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7
Warrnambool songs

Only two songs were documented in the Warrnambool language(s). Dawson 
(1881), whose records of this group of languages are the most substantial, 
named two varieties/dialects of the language as Kuurn kopan noot ‘small lip’ and 
Peek whurrong ‘kelp lip’. Blake (2003a: 2, 7–12) lists and discusses the names 
of the other varieties that were listed by Dawson. The term Gunditjmara is 
widely used by the community today, and was spelled Guṇḍidj by Hercus 
(1986: 100), with a retroflex stop-nasal cluster medially. Blake (2003a: 2) 
discusses the use and documented history of this word. Following Blake 
(2003a), we will use the term Warrnambool language(s).

Although there are very few songs recorded in these languages, some 
information about the use of song in the area was given by Stähle in 
information sent to Fison (Tippett collection, TIP 70/10/37 item 3, 
pp. 3–4):

The Gournditch-mera believed that the spirits of the deceased father 
or grandfather occasionally visited the male descendants in dreams 
and imparted to them charms (songs) against disease or against 
witchcraft. There were also among them persons who professed 
to communicate with the spirits of the deceased and to learn from 
them corrobboree songs and dances and to enquire from them 
concerning future events. This tribe had no ceremonies of initiation 
of the young men or young women to manhood or womanhood.

The two songs that we have are a song about the construction of the telegraph 
written down in State Library of Victoria MS 6290 (see section 7.2), who 
termed the language Wonnin, and the Barnmitt song written down by 
Isabella Dawson (see section 7.3). This latter song was likely in either the 
Kuurn kopan noot or Peek whurrong variety.
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In our regularisations of the Warrnambool languages, we will use voiceless 
stops throughout, following Blake (2003b).

7.1 Musical terminology in the 
Warrnambool languages
Words relating to song and dance from Dawson (1881) are presented in 
Table 7.1. Note that these forms were also presented together with the 
Tjapwurrung words above (section 2.1.2).

Table 7.1: Glossary of words relating to singing in the 
Warrnambool languages

English Kuurn kopan 
noot (small lip)

Peek whurrong 
(kelp lip)

Blake regularisation 
of Kuurn kopan noot

Dance, name of Karweean Kurween karwiyan

Dance, to dance Karweean neut Kurween karwiyan

Dance of gigantic crane Yakeapeean Kurween yakiyapiya

Sing Lærpeean Lærpeen lirpi(ya)

Song, a song Lirpeean Lirpeen lirpi(ya)

Song of bird Lirpeean Lirpeen lirpi(ya)

Song of piping crow, 
or organ bird

Kaaruman Gnark kueaa ngakuwiya

Stick for beating time Popok Popok pakap ‘fire stick’

Whistle Tirng kærann Wuinja thirng kiran, wuindja

Whistle, by holding the 
lower lip

Tækærann Teewirna tikira, tiwirna

Source: From Dawson (1881); adapted by authors. 

Robinson (transcribed in Clark 2002: 281) wrote down words in two 
Warrnambool language varieties, Tjarcote (Tc) (spelled Tjaku(r)t in Blake 
2003a: 12) and Manemeet, a variety that Blake was not able to ascribe to one 
of the language varieties he discussed (2003a: 7–12), but which means ‘wild 
black’. Robinson’s words are given in example (7.1):

(7.1) cone.de.an.nut (Tc); car.re.we.nut (M): little corrobbery at the huts.
undoc.er.de (M); car.re.we.ar.noot (Tc): big corrobbery
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The second form in each of these lines, carre we nut and car-re-wee-ar-noot, 
can be analysed as the root karwiyan ‘dance’ with -ut, a third plural subject 
bound pronoun (Blake 2003a: 37). We thus analyse both of these forms as 
karwiyan-ut, literally ‘they (pl.) are dancing’.

Blake also lists the word muwiyn for ‘corroboree/dance’, originally spelled 
mo-ein (SLV MS 6290).

Robinson also wrote wone de un nun ‘dance’, regularised by Blake as 
wuindja. This is similar in form to the Peek whurrong word for ‘whistle’ 
written down by Dawson and listed in Table 7.1. We are unsure what the 
significance of this is, but it may suggest the use of whistle in some dances.

7.1.1 Corroboirè dialogue from Wonnin
As already mentioned (section 6.1.1), the compiler of MS 6290 appears 
to have confused the Bungaditj (Mount Gambier) and Warrnambool 
(Wonnin) sentences for the ‘Corroboirè’ dialogue. We regard the first two 
sentences from ‘Wonnin’ as being Warrnambool language, and the final 
three sentences from the Mount Gambier dialogue as being Warrnambool. 
The first two lines are presented in Box 7.1 and the last three in Box 7.2.

Box 7.1: ‘Wonnin’ dialogue relating to ‘Corroboirè’

Put on your pipe clay 6 Gŏt-āŷ-gat-kar-witty-wan

Get ready to begin 6 Yōō-arp-pawan-mot-tay-ngyat-māŷring

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 228 (first two lines); adapted by authors.

Box 7.2: ‘Mount Gambier’ dialogue relating to ‘Corroboirè’

Now girls make a fire 5 Ngrang-gŭrk-mring-a-ween

Now, women, sit down 5 Ninya-ka-ngrang-gŭrk

You must sing 5 Laūrt-big-gah

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 228 (last three lines), adapted by authors.

We are unable to offer any analysis of the first line, save that it contains 
a form similar to kutin(y)-i, which was analysed as the imperative of a verb 
meaning ‘paint (pipe-clay)’ in Bunganditj. See example (6.2) above.
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Our analysis of the second line is presented in (7.2):

(7.2) Get ready to begin

Yōō-arp-pawan-mot-tay-ngyat-māŷring

yuwa pawa-n mutj-ai-ngatj merring

hasten burn-tens smoke-? ground
‘Hasten to burn (the fire) and … smoke … the ground.’

The words pawa ‘burn’, mutj ‘smoke’ and merring ‘ground’ are all attested 
in the Warrnambool sources, but yuwa for ‘hasten’ has been found in only 
in Bunganditj sources. Nevertheless, we are assuming that the word was also 
in use in Warrnambool.

The third line is presented as (7.3):

(7.3) Now girls make a fire

Ngrang-gŭrk-mring-a-ween

ngarang-kurk miring-a wiin

woman ground-loc? fire
‘Women, (make) fire on the ground.’

Blake (2003a: 32) listed -a as an ergative suffix and -i as a locative suffix, 
which we would expect here. In Dawson (1881), the locative is written as -æ 
but his illustration of the use of this suffix suggests the form should be /-i/ 
(see further discussion in Blake 2003a: 32).

The fourth sentence is presented as (7.4):

(7.4) Now, women, sit down

Ninya-ka-ngrang-gŭrk

ngingga-ka ngarang-kurk

sit-imp? woman
‘Sit down, women!’

The most frequently mentioned imperative in Dawson (1881) is -kæ¸which 
Blake (2003a: 47) realises as -ki. Clearly an imperative is intended in 
example (7.4), and it is interesting that the case suffix in example (7.3) 
and the imperative here both have final -a in Thomas’s transcriptions that 
correspond to Dawson’s -æ. Perhaps this represented a dialectal difference.
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The fifth sentence, Laūrt-big-gah ‘you must sing’, appears to contain 
a word for ‘sing’ that may be related to lirpi(ya), given by Dawson (1881). 
(See Table 7.1.)

7.2 Wonnin song
As discussed above (section 1.5.2), SLV MS 6290, once believed to have been 
written by William Thomas, was in fact produced at Pentridge Prison under 
the guidance of Col. Champ. We think that one song, headed ‘Wonnin’, 
was most likely sung by Jackey White, though it might also have been sung 
by either Monkey Neddy or King Tom’s Billy. We have not been able learn 
much more about Jackey White, save that he was in prison in 1861. The 
song is also found in the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland MS 38, p. 358. The text of this song as found in MS 6290 
is presented as Box 7.3: 

Box 7.3: Wonnin song

(Wonnin)
Bat-in-yŏ-yĕhrahn-man-tallāŷ-grap-mōōn-
an-ni-yŏ-wenn-ga-than-parrōōp-pangah-
tōōn-baht-in-yŏ-yĕrahuman-tally-grap-
moon-an-in-yo-wenn-ga-than-parōōp-pangahtīm
Translation:
A song about white men using the telegraph, it cannot be translated literally

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 231; adapted by authors. 

The text here contains two lines that are almost identical, but the second 
commences with a syllable tōōn. The rearrangement into two lines is 
presented as (7.5):

(7.5) Bat-in-yŏ-yĕhrahn-man-tallāŷ-grap-mōōn-an-ni-yŏ-wenn-ga-than-
parrōōp-pangah-
tōōn-baht-in-yŏ-yĕrahuman-tally-grap-moon-an-in-yo-wenn-ga-than-
parōōp-pangahtīm

A suggested regularisation of the song line is presented as (7.6):

(7.6) pat-iny-u yerranyman telegraph mun-an ni-yo-weng(g)athan 
parrup‑panga

tun-pat-iny-u yerranyman telegraph mun-an ni-yo-weng(g)athan 
parrup-pangat-im
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Notes
The word for ‘telegraph’, spelled by Thomas as tallāŷ-grap, is clearly 
recognisable here. We are not able to suggest glosses for any other words, 
beyond some speculation, such as that the last word of the line is somehow 
related to paruparn ‘Sirius’, in some way connecting the telegraph with 
the stars.

The last word in each line may be intended to be pangat. There is a word 
pang(g)at ‘sandhill’ in Blake (2003a: 142)1 and perhaps the telegraph line 
into Warrnambool ran along the sand dunes at some point.

7.3 Barnmitt song, documented by 
Isabella Dawson
The song recorded by Isabella Dawson is found in an article published in 
the newspaper The Australasian, dated 19 March 1870.2 The song relates 
to an evil spirit that attacks children. (For another example of a similar 
song, see the Hairy Beka chant in section 9.5.1.) The full text of the song is 
presented in Box 7.4:

Box 7.4: Barnmitt song

Words of a Song

Barnmitt barnmitt tung-ang koorooketch.
Barnmitt barnmitt tung-ang koorooketch.
Ba’roong tookooenoong.
Yah wirng kah wirng ah.
Yan kaloom ee Nitt.
Translation, or Meaning

Evil spirit, evil spirit, come and eat orphans
Evil spirit, evil spirit, come and eat orphans.
Many many children.
Hark to me many many children.
The devil will take you into a dark scrub.

Source: The Australasian, 19 March 1870, p. 8; adapted by authors. 

1	  Thanks to Corey Theatre (pers. comm.) for pointing this out.
2	  Isabella Dawson, ‘Tha Language of the Aborigines’, Australasian (Melbourne), 19 March 1870, p. 8.
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A fairly complete analysis of this song is possible because of the translation 
given by Isabella Dawson. This analysis is presented in (7.7):

(7.7) Barnmitt barnmitt tung-ang koorooketch

Evil spirit, evil spirit, come and eat orphans

pa(r)nmit pa(r)nmit thang-ang ku(ru)k(a)itj

evil spirit evil spirit eat-part? orphan
‘The Pa(r)nmit (evil spirit) is eating the orphans.’

Barnmitt barnmitt tung-ang koorooketch

Evil spirit, evil spirit, come and eat orphans

pa(r)nmit pa(r)nmit thang-ang ku(ru)k(a)itj

evil spirit evil spirit eat-part? orphan
‘The Pa(r)nmit (evil spirit) is eating the orphans.’

Ba’roong tookooenoong

Many many children

parung thukuwi-n(y)ung

Many child-3sg.poss3

‘(So) many his/her children.’

Yah wirng kah wirng ah

Hark to me many many children

ya wirng ka wirng a

excl ear excl ear excl
‘Ya! (use your) ear, Ka! (your) ear, A!’

Yan kaloom ee Nitt

The devil will take you into a dark scrub.

yan(a) kalum?-i ngut

Go scrub?-loc devil
‘The Devil (will) go into the scrub.’

3	  This analysis was suggested by Corey Theatre; this suffix is discussed further in Theatre (2018).
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Notes
The word Barnmitt, regularised as pa(r)nmit is not found as one of the 
many spirits and ghosts listed in Blake (2003b). It is assumed to be the name 
of the spirit.

The word for ‘orphan’ is given by Blakc (2003b) as kukitj, with Dawson’s 
spelling being kokaitch. In the song there is an additional -ru syllable. 
We cannot be sure if the word has final -itj or -aitj.

The words given in Blake (2003b) for ‘scrub’ – yarowi, wuru-wuruk and 
tarun – do not resemble the word in the last line of the song. It is possible 
that the whole word yan kaloom ee is a single word yang(g)alumi.
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