of the ceremony in Howitt (1904: 617–36) is the most 
substantial surviving description; it also includes a good deal of background, 
some of which has already been mentioned.

Howitt divides the description of the TjeRayil ceremony into stages, 
of which there seem to have been eight, which are summarised below:
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1.	 First day: telping ‘Preliminary ceremony’, pp. 618–20. This, ‘the 
first ceremony of the Jeraeil, called Telbing, or “wattle-bark”’ (Howitt 
1904: 618). 

2.	 ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ (Howitt 1904: 620); This second part 
of the ceremony commences a little before sundown on the next day. 
A couch of boughs is prepared and the same ceremonies as the previous 
day are repeated. This ceremony marks ‘the separation of the boys 
from the women’, at which point the boys become brewit. The boys 
are then laid down in the couch of boughs. They may not move or 
sleep but: ‘If one of them wanted anything, he was to signify this to 
his Bullawang by chirping like an Emu-wren (Yiirung)’ Howitt (1904: 
623). Howitt (1904: 624) goes on to say:

The Bullawang had first to stoop down and ask the boys in the 
neighbourhood whence the chirp came, ‘Is it you? Is it you?’ until he 
questioned the right one, when an affirmative chirp replied. Then 
he had to find out what the boy wanted, which he could only do 
by a series of questions, the boys not being allowed to speak. Several 
times he was completely posed; and, after a number of ineffectual 
queries, such as ‘Are you too hot?’ ‘Is there a stick sticking into you?’ 
‘Do you want to be moved?’ ‘Do you want to drink?’ he had to wait, 
and scratch his head, in the hope of thinking of the right question.

Following this was a ceremony performed by the women, led by the 
Gweraeil-Rukut. This ceremony involves chanting that leads the boys to 
being put into a magic sleep, from which they will wake as men. Finally, 
the following morning, the women, led by the Gweraeil-Rukut, leave, again 
to singing (it is not clear by whom).

3.	 The restricted sections of the ceremony (Howitt 1904: 625–31). This 
includes the fact that Howitt himself was asked to prove that he had 
been fully initiated before the ceremony that was performed for him 
could be taken further. He showed them objects he had received 
in ceremonies performed in other tribes and this satisfied the men. 
This description of the restricted section of the ceremony includes 
details of investing the boys with decorations and other ritual objects, 
a section called ‘Showing the Grandfather’, including the mysteries 
of the tundun ‘bull-roarer’ (listed in Fesl 1985: C1, no. 43) and the 
revelation of ancestral beliefs. There are no song texts in this section 
of the description.
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4.	 Playing of the ‘opossum game’ (Howitt 1904: 631), which represents 
a possum hunt. Howitt said that he regarded ‘this “opossum game” 
as most probably a survival from a time when the Kurnai had a class-
system with numerous totems’.

5.	 ‘Frightening the Women’. This stage is described by Howitt (1904: 
631–32): 

At about eight o’clock in the evening the Bullawangs took their 
charges, each carrying a Tundun, for the purpose, as they put it, of 
‘frightening the women.’ The women and children are always told 
that at the secret parts of the Jeraeil, Tundun himself comes down to 
‘make the boys into men.’ The hideous sounds which the uninitiated 
may chance to hear from a distance they are told is Tundun’s voice, 
and they are warned not to leave their camp while he is about, lest 
he should kill them with his spears.

6.	 ‘Giving the Boys some Frogs’ (Howitt 1904: 632, 634). This part of 
the ceremony is less strict and apparently open to all. It relates to the 
eating of Dura (Typha angustifolia), a rush also known as ‘Narrow-
Leaved Cattail’. 

7.	 ‘Seeing the Ghosts’ (Howitt 1904: 635). The boys are told to come 
and see the mratj ‘ghosts’. A large kangaroo is hunted, and the boys 
are told to go and look at ‘where “the ghosts had caught a kangaroo”’ 
Howitt (1904: 635). After this the boys are dressed as men with the 
red ochre (naial).

8.	 ‘The Water Ceremony’ (Howitt 1904: 636). Involving the whole 
community, the boys are led by their Bullawang to a creek, where:

As they came up, each woman stooped to drink, and her son 
splashed the water over her with a stick which he held in his hand. 
She, appearing enraged, filled her mouth with water several times, 
and squirted it over his face and head. The novices then walked off 
to the young men’s camp, and the women went to their own. One of 
them was crying at the loss of her son. 

This completed the ceremony. Howitt (1904: 632–33) also gives a list of 
rules that the boys are expected to follow.

Songs are only found in the first two sections, the telping and the ‘Laying 
the Boys down to sleep’. The songs found are detailed below.



505

5. GIPPSLAND SONGS

During the telping preliminary ceremony the boys are seated with the 
Krauun behind, and a procession of men comes into sight from afar. Their 
dress and decorations are described in detail. The cries uttered in this part 
of the ceremony, and their context, is presented as Box 5.53:

Box 5.53: Boys’ initiation ceremony – Preliminary

The line of men came rapidly forward from the bush in a series of short runs, following 
and imitating the actions of their leader, who came on in a serpentine course, shouting 
“Huh! Huh!” beating the ground in time with his strips of bark, first on the one side and 
then on the other. After every fifteen or twenty paces the men stopped, and raising 
their strips of bark, set up a loud shout of “Yeh!” (Hurrah!).
As soon as the men appeared, the women began to beat their rugs, the mothers kept 
time by stamping their yamsticks on the ground, and the seated rows of Tutnurring 
and Krauun swayed in perfect unison alternately to right and left. The men, having run 
in a winding course once or twice past the boys, formed a semicircle in front and near 
them; and, kneeling down, struck the ground violently with their bark strips, shouting 
“Huh! Huh! Yeh!” This continued some little time, and then the men walked off to the 
camp, after having stripped off their disguising costumes.

Source: Howitt (1904: 620); adapted by authors.

The second section of the ceremony, termed ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ 
by Howitt (1904), included a number of songs. The first section involving 
songs comes at the point in the ceremony where the boys are ‘placed standing 
in a row with their faces toward the camp, the Krauun being in another 
row behind them, and behind them again were the mothers’ Howitt (1904: 
621). This is presented in Box 5.54:

Box 5.54: Boys’ initiation ceremony – ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ (1)

After a short time of waiting, we heard in the distance a curious rattling sound 
accompanying the words “Ya! Wa! Ya! Wa!”1 At intervals there was a pause, followed 
by shouts of “Yeh!” The men came in view, led by the old Headman, slowly marching 
in line. Each man held a bundle of thin rods, called Teddeleng, in each hand, which he 
struck together to the words “Ya! Wa!”
[Footnote ]1. No meaning can be given for these words. I was told in reference to them, 
“Our fathers always said and did thus to make the boys into men.”

Source: Howitt (1904: 621); adapted by authors.

Later in this section of the ceremony, the boys, now in the care of the 
Bullawang, are raised up (Howitt 1904: 622). The songs and cries performed 
at this time appear in Box 5.55:
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Box 5.55: Boys’ initiation ceremony – ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ (2)

With loud shouts of “Huh!” and the rustling of bunches of leaves, each group of three 
Bullawangs raised their boy several times high in the air, he extending his arms 
towards the sky as far as possible. 

Source: Howitt (1904: 622); adapted by authors.

Howitt speculates that this could be a reference to Mungan-ngaua, ‘the 
equivalent of the Murring Daramulan’. Note that Murring is a term that 
Howitt uses to describe one of the Yuin tribes. For further discussion of 
Daramulan, see below in the songs from the Yorta Yorta (section 9.6) and 
Dhudhuroa (Chapter 10).

The boys are then laid down, with some cries, presented in Box 5.56:

Box 5.56: Boys’ initiation ceremony – ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ (3)

Each one was led by three old men to the enclosure wherein the couch of leaves had 
been prepared, and was there carefully laid down with exclamations of “He! Nga!”1

[Footnote ]1. “He!” may be translated here “Well,” or “Good.” The aspirate has a nasal 
sound which cannot be represented in writing. “He!” is also used affirmatively as we 
use the sound “Hm!” Nga = yes.

Source: Howitt (1904: 623); adapted by authors.

A further ceremony is performed by the old lady Gweraeil-Rukut. The songs 
and cries led by her are presented in Box 5.57:

Box 5.57: Boys’ initiation ceremony – ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ (4)

The ceremony commenced by the Gweraeil-Rukut standing up at her fire with 
a bundle of rods in each hand, and slowly beating them together to the words “Ya! 
Wa!” and “Yeh!” at intervals. All the women joined in, and the Headman, with all the 
men, followed suit at their fire. After this had gone on for perhaps a quarter of an hour, 
the old woman moved off, and marched round the enclosure to the tune of “Ya! Wa!” 
followed by the women, and these were followed by the men. This went on for hours, 
the only sounds being the soft tramp of the people walking round the enclosure, the 
regular rattling of the rods, and the monotonous utterance—I cannot call it chant—
of the words “Ya! Wa! Yeh!” This was sometimes varied by the words “Yiirung!” and 
“Kaiung!” instead of “Ya!” 
[p. 625]
and “Wa!” but the expression of exultation “Yeh!” was in all cases used at intervals.

Source: Howitt (1904: 624–25); adapted by authors.
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Howitt (1904: 625) went on to add: 

Anything more monotonous than this part of the ceremony I cannot 
conceive; but the Kurnai seemed to derive great satisfaction from it. 
… It is supposed to have the effect of putting them to some kind of 
magic sleep, not like the ordinary sleep of mankind, from which they 
may waken into manhood. 

The women now depart, and the songs sung as they leave, taken over by the 
men, are presented as Box 5.58:

Box 5.58: Boys’ initiation ceremony – ‘Laying the Boys down to sleep’ (5)

Just before dawn the old Headman woke, and called out to the Gweraeil-Rukut to 
rouse the women. Very soon the proceedings recommenced just where they left off 
the night before. The slow marching round to the monotonous beating of the rods, and 
the cries of “Yiirung! Yiirung! Yeh!” went on for about half-an-hour, when the women 
ceased, leaving the men standing in a crowd at the feet of the prostrate, motionless 
Tutnurring, still beating their rods to the same old song, and invoking Yiirung, the 
“men’s brother,” for the last time.

Source: Howitt (1904: 625); adapted by authors.

5.2.21.1.5 Bulmer’s description in Campbell
Bulmer’s brief notes on the boys’ initiation ceremony, presented below, 
do not include any songs (Campbell 1999: 6–7):

Among the Gunai/Kurnai the young men were made as follows: 
They were in a circle surrounded by the women. When the old men 
approached and took them, a bed of leaves was prepared for them 
on which they were put by their attendants – boolerwrang, this name 
was given from the peculiar way they were painted white around 
their eyes by making their eyes look like those of a black duck, hence 
the name for eyes like a duck. While the young men were on the bed 
covered up with their rugs, they were not allowed to move, or get 
up on any pretext and without permission. Should they require to 
get up they had to signal their attendants, they were then lifted out 
of bed and afterwards carried back again. They would sometimes lie 
for two or three days, at all events they were under the control of 
the initiators. After they had lain on the beds, some of the old men 
approached with turndun [bull-roarers], a piece of oval shaped wood 
with a string attached to one end. This was swung around when 
a boomerang noise was made. As the old men were approaching 
uttering words, which I cannot write even in their language, sufficient 
to say it was all in keeping with the blackfellows’ character, and was 
calculated to make the young men true blackfellows in every respect.
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5.2.21.1.6 Howitt papers, State Library of Victoria
The papers in the State Library of Victoria include a significant amount 
of information about the initiation ceremony. For example, information is 
provided by Jimmy Scott, described as ‘a Būnjil Nellǔn Braiaka’, who told 
Howitt about a Jeraeil ‘at which I was made a young man’ (SLV Box 1053/3 
(b), hw0404.pdf, pp. 41–43). This includes the following description of the 
announcement:

it was ordered to be held by Bruthen Mǔnji and Keǔng and it was 
they and their Kǔrnai who got the ground ready. Bruthen Mǔnji had 
sent Lewin (news) by a Bai-aurn (messenger)

[Note on the side] The Bai-aurn carried a jagged spear (Boron) 
having suspended to the point a Kaiǔng (man’s belt) and a Budda 
Brulda of Kangaroo rat skin (ngallǔn)

This description also includes a plan showing the boys being laid down 
to sleep.

Tulaba’s recollections of a tjeRayil are given in the same section of the 
manuscript (SLV MS Box 1053/3 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 26):

Toolaba’s first recollection of a Jeraeil was one held at where Mr 
Bell lives on Reeves River beyond Shaving Point. He was then about 
ten years old and his elder brother Harry was made Turtnuning. 
There were so many boys. At the sun as they were laid on the ground 
extended for about twenty paces long. Lamby was made a young 
man then. The next was at Brinyerra and at that a great number 
of people attended. The whitemen had first settled in Gippsland at 
that time. Toolaba was then about fifteen or sixteen. At the Jeraeil a 
white lot of girls eloped – among others Tommy Hoddinot’s Mary & 
her two sisters according to Toolaba then. Must have been a dozen of 
elopements of young people. He says this was because the old people 
would not give their consent to any of the girls being married.

The next jeraeil was at Bairnsdale about the time that ‘the girl came 
about dinner time’.

After that there was another at B’dale where the township now is – 
Mr Macleod & Jones lived at the Mitchell then

After that there was a large jeraeil at Bushy Park, and then no more 
until ones at Weniál
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5.2.21.2 Songs in the initiation ceremony
In this section, we will present the original texts of the songs and cries that 
are found in the sources, together with information about who performed 
the songs and cries, and the context of their performance.

Songs and cries are found in four of the descriptive texts: Museums Victoria 
(XM 761), presented in Table 5.4; Howitt in Smyth (1878, 1: 62–64), in 
Table 5.5; Fison and Howitt (1880: 194–98), in Table 5.6; and Howitt 
(1904: 621–23), in Table 5.7.

In all of these texts, the only cries/songs that have been written down are 
those that are uttered and performed in the public sections of the ceremony, 
before the secret ceremony known as ‘Showing the Grandfather’. Some of 
these cries and songs are specifically noted as having been sung by women, 
and many of them were sung at the point in the initiation ceremony in which 
the boys are seated, or standing, in front of their krauwan ‘female cross-
cousins’ and often with their mothers present also. We thus conclude that 
these songs and cries were intended to be heard by the whole community.

Some of these cries have an initial h sound, which is generally not a 
phoneme in Victorian languages. Luise Hercus pointed out that words with 
initial h are found in the Eagle and Crow myths in Maraura (Tindale 1939: 
252). The initial h might represent an /h/ sound, which is otherwise not a 
phoneme, or it may be a reflection of the fact that these exclamations have 
initial /h/ in English and do not actually reflect a [h] sound. 

Table 5.4: TjeRayil song, text 1

Who performs the cries/chants Form of chant Context and notes
Men moving from afar in a 
long winding line, striking the 
ground with a strip of bark 

Huh! First day of the ceremony, 
boys are sitting with the 
krauwan behind

Men coming across by a big 
canoe

Huh! Second day of the 
ceremony
(Note: The words Jirŭng = 
bough are written here. It 
is not clear if this is a part 
of the song)

Various participants (1 men) yehi wah-yeh
(2 women) ya! qua -yeh!
(3) bulling chong
(4) yūī yui-nga!

Second day of the 
ceremony. Section 
involving Tedeling (‘bundle 
of thin rods’)

Unstated unclear, possibly the 
same as the previous 

Second day of the 
ceremony; repetition of the 
same with the bullroarer
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Who performs the cries/chants Form of chant Context and notes
Unstated He! (guttural) – Nye! Second day of the 

ceremony, laying down of 
the boys

Men? Wati yah yeh! Second day of the 
ceremony, when the 
Tedeleng is beaten all 
around

Unstated Yahi wahi –yeh
Kaiŭng – yah!
Yeerŭng yah!

Second day of the 
ceremony; uncertain at 
which point

Commenced by the women, 
with the old men and ‘doctors’ 
(malamalang) joining

Yearing – yeh! Third day of the ceremony

Source: Howitt notebook, MV XM 761; adapted by authors.

Table 5.5: TjeRayil song, text 2

Who performs the cries/chants Form of chant Context and notes
Men fronting the seated boys 
who run forward crying

Ai-eeee- ee-ei
bu-ee-bu-ee

Performed when the 
boys are sitting with the 
krauwan behind; 
‘no explanation can be 
given of these terms’

Men with bundles of wood-
splinters a foot long in each 
hand;

oo -oo-oo-oo-yay -yay-
yay-yay

When the boys are 
standing in a row at the 
camp

While chanting they throw the 
splinters one by one, the women 
gather them and beat them. The 
women also sing

oo-oo-oo-yay-yay yay –

The bullera-wreng and the 
mothers are chanting

yay-yay yay-oo-oo-oo 
&c &c
Footnote: ‘This 
resembles the chant 
for the dead’

While the boys are lying on 
a couch of green boughs, 
surrounded by the bullera-
wreng ‘sponsor’ so that 
their mothers cannot see 
the boys

After this, the old women sing, 
while beating the ground with 
bundles of small saplings

djeetgun-djeetgun-
djeetgun-eering-
eering-eering

–

The men cry out Wa-a-a-on After a month in the 
forest, the boys kill 
kangaroos and leave 
their flesh on a log. The 
boys go to see it and are 
surrounded by the men. 
This is the conclusion of 
the ceremony

Source: Howitt in Smyth (1878, 1: 62–64); adapted by authors.
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Table 5.6: TjeRayil song, text 3

Who performs the cries/chants Form of chant Context and notes

All the men in a line, coming 
from afar, slow chanting, 
winding rapidly forward, 
beating a strip of bark on the 
ground with a hollow sound

Yeh! Yeh! Wah! Wah! 
Wah! Yeh! Yeh! 
Yeerŭng! Yeerŭng!

Performed when the 
boys are sitting with the 
krauwan behind.
Noted that yeh rhymes 
with the last syllable of 
‘hurray’; said by the Kŭrnai 
to be an exclamation of 
triumph

The old women Yeh! Yeh! Wah! Wah! 
Wah! Yeh! Yeh! 
Djeetgŭn! Djeetgŭn!

Several days later, about 
daybreak

Source: Fison and Howitt (1880: 194–98); adapted by authors.

Note that here the men sing yiRang, which is the male sex totem, and the 
females sing tjitkan.

Table 5.7: TjeRayil song, text 4

Who performs the cries/chants Form of chant Context and notes

A procession of the men from 
afar, following a ‘serpentine 
course’

Huh! Huh! During the telping 
ceremony, preliminary 
ceremony, when the 
boys are seated with the 
Krauun behind them

After having reached the boys 
and run past them twice, the 
men in a semicircle in front of 
them, strike the ground with 
bark strips

Huh! Huh! Yeh! Telping ceremony

The men, coming from afar, 
holding a bundle of thin rods 
(teddeling)

Ya! Wa! Ya! Wa! 
At intervals there was 
a pause, followed by 
shouts of ‘Yeh!’

Laying the Boys down to 
sleep ceremony; the boys 
standing in a row with the 
Krauun behind them.
Howitt asked for the 
meaning of the words 
and was told: ‘Our fathers 
always said and did thus 
to make the boys into 
men.’

The Bullawang Huh! Laying the Boys down 
to sleep ceremony; the 
boys in the care of the 
bullawang are raised up.
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Who performs the cries/chants Form of chant Context and notes

Three old men, leading one boy 
at a time

He! Nga! Laying the Boys down 
to sleep ceremony; the 
laying down of the boys.
‘He!’ may be translated 
here ‘Well’ or ‘Good’. 
The aspirate has a nasal 
sound that cannot be 
represented in writing. 
‘He!’ is also used 
affirmatively as we use 
the sound ‘Hm!’ Nga = yes.

Presumably the Bullawang lead 
this, but are joined by others, 
including the women

‘Ya! Wa!’ and ‘Yeh!’ at 
intervals. Sometimes 
varied by the words 
‘Yiirung!’ and ‘Kaiung!’ 
instead of ‘Ya!’ and 
‘Wa!’

Laying the Boys down to 
sleep ceremony; after the 
boys have been lain down.

The women led by the Gweraiel-
Rukut; joined by the men; 
eventually the women cease

Yiirung! Yiirung! Yeh! Laying the Boys down to 
sleep ceremony; on the 
morning of the next day.

Source: Howitt (1904: 621–23); adapted by authors.

Most of the cries and chants were either the syllables wa, ya or ye, or 
invocations to the two sex totems tjitkan and yiRang.

A mysterious syllable huh! is found frequently in the sources, particularly in 
the Museums Victoria manuscript and also in Howitt (1904). We presume 
that this was a breathy syllable, perhaps pronounced with an initial 
/h/ that is otherwise not found as a phoneme in the Gippsland language. 
We tentatively regularise this as hah.

A second cry, used only at the time that the boys were actually laid down, is 
written by Howitt as he! and explained as follows (1904: 623n1):

‘He!’’ may be translated here ‘Well,’ or ‘Good.’ The aspirate has a 
nasal sound which cannot be represented in writing. ‘He!’’ is also 
used affirmatively as we use the sound ‘Hm!’’ Nga = yes.

In the Museums Victoria manuscript (XM 761), this sound he! is described 
as ‘guttural’. It does not appear that Howitt is confusing the sound, which 
he writes <h> with a velar nasal ng, as in the section where this exclamation 
occurs it is immediately followed by nga (Howitt 1904: 623n1). In MV 
XM 761, it is followed by nye. The description he has given here perhaps 
suggests that the initial consonant was a velar fricative sound followed 
perhaps by a nasalised vowel, [ɣẽ].
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There are some other cries and words that were shown on page 100 of the 
Museums Victoria manuscript (XM 761). We suggest the regularisation of 
these in Table 5.8:

Table 5.8: Regularisation of song texts and cries

Spelling in Howitt Our regularisation

(1 men) yehi wah-yeh
(2 women) ya! qua -yeh! 
(3) bulling chong 
(4) yūī yui-nga! 

(1 men) yayi wa ye
(2 women) ya! kwa-ye!
(3) puling tjong
(4) yuwi yuwo nga!

(6) laying down boys 
He! (guttural) – Nye!

(6) laying down boys
ɣẽ! nye!

(7) Tedeleng all beaten round – wati yah yeh! (7) teteling all beaten round
wati ya ye!

Source: MV XM 761, p. 100; adapted by authors.

5.3 Songs documented by  
Rev. John Bulmer
Rev. John Bulmer (1833–1913) was a Church of England missionary who 
worked first at Yelta on the Murray River (now a suburb of Mildura), from 
1855, and later was instrumental in setting up the Lake Tyers Mission in 
1862, which he managed until 1908 (Campbell 1999: xvii).

Although a keen observer of Aboriginal culture, Bulmer’s papers frequently 
mix information from Gippsland with that from other parts of Victoria; we 
cannot always be sure where the information in his papers originates from. 
We are very fortunate that the late Alastair Campbell transcribed much 
of the Bulmer material at Museums Victoria (Campbell 1999). Where 
possible, those sections relating to traditional songs have been rechecked 
with the original manuscripts.

Bulmer made some general observations about songs (Campbell 1999: 56):

These are various. There are war songs and love songs. Some are 
handed down from very early days, and I may remark, the older the 
songs the more they expressed. Some of their mythological songs 
were of greater length than any of modern times, indeed, the songs 
now in use do not generally have more than six to twelve words, 
these are repeated as long as required …
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It is much to be regretted that none of these long mythological songs have 
been written down, though we must be grateful to Bulmer for confirming 
their existence. In the manuscript papers in Museums Victoria, he speaks 
about the kunyeRu and about the spread of songs from other areas (MV XM 
922, pp. 24–25):

But their great festival was when they held their corroborie 
(koonyero), this was generally in the summer time when food was 
plentiful and travelling easy. Then strangers came from different 
parts, perhaps one had brought a new song, and he was going to 
teach them how to dance to it. The song might be to them in an 
unknown tongue, but that was no hinderance to them learning it. 
All they wanted to know the song and time and the figure of the 
dance, and all would be complete, and very much looked up to for 
the time being, as all were eager to learn.

A slightly different version of this was printed in Bulmer (1888: 31).

We cannot be sure that these comments relate to the Gippsland area, because 
although he uses the Gippsland word for corroboree, he goes on to talk 
about the widely travelled corroboree song discussed below (section 13.2).

Bulmer’s papers include the texts of songs from a range of locations. In this 
section, we will examine only those that are clearly related to Gippsland. 
These are listed in Table 5.9:

Table 5.9: Sources for Gippsland songs in Bulmer’s manuscripts 
and in Campbell

Name of song (section) Manuscript source Campbell page 
reference

Prewin song (5.3.1) not yet identified 29

Love song (Yentjin(y)) (5.3.2) MV XM 925, p. 45 –

Songs of the Thant(h)ang 
(patrilineal totems) (5.3.3)

MV XM 96; SLV MS Box 1053/4 
(b), hw0404.pdf, p. 141

29

Song in the Story of the Big 
Eagle’s Children (5.3.4)

MV XM 925, p. 45 47–48

Prophetic song (5.3.5) not yet identified 57–58

Coastal song (5.3.6) not yet identified 58

Source: From Bulmer’s manuscripts and Campbell (1999); adapted by authors.

Bulmer wrote about the use of songs in some detail. For example, the 
following passage (Campbell 1999: 24) deals with the casting of spells by 
song:



515

5. GIPPSLAND SONGS

To cause death in this manner several Aborigines would meet in a 
secret place and draw a rough figure of the victim on the ground. 
They chant a song, freely using the victim’s name. This was supposed 
to bring up the spirit, mraat, of the person. Under the spell the person 
is told that he must die in a certain time. If such a ritual had been 
performed and the person happens to die shortly afterwards, death 
would be attributed to the spell. The friends of the dead man would 
then seek revenge, either by counter plotting or by secret murder.

The use of names in song, exemplified in the parn (spell) song in section 
5.2.7, is further discussed by Bulmer based on information from Eliza 
O’Rourke (Campbell 1999: 25) about action taken against a young woman 
called Mary38 who had eloped with William McBryde. This marriage was 
‘against their law’ and it was determined that she should be punished, which 
was carried out without the knowledge of Mary’s parents. In the words of 
James Perry, Eliza’s then husband (Campbell 1999: 24–25):

I went with Jack and Charley to a lonely place a little distance 
from the camp. I asked them why they had come there they told 
me I should soon see. They commenced singing a peculiar chant in 
which the real name of the girl Mary was used freely. From the tone 
of the song I understood they expected Mary to come to them. I told 
them I did not think she would come but they told me to wait & 
see. I looked in the direction of the camp, at first I thought I heard 
the sound of a bird singing, but at last I to my great astonishment 
saw Mary coming along. She came and stood before the singers. 
They had a stick made from she-oak with this they hit her several 
times they also pointed at her with an iron bark marriwan, or spear 
thrower (Fig. 7). They put their hands on her. She in the meantime 
seemed dazed or as the blacks say narutban (stupid), after treating 
her so they gave her a small possum telling her to roast and eat it, 
but that she would die in a few days. She only nodded her head but 
never spoke a word. When she returned to the camp she seemed to 
have no recollection of having been away or any idea of what or who 
had done anything to her. However she took a fit of vomiting and in 
a short time she died. Her parents knew nothing of this, but the two 
men Charley & Jack were looked upon with suspicion.

Later, Bulmer points out of the charm song ‘the name of the person they 
wished to practice upon was freely used. It must be the real name maak thar’ 
(Campbell 1999: 25).

38	  Daughter of Keslop Tom, who is surely the same as Kerlip Tom, mentioned in connection with the 
patrilineal totem (see section 5.1.8.2).
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5.3.1 Prewin song
Like Howitt, Bulmer also records a Prewin song, presented in Box 5.59. 
This is presumably a kunyeRu, as are the Prewin songs recorded by Howitt. 
See, for example, Song 5 (section 5.2.5), which is named as a kunyeRu, and 
Song 4 (section 5.2.4), which also mentions both Brewin and the maRiwan.

Box 5.59: Prewin song

The malamulang or medicine man was supposed to be able not only to see but also to 
extract the poison. The great idea was to exorcise the evil spirit, hence they sang a 
chant which sounded like the following: brewin do murrawan do, and the doctor would 
call out loudly for the evil spirit to depart, not being very complimentary as to the 
names he gave him.

Source: Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 29); adapted by authors.

Our linguistic analysis is presented in (5.31):

(5.31) brewin do murrawan do

prewin-tu maRiwan-tu

evil spirit-erg magic throwing stick-erg
‘The Prewin does it, the magic throwing stick does it.’

Notes
The ergative marker is recorded by Mathews (1902a: 94) in his 
Brabirrawulung language notes as -(t)u as in Kunnaio waddhan dhânda 
‘a man an opossum eats’ and Waddhando dyerring dhânda ‘an opossum 
leaves eats’, where the form of the ergative is -u after a vowel and -tu after 
the final /n/. This pattern parallels the morpho-phonology of the oblique 
marker described in Morey (2016). We have regularised the vowel to u.

Example (5.31) is thus clearly an example of the use of the ergative.

5.3.2 Love song (Yentjin(y))
The next song is a yentjin(y) song written down by Bulmer in a manuscript 
at Museums Victoria (MV XM 925) on page numbered 45. This song is not 
found in Campbell (1999).
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The text is presented with its context in Box 5.60:

Box 5.60: Yentjin(y) song

There were also love songs was the Kurnai called them Yinginy. Some were pretty 
decent but others were mere filth. I give one of the most decent as a sample. It was 
made by an old man who died a few years ago.

Deah baak thundha birrawangan kooki

See breasts there going to + fro wonderful

Muruk gnopa yingna yain munju gnarlo ngetu

Truly you ought not to cut your beard before come I

The burden of the whole is a swain has fallen in love with the dangling breasts of a 
woman, the expression kooki is just what a black makes when he is surprised he is 
surprised by the beauty of her form, and she is equally enraptured with him only he 
has made a mistake in cutting his beard before she saw him. Perhaps these specimens 
will give a fair idea of what blacks can do in the poetic line. 

Source: Bulmer, MV XM 925 p. 74;39 adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (5.32):
(5.32) deah baak thunda birrawangan kooki

see breasts there going to + fro wonderful

thaya pak thuntu piRa-wanga kuki

see.imp breast there move-locational excl
‘See her breasts there, moving up and down, wow!’

muruk gnopa yingna yain munju gnarlo ngetu

Truly you ought not to cut your beard before come I

muRuk ngatjp(a) yingna yen muntyu ngauwa-lo-ngithu

truly? NEG cut? beard dem? come-?-1sg
‘Truly (you) ought not to have cut (your) beard before I came.’

Notes
Most of the words in this song are found in multiple word lists recorded by 
Fesl (1985). The form piRa is analysed by us as a verb meaning ‘move’, also 
found in the Barn (Parn) song recorded by Howitt and presented above 
(section 5.2.7).

39	  This is page 74 of the PDF, the page is numbered 45.
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We assume that the word ngopa represents the negative, represented by 
Hercus (1986) as /ŋaɖban/, and that consequently muruk is the word that 
conveys the meaning of ‘truly’ and ‘ought’. We have not found any word in 
the other Gippsland sources to confirm this.

The words shown by Fesl (1985: T1, no. 29) for ‘cut’ do not resemble any 
of the forms in example (5.32). One of them is specifically a verb meaning 
‘cut with tomahawk’ (ti-lou-wurt) and we assume that a specialist verb 
meaning ‘cut a beard’ would have been present in the language, and that 
yingna is this verb, but there is no confirmation of this from other sources. 

5.3.3 Songs of the Thant(h)ang 
(patrilineal totems)
Several songs that related to particular thant(h)ang or patrilineal totems 
were written down by Bulmer, and references to them are also found in 
the Howitt papers. In the State Library of Victoria (MS Box 1053/4 (b), 
small notebook p. 12), Howitt makes it clear that these songs belong to 
a particular totem, as we see in Box 5.61:

Box 5.61: YelmeRai (shark totem) song

Yalmerai when sick sing the Yalmerai song
Thruwungunda clean your teeth
Ngourabindi the open sea

Source: Howitt, SLV MS Box 1053/4 (b), hw0404.pdf, p. 141; adapted by authors.

The source for information about these patrilineal totem songs appears to 
have been Bulmer. In a letter from Bulmer to Howitt dated 29 March 1884 
(MV XM 93), he makes it clear that these songs have curative powers:

We see this in the powers even now they attribute to the Yelmire 
& Glean in being able to cure diseases. They seem to have had an 
animal for the cure of every disease. In headache they would use the 
teeth of the Yelmir and in diseases of the limbs they would look to 
the Glean to straighten the strings so animals having the power it 
would be no wonder of they identified themselves with them and 
thus become their totems. Of course it will perhaps always remain a 
mystery as to the origin of the totem system and I suppose all we can 
do is to speculate on the subject.
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In the Howitt papers in Museums Victoria, there is a typescript that contains 
further information about the patrilineal totem and the words ‘Billy the Bull 
is a Yalmerai (shark). When there are too many about the Lakes Entrance, he 
sends them away by singing to them. He belongs to Lake Bunga’ (XM 524). 
These two functions of curing people, and of sending away dangerous 
animals, are two examples of the functions of these songs.

Bulmer’s notation of these songs came because of his enquiries into jaak, 
literally ‘meat’, which is the word that his consultants gave for the patrilineal 
totems and Howitt recorded as thundung (thant(h)ang) (see section 
5.1.7.2). Clearly neither Howitt nor Bulmer fully understood how this 
system worked, because in a letter dated 11 March 1884 (MV XM 92), 
Bulmer wrote that he found Billy the Bull ‘very obscure on this subject’ 
and that:

he now tells me that Yelmire was not his father’s Jaak but the reason 
he was called by that name was because he once dreamed about a 
Yelmire and made a song about it.

What does seem to be the case is that the malamalang (medicine man) 
would sing a different song according to his thant(h)ang (patrilineal 
totem), however he acquired that totem. Apart from the brief reference 
in the Howitt papers in the State Library of Victoria (see Box 5.61), the 
main source for information about these songs is an incomplete letter from 
Bulmer (MV XM 96), part of which is transcribed in Box 5.62:

Box 5.62: Totem songs, version 1

XM 96, p. 2 [continuation of letter about the patrilineal totems]
… in the district belonging to them [was?? Noorala??] and the Snowy River is Noyang. 
His wife from same district is Billing (salmon) just as old Yelmri who lived at Lake 
Tyers got that name. The song they sing over the sick was 
Thunang gnardrak clean your teeth 
Gnark a bundha the sea or the back of a thing. The back of the world. Thus they always 
call the sea.
They tell me that when the Mala malang sang over the sick he always sang his Jaak. 
The song of the Glean would be Toot toot ba gnarang that is straighten the strings. 
They had some idea when a man was sick he needed straightening out hence the 
song. 
…
PS I [??]was told the reason they sang the Yelmri song they sing clean your teeth is 
they have the teeth of Yelmri tied to the forehead of the patient so that clean your 
teeth will refer to Yelmeri is so that he may be able to remove the disease & do it 
cleanly &c.

Source: Bulmer, MV XM 96; adapted by authors.
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Campbell’s transcription of the same passage is presented in Box 5.63:

Box 5.63: Totem songs, version 2

The song they sang over the sick was thurnang gnardaak, clean your teeth, gnark a 
bundha, the sea or the back of the world. This they always call the sea. They tell me 
that when the malamulang sang to the sick he always sang his jaak [totem]. The song 
of the gleean would be toot toot ba gnarang. That is straighten the strings, they had 
some idea when a man was sick he needed straightening out. 
For headache they would use the teeth of the yelmara and in disease of the limbs they 
would look to gleean to straighten the strings16.
[Footnote 16 Chapter 3: Bulmer 1904, 29 March (this refers to MV XM 93)]

Source: Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 29, 100n16); adapted by authors.

Howitt (1904: 135) shows that the gleean kliyan is both a kinship term and 
an animal term, literally ‘water-hen’ (see section 5.1.1.2).

As we will see in the analysis of the second song, example (5.34) below, 
the ‘strings’ here refer to sinews, or other body parts. The word gnarang 
is elsewhere recorded as meaning ‘sinew’ or ‘tendon’, and Howitt (1904: 
474) also refers to the straightening out of limbs as part of the process of 
the cure (see section 5.2.4). As we have pointed out earlier, a word kliyat 
is glossed both as ‘hamstring’ (Fesl 1985: 130) and ‘sinews under the knee’ 
(Fesl 1985: 165). This word is similar in form to the word kliyan, which is 
the name of a patrilineal totem whose members can sing this song. Perhaps 
the kliyan ‘water hen’ was particularly associated with this part of the body, 
and perhaps some of the dances illustrated, showing the stretching of the 
legs, were related to this.

We presume from this that the song documented by Bulmer was only sung 
by a malamulang who was of the gleean totem. Since there are at least a 
dozen other totems shown by both Bulmer and Howitt and discussed in 
section 5.1.7, we presume that each of these probably had its own song to 
be sung when a cure was needed.

Our analysis of the first song is presented as (5.33):

(5.33) Thurnang gnardaak

clean your teeth

tha(r)nang nga(r)tak

Clean tooth
‘Clean your teeth.’
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gnark a bundha

sea of back of the world

ngaRak-a pantha ?

back-poss world.obl ?
‘(The sea is) the back of the world.’

There is no word for ‘clean’ or similar recorded in Fesl (1985). This word, 
which we have regularised as tha(r)nang, is translated with an imperative 
‘clean’ where perhaps /-ang/ is a suffix otherwise not indicated. There are 
several words with initial tha- that relate to the mouth; the root word for 
‘eat’ is tha-, while thanthampa is ‘kiss’ (written as dhurndhumba by R.H. 
Mathews, Fesl 1985: S2, no. 17), and the word for ‘talk’ ‘language’ is thang. 
The words for ‘tooth’ and ‘back’ were documented by Hercus (1986) as /
ŋandag/ [ˈŋandak] and /ŋarag/ [ˈŋarak] respectively.

There is no word recorded in Fesl (1985) for ‘world’ or ‘earth’ that is similar 
to bundha. The most usual word for ‘earth’ is wrak (Fesl 1985: G8–9, no. 
40 and no. 41).

The analysis of the second song, the gleean totem, is presented in (5.34):

(5.34) toot toot ba gnarang

Straighten the strings

t(j)ut(j)ut(j)pa ngaRang

Straighten sinew
‘Straighten the sinew(s).’

Fesl (1985: U3, no. 61) records a verb dōōrt-dōō-baya ‘twist’ (in Thomas), 
and we consider that this is the same verb as found in example (5.34) since 
‘twist’ and ‘straighten’ have related meanings and refer to same process, 
manipulation of a long thin element like a sinew or a string, or perhaps 
a verb reserved for the ritual action involved in this healing process.

Howitt (1904: 444) gives the word ngurrung-mri ‘sinew-eye’ when discussing 
names Gippsland people gave to the white men:

white man possessed a supernatural power of the eye, to flash death 
to the beholder, or to draw together the banks of a river, and to 
pass over it. This power was called Ngurrung-mri, or ‘sinew eye,’ 
and I think that I have also heard it called Mlang-mri, meaning 
‘lightning eye.’
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The same word was listed by Thomas with the meaning ‘tendon’ and the 
form ngahrang (Fesl 1985: A19, no. 165).

5.3.4 Songs in the Story of the Big Eagle’s 
Children: Song 1 – Mother’s mourning song
The following story written down by Bulmer is also transcribed in Campbell 
(1999: 47–48). Our transcription has been checked with the original 
manuscript and differs slightly from that in Campbell. It is presented in 
Box 5.64:

Box 5.64: Songs in the Big Eagle’s Children story

Some more stories of the Mythology of Aborigines. A big eagle had a lot of grown 
up children. One the youngest one, last she had. She thought much of the youngest 
one. All the brothers would go out to hunt for meat, but she hid the youngest, indeed 
the brothers did not know of his existence. When the brothers went out to hunt, the 
youngest would go another route to get gnallu (meat for his mother). The brothers 
would often bring nothing but the mother was never hungry, this puzzled the brothers 
as to how their mother got fed, so they determined to watch her. They pretended to 
go hunting but hid themselves in various parts. They saw the young fellow go out 
and bring meat to his mother. So they determined to outwit him. They got two young 
women to enter into the plot. They got a kangaroo bone, and sharpened it, and stuck 
it into the ground covering it up so that it looked like a bandicoot’s nest. They watched 
him the next time he went hunting. They went up to him in the bush getting him away 
to the nest. They asked him to kill the bandicoot for them. Oh said he, I will spear it. 
Oh no said they, that will spoil the meat, he said I will kill it with my club. That said 
they, will bruise the meat. I will lay on the top of it and catch it in my hands, but this 
would not do, so he said he would put his foot on it, doing this he was impaled on 
the kangaroo bone, he now fell down. They carried him away, but he seems to have 
got away with the two women who had caught him with the bone. The mother now 
mourned her son as follows:

Dah ning ga Dah ning ga Narrin than daan

My son My son gone my son

Billin billindu Karo gan thargo

Some one must have killed him My husband’s child.

[SM: The first letter of Karo is unclear, it might be Tharo]

Then the mother sings across the sea and her son answers her from the Island he is 
on

Koolin bang wa Birringa Wanmunga

I am coming home I am away with somebody.

Referring to the women he had taken.

Gnallu coro winyu

Meat I am bringing



523

5. GIPPSLAND SONGS

After singing for her son and getting an answer from him across the sea she kept on 
singing and he answering her all the way home. When he was coming all sorts of birds 
met him, for then men were represented by birds which might have been their totem. 
him even crowds of birds congregated to stop his progress. He was able to brush them 
all aside when he got close to the landing place. As soon as they landed the mother 
hawk had to strike the two women who had by their cunning taken away her son. But 
he walked through the crowd still brushing them all aside. There were two brothers at 
the camp waiting. He could manage the crowd but the two brothers overcame him and 
he had to undergo his punishment for his misadventure.

Source: Bulmer, MV XM 923, pp. 77–78;40 adapted by authors.

Some words in this story, notably gnallu ‘meat’, are in the Gippsland 
languages; this word having been shown by Hercus as /ŋale/ ‘meat’.

In the case of the first two lines, sung by the mother, our analysis is presented 
here as (5.35). We have not been able to suggest a linguistic analysis with 
confidence. 

(5.35) Dah ning ga Dah ning ga Narrin than daan

My son, My son, gone my son

t(h)aningka t(h)aningka n(g)aRin-than-than

? ? -1sg??

Billin billindu Karo gan thango

Some one must have killed him, my husband’s child

pilin pilin-tu kaRu kan thangu

?-erg perhaps? ? ?

Notes
We are unable to offer much analysis for this section of the song. It is possible 
that the form daan is the same as a 1st person singular suffix sometimes 
written as -down that is found in forms like Dahgŭn-yakindown ‘I’m going 
to see my mother’ recorded by William Thomas, where thaka- is the root 
for ‘see’ and yakan is ‘mother’.

The last word in the first line might be a kinship term. ‘Daughter’s husband’ 
is given by Howitt as ngaribil (Fesl 1985: B10, no. 51), but only when a 
male is speaking, and this song is in the voice of a female. Perhaps the root 
n(g)aRi- is a kinship term.

40	  These pages are not numbered in the manuscript, these are the numbers of the PDF file.
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The other possible word in this section is pilin that might be the same as 
piling ‘salmon’, which is recorded as one of the thant(h)ang or patrilineal 
totem terms. If we are correct that this term is combined with the ergative 
-tu, it may be that the singer is suggesting that the killing was done by 
a member of that patrilineal totem. If this is correct then the meaning 
‘kill’ should be found inside the words karo gan thango, but none of the ‘kill’ 
words indicated by Fesl (1985) bear any similarity to these.

We can also speculate that the form garru should be kanyu ‘perhaps’, spelled 
kanno by Bulmer in Smyth (1878, 2: 26).

The second song is the son’s answer, presented as (5.36):

(5.36) Koolin bang wa Birringa Wanmunga

I am coming home, I am away with somebody

kulin pang-wa piR-wanga wanmung(k)a

? camp-obl move-locational ?
‘To the camp … moving about …’

Notes
There is no documented word for ‘coming’ with a form like Koolin. We have 
the exclamations ‘come’ on, which is koo-e-a and go-ir (Fesl 1985: X2, no. 3), 
probably kuwiya. The usual word for ‘come’ is based on ngau(w)a-.

The form looks like an oblique case marker. It is already observed in Morey 
(2016) that the form was -wa after a vowel.

We suggest that the form Birringa is actually the same as piRa wanga, 
already seen in the yentjin(y) song presented in section 5.3.2.

The last song is also sung by the son, referring to the women he has captured. 
Our analysis is presented in (5.37):

(5.37) Gnallu coro winyu

Meat I am bringing

ngalu kuRu wanh-u

meat fetch-?
‘… fetching … meat.’
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Notes
The word for meat was shown by Hercus (1986) as [ˈŋale]. Perhaps there is 
a -u suffix here.

R.H. Mathews documented the form of ‘fetch’ as wannhai. 

5.3.5 Prophetic song
A song that was claimed to have prophesied the arrival of the white men 
was written down by Bulmer (Campbell 1999: 57–58). This is presented 
in Box 5.65:

Box 5.65: Prophetic song

The one I now give has some pretensions to prophetic power. A black once lived named 
Bungil Noorook. I am told it was some time before the advent of the white man. He is 
said to have had a foresight of the white man – loorn – who would come in ships sailing 
about the sea (nerkabundha). The song is as follows:

mundhanna loornda kathia prappau

There are white men long way off with great noise

muraskin mundhanna yea a main

Guns there sailing about.

[p. 58]

Which would be: There are at present white men sailing about on the sea, making 
a great noise with guns.

I suspect this song was made after the advent of white men; or, at all events, the 
Bungil Noorook must have heard of loorn having landed further east, and that they 
had ships to sail about; and also muskets, as muraskin is only muskets pronounced 
by an Aboriginal.

Source: Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 57–58); adapted by authors.

Note that Howitt also documented a song relating to white men sailing, 
the song that appears to refer to a shipwreck, see section 5.2.2.

Our analysis is presented in (5.38):

(5.38) mundhanna loornda kathia prappau

There are white men long way off with great noise

muntha-na lu(wu)n-ta katji-ya prepau

far off-obl white man-poss sea-obl other?
‘The white man far off, (on) the other sea.’
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Muraskin mundhanna yea a main

Guns there sailing about

muRaskin muntha-na yeyamany

musket far off-obl sailing?
‘The musket far off, sailing? …’

Notes
The word muntu ‘yonder’ is found in a number of sources. We suggest that 
this word (with a nasal cluster -nth) is here marked for oblique case, and 
forms a phrase with the possessor lu(wu)n-da, literally ‘the white man’s 
(being) far away’.

We cannot find any words relating to ‘great noise’41 that have similarity to 
kathia prappau; however, these two words could mean ‘on the other water’. 
Bulmer, for example, writes ‘another man’ as Preppa kani (Smyth 1878, 
2: 27).

As already discussed in relation to the ‘White Woman’ song (section 5.2.3), 
a form meaning ‘sea’ that we have regularised as katying is found in a number 
of sources, all from Curr (1887, 3): kailtung, katung and gattung. Howitt 
(1904: 73n1) says: ‘Tatung is the sea, sometimes spoken of as gatching’.

We presume that yea a main means ‘sailing’.

5.3.6 Coastal song
Bulmer also documented a song from the people on the coast. This is 
presented in Box 5.66:

Box 5.66: Coastal song

The following song was famous among the Gunai/Kurnai. It was made by one who 
lived mostly on the sea coast:

yenna kunyero nganjo winna barrajute,

Lift song I always rivers

panda ngaliwan mali thunga, thunga,

Spearing seals in water, water, water.

41	  For example, Thomas gives noise as gillōō-galla-mĕraht (Fesl 1985: C1, no. 26).
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The translation of which would be: “I lift up my voice to sing of the spearing of seals 
on the waters of the river.” Certainly a most ambitious and classical commencement, 
but the poet gets no further. Like the tones of a beautiful organ which is suddenly 
stopped by the bursting of a pipe. So the poet suddenly collapses, and leaves you to 
imagine what followed, perhaps the ngaliwan got into their native element and left 
the poet suddenly.

Source: Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 58); adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (5.39):

(5.39) yenna kunyero nganjo winna barrajute

lift song I always river

yena kunyeRu ngayu wina paRatjut

lift dance.song 1sg ? ?
‘I lift up a song …’

panda ngaliwan male thunga, thunga

spearing seals in water, water, water

pantha ngaliwan mal thung(k)a thung(k)a

strike seal go? hence hence
‘Striking the seals going hence hence.’

Notes
We have been unable to suggest any analysis for the word winna and 
barrajute. The only word relating to water remotely similar to barrajute is 
the word praryoong ‘water hole’, written down by Robinson (Fesl 1985: F2, 
no. 8). This word could have a root form paRatja-. It is also similar to 
the Melbourne-area place names Prahran and Birrarung Marr, which both 
derive from the Indigenous name of the Yarra River.

The word male may be the form mal, discussed in Morey (2016), which 
appears to relate to motion and is glossed as going. 

5.4 Gippsland song
As discussed above (section 1.5.2), State Library of Victoria MS 6290, 
previously ascribed to William Thomas, was written down in Pentridge Prison 
under the guidance of the Inspector General of Pentridge, Col. W. Champ. 
According to Andrew Tanner (pers. comm.), the language consultants for 
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Gippsland were Big Joe and Billy Clarke. Big Joe, whose native name was 
Ton-wylean, is mentioned multiple times in William Thomas’s journals. 
He was born at Boi-boi in about 1830 and died at Lake Tyers in 1891. 
Billy Clark(e) was also one of A.W. Howitt’s consultants and was present 
at the ‘re-creation’ of the Boys’ initiation ceremony in 1884 (Gibson and 
Mullett 2020).

If this song was told to the compiler of this manuscript by Billy Clark(e), 
who came from the Sale area and was a Brayakaulung man, the song 
may represent that language. ‘Big Joe’, the Gippsland person who gave 
information probably came from further to the east.42

Big Joe is also mentioned multiple times in the journals of William Thomas 
(Stephens 2014, 3), and William Thomas visited him in jail at Pentridge in 
1861. Thomas names his father as Tee-go-bar, aged 52, so Big Joe may have 
been about 30. Thomas wrote that on 11 July 1862, people came to ask him 
‘to let Big Joe out of Prison. I pacify them by saying in one moon Big Joe 
come home’ (Stephens 2014, 3: 386).

The manuscript includes a single song from Gippsland with the context of 
its meaning (which is termed ‘Translation’). The text and this ‘translation’ 
are presented in Box 5.67. A second version of the manuscript of this song is 
in the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland MS 38, 
p. 133.

Box 5.67: Gippsland song

(Gippsland)
Bōman-dai-lallan-billy-minya-ōōlōbei-bah
marrōōmba-kāŷkyōōbara-bah-barōōmba-bah
marrōōmba-bah-kāŷkyōōbara-bah-marrōōmbah
bomen-dai-lallan-billy-minnŷa-ōōlōbēi-bah-
maroombah-kaykyoobara-bah-baroomba-bah-
marrōōmba
Translation:
A blackfellow meeting a whitefellow in the Bush asked him for some tea. The white 
man refused him, and he turned away, ejaculating, “Poor man”.

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

42	  We are grateful to Russell Mullett for providing this information, Big Joe may have been associated 
with the Rosedale area, also Brayakaulung.
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It is clear that the song is in two sections, with considerable repetition. 
The extent of this parallelism is realised when we rearrange the presentation 
of the text, shown in (5.40):

(5.40) Bōman-dai-lallan-billy-minya-ōōlōbei-bah marrōōmba-kāŷkyōōbara-
bah-barōōmba-bah marrōōmba-bah-kāŷkyōōbara-bah-marrōōmbah
bomen-dai-lallan-billy-minnŷa-ōōlōbēi-bah-maroombah-kaykyoobara-
bah-baroomba-bah-marrōōmba

A suggested regularisation is presented as (5.41):

(5.41) puman-tai lalan-pili minya-wulupai-pa 

maRumpa kaikyupaRa-pa paRumpa-pa 

maRumpa-pa kaikyupaRa-pa paRumpa-pa

puman-tai lalan-pili minya-wulupai-pa 

maRumpa kaikyupaRa-pa paRumpa-pa 

maRumpa

Notes
The only word that we believe we can recognise in this is pili, which is 
perhaps the word for ‘billy’, used for preparing tea.

We might expect exclamations to be part of the song text, but there 
is nothing in the song resembling the two most appropriate exclamations 
as recorded in Fesl, the exclamation of despair jukka-dom, from Dawson 
and Pettit (Fesl 1985: X2, no. 7), and the exclamation of hurt, ko-ki, from 
Howitt (Fesl 1985: X3, no. 20).

It is possible that the form kaikyupaRa, spelled kāŷkyōōbara, is the verb 
‘to drink’. In the word list in MS 6290 this is recorded as grō-gŭr-wah, and 
several words glossed as ‘drink’ seem to be based on a root something like 
klukp- (glookban, Curr C4; klurkpan, Hagenauer) (Fesl 1985: S3, no. 24).
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5.5 Laurie Moffatt – boat song
On 30 January 1963, Luise Hercus recorded Laurie Moffatt43 singing a song 
about a journey by boat to go hop picking. The song is recorded on field 
tape 79/1. The AIATSIS digitisation of this recording is named HERCUS_
L02-012786.tmp, and the recording of Laurie Moffatt singing commences 
at 22:04. A recording of this song has been cut and uploaded to YouTube at 
youtu.be/xJTQEuqaMw8.

AIATSIS staff have partly transcribed the discussion between Luise and 
Laurie Moffatt following the singing of the song. This transcription is given 
below (HERCUS_L02_12786-12788_TranscriptB.pdf ):

LH: Yes … what did it mean? 

LM: That’s a boat on the river. Yes, going down, you see. They used 
to sit up there and know all the old people at () you know, they all 
used to have a boat running up and down. The old () Gippsland, 
Gippsland and all that lot. And they used to be there hop picking 
and they made that song up, yes. 

LH: Who taught it to you, actually? 

LM: Oh I heard them singin’ it () well that’s how I come to pick it 
up, really. 

LH: Oh, that’s wonderful. I think it is the only song from Gippsland 
in the lingo that has been recorded. Do you remember any others? 

LM: Oh no, no no no. That’s the only one. Used to be the-well, we’d 
all have a go at it. All the boys and the girls would sit down and hit 
the (claps). That’s when we were-there used to be hop picking, you 
know, just going up there on the river there on the right hand side-
you might have … the Mitchell River? They all were there.

A.W. Howitt owned a hop farm at Eastwood, which is now a suburb 
of Bairnsdale on Clifton Creek. It is possible that the original song was 
composed at the time that Gippsland people used to travel up to Howitt’s 

43	  A biography of Laurie Moffatt is at Joanne Bach, ‘Moffatt, Lawrence Francis (Laurie) (1897–1966)’, 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.
anu.edu.au/biography/moffatt-lawrence-francis-laurie-13105, published first in hardcopy in 2005, accessed 
online 6 February 2023. There is a large photo of Laurie Moffatt in the Donald Thompson collection at the 
State Library of Victoria. This collection is owned by the University of Melbourne but kept at the library. 
It is believed that Laurie participated in one episode of the ABC TV series Alcheringa in 1962.

http://youtu.be/xJTQEuqaMw8
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/moffatt-lawrence-francis-laurie-13105
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/moffatt-lawrence-francis-laurie-13105
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farm to pick hops. Note that the hops industry in Gippsland was wiped 
out about 1904 and the song was therefore presumably composed before 
that date.

In 2015, Luise Hercus and Stephen Morey made a tentative transcription 
of the words of this song, which we present as (5.42):

(5.42) [gəi gəduŋ bəm lɐŋ gən daŋ ŋa læŋ ge]
[yɐŋ na mɐn də gɜ læŋ ge]
[gən gəde wə bəle ə diŋ ma]
[ye kʰa daŋ mɜŋ ŋa ləŋ gə de ŋa laŋ gə de]
[bərr liŋ bə la læŋ ge wə ge] 
[ge men ɲə ŋe]
[bərr]

The final word [bərr] was uttered with a falling pitch and a long final rhotic 
trill. It was perhaps an invocation to dance.

The song is notable for bisyllabic forms that seem to have stress, or at least 
lengthening, on the second syllable. For example, the form [gə de] occurs 
several times, each with clear stress on the second syllable.

We cannot recognise any words in this song and cannot offer a suggested 
translation. It is possible that the first word, which we have transcribed as 
[gəi], is in fact the word for ‘canoe’ kri, extended to refer to whatever boat 
the people travelled up to the hop farm on.

We might have expected the word for Mitchell River to be included in the 
song. According to Hagenauer (in Smyth 1878, 2: 191), this is Wahyang, 
‘literally ‘spoon-billed duck’, but we cannot find that form in the song, 
unless the form [yɐŋ] at the beginning of the second line represents this.

The word for the Snowy River, written as Karang Gil by Bulmer (Smyth 
1878, 2: 191), and glossed by him as meaning ‘from great quantities of 
water-weed about’ might be present in the song as [kʰa daŋ] in the fourth 
line of the song.

A musical transcription of this song, with the words from example (5.42), 
is presented in Figure 5.2:
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Figure 5.2: Musical analysis of Laurie Moffatt’s song
Source: Grace Koch.

In this song, Laurie Moffatt sings in long-breathed phrases with a clear tone.

The song encompasses a major third. Pitches are F, G and A, with each verse 
ending on a syllable with an extended ‘e’. The form follows an A, B, A, B1 
structure with the B1 section resembling a longer version of the earlier 
B section. On the final descent of the G to F in the B1 section, the singer 
uses a combination trill and turn on the G immediately before the final 
descent to F. The song mainly follows a triple metre. A call, possibly a dance 
call, is sounded at the end, with a trill descending an octave. The range of 
the trill is not included in the general pitch range as it only hints at pitches.
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