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Ngumpit-tu janka-ku yunparnup an warrkap, kuya,
nyila-ma wajarra-ma. Kamul, Mintiwarra, Laka, Juntara
nyampa nyila wajarra. Ngurnalu wanyjanana-ma ngumpit
yunparnani-ma janka or purrupurru. Nyawa-ma wajarra-ma
ngu punyu ngu yunparnu, kula wankaj mamurung lawara.
Ngurnalu yunparnana ngumpit-tu janka-ku-purrupurru,
nyamu-rnalu karrinyana kulpap wajarra-la-ma yala-ngkama. Ngulu wanyjarnani na ngaringka-lu na yirrap-kulu-ma.
Ngumpit-tu janka-ku warrkap-ma kuya-ma an yunparnupma wanyjarnana parlak-kulu. Kula nyampayila mamurrung,
marntaj.
The corroborees [in this book] – Kamul, Mintiwarra, Laka,
Juntara – are for everyone to sing and dance. We all perform
them, men and women alike. Wajarra is open to all, not
closed by any means. Both men and women sing it when
we’re together at corroboree time. Another group of women
might dance. But men and women dance and sing together
as a group. It’s not restricted in any way, OK.
—Ronnie Wavehill 2017
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Preface

The Gurindji people of the Northern Territory are best known throughout Australia
for leading the 1966 Wave Hill walk-off, when Aboriginal station workers went
on strike from Wave Hill Station, precipitating the equal wages case in the pastoral
industry and the passing of the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act
1976. The walk-off was driven by the harsh treatment of Aboriginal workers, and
this has been the focus of discussions of station life.
This book portrays another side of life on Wave Hill Station. Throughout
the decades of mistreatment, the station was also a place of vibrant ceremonial
practices and persistent musical traditions. Station workers were members of
many different Aboriginal groups – Gurindji, Mudburra, Bilinarra, Ngarinyman,
Wanyjirra, Warlpiri, Nyininy – who travelled between cattle stations frequently.
As a result, the Vestey stations, including Wave Hill, became a crossroads of desert
and more northern musical styles with influences from the west.
This book is the first detailed documentation of the public songs of this time
as performed by the Gurindji. The music is ‘traditional’ in that it does not borrow
from Western musical forms; it is also an entirely oral tradition. Many people
may know that traditional songs link Aboriginal people to their land and religion;
fewer people may realise that there are also traditional songs performed simply
for entertainment. These songs once played an important part of everyday life for
Aboriginal men, women and children across the country and many were shared
relatively freely. In Gurindji the genre of entertainment songs is called wajarra.
This book presents musical and textual analysis of five sets of wajarra songs.
The performances were led by Gurindji elders Ronnie Wavehill Wirrpnga Jangala,
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Topsy Dodd Ngarnjal Nangari and Dandy Danbayarri Jukurtayi†. Most of the
songs were learnt in the 1940s or 1950s from other Aboriginal station workers
during the annual two-month break granted to workers over the wet season, when
many stockmen and their families followed the river systems west.
Three song sets are attributed to Yawalyurru, who was a Pintupi man of
the Tjapangarti (Jangari) subsection who worked on Gordon Downs Station,
Western Australia. Two song sets are attributed to Tinker Rarrawal Japalyi and his
son Smiler Kartarta Jangala, Mudburra/Gurindji men who were from Wave Hill
Station. Together, analysis of the five wajarra song sets provides a compelling case
for the breadth of cultural exchange between Aboriginal groups in inland Australia
that was fostered by Aboriginal people’s involvement in the pastoral industry.
In 2015 Felicity Meakins, Myfany Turpin and Brenda L Croft teamed up
to work with Gurindji elders and Karungkarni Art and Culture Aboriginal
Corporation to document Gurindji songs. We recorded wajarra with the assistance
of Yasmin Smith and Elise Fredericksen. A further recording was made in 2016
with the assistance of Jennifer Green. Two earlier recordings of wajarra are also
incorporated into the analysis in this book: one made by Erika Charola in 1998
and one made by Lauren Campbell in 2007, enabling a historical comparison of
the songs. We have also included historical photographs of earlier performances of
public ceremonies on Wave Hill Station and at Kalkaringi to give a sense of the era
in which these songs were a large part of everyday life (Plates 4, 5, 20). Audio and
video of the songs are available on the website accompanying this book.

† signals that the person is deceased.
xx
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A note on orthography

Gurindji is a Pama-Nyungan language of the Victoria River District of the
Northern Territory, Australia. It is a member of the Ngumpin subgroup, which
includes Bilinarra, Ngarinyman, Malngin, Wanyjirra, Mudburra, Karrangpurru,
Jaru, Nyininy and Walmajarri (McConvell and Laughren 2004).
The songs draw upon a variety of languages, many of which use different
spelling systems (orthographies). For ease of comparison we use the Gurindji
orthography for all the song texts. In order to track the words in the songs, we use
abbreviations for the particular language(s) in which each word is found. These
abbreviations are:

Ngumpin-Yapa languages
G
J
Mud
W
Wlp

Gurindji
Jaru/Nyininy
Mudburra
Walmajarri
Warlpiri

Western Desert languages
K
M
Ng
P
P/Y
Wang
WD

Kukatja
Martu Wangka
Ngaanyatjarra and Ngaatjatjarra
Pintupi/Luritja
Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara
Wangkatjunga
Western Desert (unspecified or all Western Desert languages)
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Many of the words in the songs are in one or more Western Desert languages.
The Western Desert language family consists of around fourteen varieties
including Pintupi/Luritja, Martu Wangka and Ngaanyatjarra. There are
slight differences in orthography between some of these languages. In many
cases a word occurs in more than one language, yet due to their different
orthographies the word would be spelt differently. For ease of comparison we
follow the Kukatja orthography, the language spoken at Balgo, for all Western
Desert words (Valiquette 1993). This orthography does not use underlining
for retroflexion, unlike Pitjantjatjara. This means, for example, that a word
such as karli (‘boomerang’) is written as such, rather than kali as it would be in
Pitjantjatjara.
Attributing words to specific language(s) does not necessarily mean that
the word is only found in these language(s). Our research is constrained by the
available dictionaries and grammars. Further research may reveal that many of
the words in the songs are in fact more widespread. The situation is further
complicated by the fact that the Western Desert language is a dialect chain
covering a vast geographic area with some fourteen named varieties, and so
attributing a word to any one language can be problematic. But even in quite
distinct languages, such as Gurindji, Jaru and Warlpiri, there is much shared
vocabulary.
The Gurindji and Kukatja alphabets use the same letters as English, but
many of the sounds in these languages are not the same as in English. The
following is meant as a guide to pronouncing words in both languages. We use
Gurindji words as examples. The Kukatja language has essentially the same
inventory of sounds as Gurindji, however it has contrastive long vowels, and
the ‘j’ is written as ‘tj’. More details can be found in the Gurindji to English
Dictionary (Meakins et al. 2013) and A Basic Kukatja to English Dictonary
(Valiquette 1993). Linguistic analyses of the Ngumpin language sound systems
can be found in Meakins and Nordlinger (2014), McConvell (1988), Tsunoda
(1981) and Jones and Meakins (2013a, 2013b; Jones et al 2011; 2012): and of
Western Desert sound systems in Hansen and Hansen (1969).

Pronunciation guide
Consonants are sounds which are produced when the tongue or lips completely
stop the airflow through the mouth, such as ‘b’ or ‘g’. In some consonants, the
airflow is only partially stopped and is allowed to flow around the tongue, such as
‘l’, ‘y’ or ‘w’. Other consonants allow airflow through the nose, such as ‘m’ and ‘n’.
Table 1 gives all of the Gurindji consonants and examples.
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Gurindji

English

p

partiki
yipu
purriyip

‘nut tree’
‘rain’
‘wind’

t

tingarri
kutij
jamut

‘knee’
‘stand’
‘turkey’

rt

kartiya
part

‘whitefella’
fall down’

j/tj

k

l

jamut
majul
marntaj
karu
jakiliny
talwak

‘turkey’
‘stomach’
‘that’s all’
‘child’
‘moon’
‘rock cod’

langa
talwak
majul

‘ear’
‘rock cod’
‘stomach’

rl

mukurl
warlaku

‘aunty’
‘dog’

ly

jalyi
malyju
jaly

‘leaf ’
‘boy’
‘cold’

r

rarraj
paraj

‘run’
‘find’

Gurindji

English

rr

warrkap
rarraj
nakurr

‘dance’
‘run’
‘hole’

w

warrkap
ngawa

‘dance’
‘water’

y

yuka
kaya

‘grass’
‘monster’

m

majul
jamana
mum

‘stomach’
‘foot’
‘dark’

n

nakurr
yinarrwa
makin

‘hole’
‘barra’
‘sleep’

rn

marntaj
wulngarn

‘that’s all’
‘sun’

ny

nyawa
tanyan
jalany

‘this’
‘bait fish’
‘tongue’

ng

ngawa
janga
japarlng

‘water’
‘sick’
‘frog type’

ngk

lungkarra
jangkarni

‘cry’
‘big’

nk

pinka
tanku

‘river’
‘tucker’

Table i.1 Gurindji consonants (Meakins et al. 2013: 15).
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Gurindji

English

a

papa

‘brother’

i

jikirrij

‘willy wag tail’

u

tuku

‘mussel’

aw1

ngawa
parntawurru
jawiji

‘water’
‘back’
‘grandfather’

ay2

kaya
yapakayi
ngayu

‘monster’
‘little’
‘me’

uw

kuwarlamparla5
muwup6
tuwi

‘turtle’
‘howl’
‘grow’

uy4

kuya
muying
wuyurrunkarra

‘like this’
‘black plum’
‘fishing’

iy

kartiya
wiyit3

‘whitefella’
‘show’

Table i.2 Gurindji vowels (Meakins et al., 2013: 17–18).
1 Like the sound in ‘ouch!’
2 Like the sounds of the English words ‘eye’ and ‘hey’.
3	‘‘yi’ can sound like a long ‘ii’, e.g. wiyit is usually pronounced wiit.
4 Like the sound of the English word ‘boy’.
5	The ‘u’ is often not heard, for example kuwarlamparla can sound like kwah…
6	Can sound like a long ‘uu’ e.g. muwup is usually pronounced muup.

xxxiv

A note on orthography

Some points of difference from English consonants that are worth paying
particular attention to are given below. Again these details are from Gurindji but
are similar in Kukatja.
p, t, k
• The letters ‘p, t, k’ are used to represent both ‘p, t, k’ and ‘b, d, g’ sounds.
• Gurindji ‘p, t, k’ often sound like ‘b, d, g’ between two vowels and at the
beginning of words.
• At the end of words they sound more like ‘p, t, k’.
rd, rn, rl
• These sounds don’t exist in English.
• The ‘r’ in the Gurindji spellings ‘rd’, ‘rn’ and ‘rl’ means that the sounds are
‘retroﬂex’ and made by bending your tongue backward, with the tip of it
touching the roof of your mouth.
ng
• This is the sound found in the English word ‘sing’.
• In Gurindji, it is often found at the beginning of words and is difficult to
pronounce for English speakers.
ny
• In Gurindji, ‘ny’ is not like the ‘ny’ sound in the English word ‘pony’, but like
the sound in the English word ‘canyon’ and ‘onion’.
• At the end of the word the ‘ny’ sound may be difﬁcult to hear and changes the
vowel so that it sounds a bit like ‘ay’.
ly
• This is the sound found in the English word ‘million’.
rr
• ‘rr’ sometimes sounds like a tap or a ‘d’, or sometimes like a rolled sound (like
the trilled ‘rr’ of Spanish or Scottish English).
Vowels are sounds which are produced when air can flow freely through the
mouth. Gurindji has three vowels but also combines them with ‘y’ and ‘w’ to
make other vowels.
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Musical terms, conventions and abbreviations
Musical organisation
• song set: the collection of verses that make up a particular repertory, including
accompanying dance and visual designs
• song item: an unbroken stretch of singing that lasts for about thirty seconds
and consists of a repeating verse set to a longer melodic contour.
Melody
• melodic contour: the sequence of melodic movement – ascents, descents and
repetition – and relative pitches, but not rhythm.
• tonal centre: the most prevalent pitch in a melodic contour but which may not
be the first degree of the scale.
• tonic: the most prevalent pitch in a melody and the first degree of the scale.
Rhythmic text
• verse: a rhythmic text that repeats until the end of a melodic contour. It is referred
to as jarra (‘fork’) in Gurindji, possibly because many verses consist of two lines
• line: the smallest repeating unit of rhythmic text within a verse.
• hemistich: a half-line.
• rhythmic cell: a group of two to five rhythmic notes from which longer
rhythmic patterns are derived. A rhythmic cell usually ends in a long note and
is two or three beats.
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• rhythmic segment or rhythmic text phrase: a grouping of rhythmic cells that
is smaller than the line but not a half-line.
Intervals
• m = minor, e.g. m2 = minor second
• M = major, e.g. M2 = major second
• P = perfect, e.g. P4 = perfect fourth
Intervals that fall in between a major and minor interval have no prefixing letter.
Pitch
Specific pitches are referred to following the scientific pitch notation series, in
which middle C is C4, the octave above C5, the octave below C3, and so on.
Glissandi and ornamentation
Glissandi – sliding between pitches – is written with a line following the pitch of
the note attack to the area of the approximate pitch of where the note ends.
Accidentals
Sharps and flats are written at the beginning of each stave and apply to the pitch
at all octaves. An accidental in the music applies to all instances of that note until
followed by a natural. Notes which are slightly sharp or flat have an upwards or
downwards arrow placed above them respectively.
Transpositions
Some transcriptions are transposed to facilitate comparison. In such cases the pitch
of the original is indicated in parentheses, e.g. (transposed up three semitones).
Rhythm
Bar lines and time signatures are used where there are regular rhythmic groupings.
If there is no regular grouping, bar lines mark the end of the rhythmic text line
and the time signature represents the number of beats in the line. Where rhythmic
grouping is regular, consecutive notes with a duration of a quaver or less are
grouped together.
Tempo
Tempo is written as the number of percussive beats per minute, e.g. x = 148. ‘x’
represents a percussive beat. Where the beat is represented as any duration other
than a crotchet the duration is written in brackets, e.g. x (h)= 79
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Instruments and voice
• R & D Ronnie and Dandy
• R & T Ronnie and Topsy
• BM paired boomerangs
• CS clapsticks
• HC hand clap
• x percussive beat in rhythmic transcription
tremolo
•
• ’ breath intake
At a minimum, each verse is represented with the rhythm of the vocal line and
clap beats, underneath which are the sung syllables. The left edge of the written
verse reflects how the song commences, yet multiple song items of the one verse
sometimes commence at a different place in the verse. In such cases an asterix
marks the place where other song items of this verse commence. For example,
Kamul verse 1 commences at beat 1, mi, in some song items and at beat 3, wal, in
others.

For some verses it is possible to identify words and their linguistic gloss, which are
shown in rows below the sung text, e.g. Laka Verse 3:

However, for most verses the singers were not able to identify words and our
own attempts are too speculative to present as a gloss. As such, we present these
‘possible’ words following the discussion of rhythm, text and any explanations
given by the singers of the verse.

Abbreviations for proper names
People’s initials
(singers, interpreters and others who offered historical accounts)
TD
Topsy Dodd, Gurindji singer
RW
Ronnie Wavehill, Gurindji singer
DD† Dandy Danbayarri, Gurindji singer (passed away in 2016)
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PS
Patrick Smith, Kukatja singer and interpreter at Balgo
MS	Marie Smith, Ngardi/Kukatja interpreter at Balgo (married to Patrick Smith)
JT
Jimmy Tchooga, interpreter at Balgo
JG†	Jack Gordon, Jaru singer and interpreter at Bililuna (passed away in 2017)
MG
Marie Gordon, Kukatja/Jaru singer at Bililuna (married to Jack Gordon)
PO†	
Patrick Olodoodi Tjungarrayi, Pintupi man who interpreted songs
(passed away in 2018)
MM
Mark Moora Ngardi/Kukatja interpreter at Balgo
Language sources
A
Arrernte (Henderson and Dobson 1994)
G
Gurindji (Meakins et al. 2013)
J	Jaru/Nyininy (Kimberley Language Resource Centre 1992, Tsunoda 1981)
K
Kukatja (Valiquette 1993)
M
Martu Wangka (Burgman 2005)
Mud Mudburra (Green et al. 2019)
Ng
Ngaanyatjarra (Glass and Hackett 2003, Glass 2006)
Ngardi Ngardi (Cataldi 2004)
P
Pintupi-Luritja (Hansen and Hansen 1977)
P/Y	Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara (Goddard 1992, 1985, Eckert and Hudson
1988)
W	Walmajarri (Hudson 1978, Richards and Hudson 2012)
Wlp
Warlpiri (Laughren 2005, Laughren et al. 2007, Swartz 2012)
Wang Wangkajunga (Jones 2011)
WD
Western Desert (Wilfred Douglas 1988)
Place names
NT
Northern Territory
VRD Victoria River District
WA
Western Australia
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Linguistic glossing abbreviations
ALL
AUX
ASSOC
CAUS
CESS
COM
CONT
DAT
DS
du
DYAD
EMPH
EMP
ERG
ex
FUT
HORT
LOC
IMPF
IRR
inc
O
OBL

allative, ‘to’
auxiliary
associative
causative
cessative, ‘stop’
comitative, ‘with’
continuative, ‘ing’
dative, ‘for’
different subject
Dual
dyadic kin
emphatic
empathy
ergative
exclusive
future tense
hortative, ‘let’
locative, ‘at’
imperfective
irrealis
inclusive
object
oblique

PFV
PERL
POSS
PRS
PROP
PTT
pl, PL
PST
RDP
REL
RESP
RP
S
SERIAL
sg
SS
TNS
1
2
3

perfective
perlative
possessive
present tense
proprietive, ‘with’
presentational tense
plural
past
reduplication
relativiser
respect
reflexive/possessive
subject
serial verb
singular
same subject
unknown tense
first person
second person
third person

=

morpheme boundary
clitic boundary
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Introduction

Singing is a universal activity, although the notion of a ‘song’ as generally
understood in English is not found in every culture. Songs may originate locally,
but they also travel, where they are picked up by different people and sung with
a local touch. Folk songs, for example, have travelled across political, ethnic and
language divides. Some ‘traditional’ Aboriginal songs similarly travelled great
distances within Australia, where they too were sung by speakers of different
languages. Some of these were shared among neighbouring groups and beyond,
travelling along trade routes and gaining popularity, despite being in a foreign
language and thus not understood.
Throughout Aboriginal Australia, in addition to the localised land-based
songs there are also songs that are sung purely for fun or entertainment, with
no religious significance. Early colonists adopted the term ‘corroboree’ from the
Sydney region word carib-berie (Hunter 1793: 143–45) for this genre, which they
likened to European theatre; but as Clunies Ross (1986: 232) notes, the songs
‘were not generally received with much understanding’.
This book is about such songs, in particular those known by Gurindji people
at Kalkaringi, an Aboriginal community in the southern Victoria River District
(VRD) of the Northern Territory (see Map 1). Such songs are called wajarra in
Gurindji, and today they are only sung by senior men and women. With the
massive social changes in remote Australia, wajarra ceremonies became less
frequent by the 1960s and thus much harder to learn. In addition to the decline
in performances, the songs themselves have features that make them difficult to
learn. In this book we show how different the language of songs are from everyday
speech. It is hoped that this book can help people learn wajarra today.
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As in much of Aboriginal Australia, songs are grouped into a song set or what
is sometimes called a ‘repertory’ (Marett and Barwick 2007; Marett et al 2013).
Today, five different wajarra song sets are known and performed by Gurindji
people, and are documented in this book: Mintiwarra, Kamul, Laka, Freedom
Day and Juntara. These are the names used by Gurindji people to refer to each
song set, in much the same way as each opera has a name (Carmen, La Bohème).
Performances of these song sets were led by Ronnie Wavehill, Topsy Dodd and
the late Dandy Danbayarri, all of whom are considered the best wajarra singers
of the current era.
This book analyses the texts and music of the five wajarra song sets and
explores the history, origins and use of wajarra by Gurindji people. The Freedom
Day song set is Gurindji in origin, while the Laka song set appears to have come
from the Western Desert region, hundreds of kilometres south-west of Gurindji
country. This song set travelled a vast distance and appears to have ‘gone viral’. It
was performed on the south coast at Eucla in 1913, and has since been recorded
inland at Norseman, as far west as Roebourne in the Pilbara, as far east as Port
Augusta in South Australia, as well as in Central Australia. These extraordinary
distances make this one of the furthest-travelling songs documented in Australia.
There is evidence to suggest that the other three song sets may also have originated
in the Western Desert region.
Oral histories from Kalkaringi, Balgo and Kintore suggest that many wajarra
songs travelled with people along the stock routes in the first half of the twentieth
century. The stock routes themselves were often based on Aboriginal trade routes.
With the sinking of bores, faster methods of transport such as trains, camels and
horses, and a workforce of many different Aboriginal groups, songs may well have
reached further than they ever did in pre-colonial times. It is possible that new
wajarra song sets were created or learnt from neighbouring language groups quite
frequently.
This book suggests that entertainment songs played an important role in
traditional Aboriginal society by extending social networks, which was especially
important in the arid regions of Australia. This would have occurred at gatherings
with other groups for trade, marriage alliances and the sharing of food when it was
plentiful. In the early twentieth century, intercultural gatherings also occurred on
pastoral stations and in the stock camps, where many wajarra songs were shared.
Wajarra can be likened to the folk songs of other cultures, spreading widely yet
often retaining a local flavour in their melodies.
Chapter 1 investigates the origins of the wajarra songs described in this book.
It provides local accounts of their origins, as well as providing historical, linguistic
and musical evidence, all of which points to an origin south-west of Gurindji
country for some song sets. The language of Aboriginal song texts is considered
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in detail, and we argue that many of the song texts are ‘pan-varietal’, meaning
that they use words that span a number of languages, which may add to their
popularity across a large geographic region.
Chapter 2 describes the social context in which wajarra is performed today,
the visual aspects of its performance, and its musical features. Chapter 3 is a
detailed analysis of each song, verse by verse. We describe the musical features
of each song set and then analyse the rhythm, text and meanings of each verse.
Identifying the words and meanings of the verses is akin to detective work,
and so we provide the sources of such information, as many of the songs are in
languages we are not familiar with. It is hoped that others who are more familiar
with these languages will be able to build on this work and delve deeper into
the songs’ meanings. We conclude by arguing that entertainment songs such as
wajarra played an important role in cultural exchange in Aboriginal societies. The
songs provide evidence that the connections and interactions between different
Aboriginal groups extended far and wide. We suggest that the distance these social
networks and songs extended may have been boosted by non-Indigenous pastoral
expansion and the cultural changes that went with it.
In the remainder of this Introduction, we describe how this book came about
and what wajarra is. We compare it to other types of Aboriginal song and consider
the genre of entertainment songs more broadly. We also discuss the difficulties of
translating Aboriginal song. We then provide background on the Gurindji people,
their region and history. We consider the period when the songs entered the
Gurindji people’s repertoire and what life was like on the Vestey group of stations
at this time. While there are references to Aboriginal song in the historical records,
there are few details about this highly valued aspect of Aboriginal life. With this
book we aim to redress this by developing our understanding and appreciation of
the language and music of wajarra as sung by Gurindji people today.

What is wajarra?
Wajarra is the Gurindji word for a genre of Aboriginal songs performed by men and
women primarily for fun. In the era before television and radio, wajarra singing
and dancing was a popular social activity for all, and the evening’s entertainment
around the campfire was characterised by much laughter, joking and a strong sense
of social cohesion. Wajarra involves a group of singers who also beat a percussive
accompaniment and can include dancers adorned with body designs and head
gear, who perform the associated rhythmic dances and gestures.
As early as Gurindji people can remember, wajarra has been a feature of
intercultural exchanges. They were performed during large gatherings for other
cultural activities, such as initiation, in the stock camps and while out droving. In
these multilingual gatherings, the songs were shared and many became known far
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away from their place of origin. Australian Aboriginal cultures were traditionally
oral cultures, so intergenerational transmission was crucial to retaining these
aspects of culture. Since the advent of colonisation, many traditional songs and
languages have been sung or spoken less and less, even in remote parts of Australia.
At the community of Balgo in the early 1980s, the musicologist Richard Moyle
(1997: 90) noted that the public performance genres were ‘now largely forgotten,
the names and a few songs alone are remembered’. It is remarkable that Gurindji
people at Kalkaringi have managed to retain this performance tradition in an era
when its primary purpose as a form of entertainment has been usurped by the
alternatives on offer: radio, television, electronic games and the internet.
Today, while no longer a form of evening entertainment, wajarra is performed
at public celebrations and festivals, where the songs are regarded as symbols of
Aboriginal identity. Nevertheless, wajarra is highly endangered as only a handful
of people know how to sing the songs today. These senior men and women look
back nostalgically at the era this genre typifies and younger people observe with
great interest the uniquely Aboriginal identity that wajarra embodies.
What do wajarra songs sound like and how are they structured? What do
they mean and where did they come from? These are some of the questions that
this book and accompanying audio aim to answer. It is hoped that the book will
inspire and assist Gurindji people in their efforts to keep this tradition alive, as well
as inform non-Indigenous Australians about the tradition of public entertainment
ceremony that was once common across the Australian continent.

Classical Aboriginal song
The wajarra songs in this book have much in common with songs from other
parts of Australia, much more so than with songs from any other part of the
world. In this book we use the phrase ‘classical Aboriginal song’ to refer to the
unique Aboriginal song styles that developed prior to colonisation. Some people
use the phrase ‘traditional Aboriginal music’ or ‘traditional Aboriginal song’ to
refer to this sort of music, especially when distinguishing it from songs created by
Aboriginal people that emerged through European musical influences, such as the
music of Warumpi Band, Christine Anu and Gurrumul Yunupingu, which people
might refer to as ‘contemporary’ music. To some people, ‘traditional’ implies that
the music is unchanging, old, and a relic of the past. This book, however, shows
wajarra to be a genre with a diverse range of forms; in some cases, the same song
is performed to different melodies in different performances. Of course, it is very
difficult to date musical styles, as Aboriginal songs were only transmitted orally
and there are no recordings of Gurindji wajarra that we know of prior to the ones
described in this book.
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One way wajarra has changed over time is the new contexts in which it is
performed. Ann McGrath (1987) recalls Aboriginal stockmen in the VRD
singing Aboriginal songs to soothe cattle and stop them stampeding. In the early
twentieth century, performing wajarra in the course of pastoral work was entirely
new. Wajarra performances probably declined sometime in the late 1960s or early
1970s, with what was effectively an end to Aboriginal involvement in the pastoral
sector (McGrath 1997). Since the 1990s, regional festivals and celebrations such
as the Gurindji Freedom Day emerged and these have provided a platform for
wajarra performance. Western schooling is also a context in which performance
occurs (Fitzherbert 1989). In choosing to use the phrase ‘classical Aboriginal
song’, we are motivated by a desire to avoid connotations of it being a relic, which
the word ‘traditional’ might have for some people.
Across Australia there is a burgeoning renaissance of classical Aboriginal music,
especially where Aboriginal people have rediscovered recordings of their forebears
in the archives and are composing new songs in these uniquely Aboriginal styles.1
In some respects, Aboriginal people’s interest in bringing forward these song
styles bears a resemblance to the folk music revival in America in the 1950s.
For the older generation of Gurindji – those born before 1960 – wajarra was a
regular activity. These people experienced the social bonds that develop with such
theatrical performances and wajarra brings back happy memories. For younger
men and women, learning wajarra is a priority because it is an important part of
their identity and what it means to be Gurindji.

Aboriginal songs for entertainment
Songs that are primarily for entertainment, also sometimes called secular, public
or fun ceremonies, are known across Aboriginal Australia. However, such songs
have received less attention in the literature than sacred, land-based songs. Early
ethnographers often disregarded them in favour of sacred songs, but their popularity
was undeniable. Olive Pink in the 1930s recounted older Aboriginal men despairing
at the younger generation, who were taking up such songs from elsewhere ‘instead
of learning their own personal, sacred traditions’ (Gibson 2015: 179).
Another reason for their neglect may be that entertainment songs are not regarded
as the monumental cultural and literary achievement that is often attributed to sacred
songs. Much anthropological literature has focused on social structure, religion and
land tenure, where sacred songs play a critical role. In contrast, entertainment songs
do not usually relate to religion or social structure in the same way. Many of these
songs relate to everyday events and non-Indigenous concepts such as cattle and
trains (Turpin et al 2016). Nevertheless, some entertainment songs are owned and
1 See, for example, Wafer and Turpin 2017, Perkins 2016, and Harris 2014.
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Map 1 Communities and cattle stations in the Victoria River District. Cartography by Brenda
Thornley.

associated with tracts of land and land-holding groups. This is the case for some
altharte (‘fun songs’) in the Arandic region (Gibson 2015: 171).
Entertainment songs can be likened to the pop songs of the era, and it is easy to
imagine how they could spread quickly. Popular with the younger generations and
freed from the restrictions of sacred songs, they could be performed anywhere and
by anyone. Gibson (2015: 169) shows how one such song recorded by Spencer and
Gillen in 1901 spread from the north to the south of the continent during a time of
rapid cultural change and adaptation, noting that the diffusion of song and dance
repertoires across the region points ‘to an intercultural milieu in Central Australia
that is yet to be adequately understood.’ The songs documented in this book spread
around the same time and provide a further example of this intercultural milieu,
with one song set, Laka, travelling even further than that recorded by Spencer and
Gillen. But even restricted songs, such as those used in initiation, could spread
and be used by different people in different contexts. T.G.H Strehlow describes
one such song that was sung universally ‘from Alice Springs to Port Augusta’, and
an Aboriginal man who claimed that ‘only the sea had stopped it from going still
further south’ (Strehlow 1968: 16, quoted in Gibson 2015: 178).
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Introduction

We suggest that entertainment songs played an important role in Aboriginal
society by extending social networks, which was especially important in the arid
regions of Australia. In contrast, land-based or sacred songs, which are about
asserting local identity and maintaining local and often restricted knowledge, did
not travel so widely. Both entertainment songs and sacred songs could nevertheless
be performed at the same type of events, such as large intercultural gatherings for
trade and initiation. We discuss examples of this in Chapter 2, where we consider
examples of travelling songs – entertainment songs that have spread great distances.

History and culture of people on the Vestey stations
In the time before European invasion, Aboriginal people in the southern VRD
mostly lived close to the major rivers and their tributaries. The Gurindji tribe called
the Jiyiljurrung lived in the Seale Gorge area. Another Gurindji tribe referred to
as the Yilyilyimawu lived on the upper reaches of the Victoria River from Nguma
(Four Mile, at the junction of the Victoria River and Wattie Creek) to Murnturluk
(Catfish). South of Lajamanu lived the Pirlingarna or Kartangarurru, also a
Gurindji tribe. The Bilinarra lived just north of Seale Gorge and Lartajarni (Black
Gin Bore) and along stretches of Steven’s Creek upstream and north; the Mudburra
lived along stretches of the Camfield River called Japuwuny and Yilyilyimarri; the
Malngin lived west of Lurlunginyi (G.B. Rockhole) on what is now Limbunya
Station and parts of Mistake Creek, mostly along the Stirling River; the Nyininy
lived in the western area of Mistake Creek, across the border into Western Australia
and south to Kirkimbie and Gordon Downs (no longer a functioning station) along
Sturt Creek; and the Wanyjirra lived south and west of the Gurindji in the areas
now occupied by Riveren, Birrindudu and Inverway Station (McConvell 1993)
(see Map 1).
First contact with non-Indigenous people (kartiya) was a brutal period. The
black soil plains and large river systems of the VRD were attractive to pastoralists,
who were looking for good grazing land to set up cattle stations. The first party of
European explorers was led by Augustus Gregory. In late 1855 they arrived from
the north. They followed the Victoria River and came upon the VRD, which
they decided was suitable grazing land. Wave Hill Station was established by Nat
‘Bluey’ Buchanan in 1882 on the Victoria River just downstream of what is now
the Kalkaringi township. Many Aboriginal people were killed as their land was
taken for grazing. Ronnie Wavehill reflects on this:
Nyampa-wu-rla kuya? Nyanuny-ngurlu-rni ngurra-ngurlu kartipa
yani nyamu yani ‘nother place, ‘nother land-kari-ngurlu. Murlangkurra
paraj ngumpit turlakap warlaku-marraj, kula kuya-ma punyu. Wankaj.
Sometimes ngulu-nyunu yilmij wungani kartipa-lu-ma kartipa bin get a
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spear all the same again, kuya-rningan but nyawa-ma-rna yurrk marnana
nyamu-yilu yurrk marnani kamparlkarra marlarluka-lu, kajikajirri-lu
yurrk. Kula-rna ngayu pirrinykal yuwanana nyawa-ma jaru-ma; Ngantipa
ngulu yurrk yuwanani jawiji-lu nyampayirla jaju-ngku, ngaji-ngku, kakungku nyampa-ku ngunyarri-lu.
Why did they have to do that? They were shot on their own country
by kartiya who came from a different country. They came here, found
ngumpit [Aboriginal people] and shot them like dogs – that’s not right!
It’s wrong. Sometimes kartiya got a spear in return. This is how our
old people passed the story on. I didn’t make it up. My grandfathers,
grandmothers, fathers and great-grandfathers told it like this.
(Wavehill 2016: 50–51)
The attitude to Aboriginal people in the region shifted in the early 1900s when
it became clear that they would be a good source of free labour. By 1901, Wave
Hill Station had a ‘blacks camp’ and by 1910 thirty Aboriginal station hands
were working on Wave Hill Station (Lewis 2012: 115, 71). The stations afforded
Aboriginal people some peace, while those who continued to live in the bush were
still hunted by so-called punitive parties.
By 1910 the Canning Stock Route, the longest historic stock route in the world
with some fifty bores, had been constructed to the west of Wave Hill Station. This
would have facilitated contact between people in the VRD and the southwest. At
its north-eastern end was Sturt Creek Station, also a Vestey-owned station.
The years from 1913–67 marked the acquisition of stations and amalgamation
of smaller ‘battlers stations’ in the southern VRD and west along the Stirling River
and Sturt Creek river systems by the English cattle baron Lord Vestey. Indeed this
time is referred to as ‘Vestey time’ by local Aboriginal people. The heyday of the
wajarra songs described in this book occurred during this period.
Life on the station under Vestey is characterised by Aboriginal people as hard,
with inadequate housing, food and sanitation (Donald 1998; Kijngayarri 1986
[1974]). Ronald Berndt and Catherine Berndt concur, reporting for example that in
1948 there were 250 people living in a small area at Wave Hill Station in windbreaks
called tupa (1948a, 1948b). They worked as station hands and stockmen but
received no wages. Workers and their families were instead provided with rations
of salted meat, flour, sugar, tobacco and tea, and occasionally clothes and blankets.
Describing station life under Vestey, Aboriginal people routinely mention serious
food shortages.
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Kula-ngantipakulu punyuk jayingani mangarri-ma nyampa-ma nyila-ma
money-ma lawara. Ngungantipangulu treat ’em manani warlaku-marraj,
kamparrijang-payin-ma, ngayiny-ma ngaji-ma, ngamirni-ma ngayiny-ma.
Ngumayijang-ma ngurnalu jirtart-parla karrinya kuyawu-ma.
They never gave us enough food and that kind of thing, and no money.
They treated us like dogs, the older people, my fathers and my mother’s
brothers. We younger ones got angry about that. (Kijngayarri 1986
[1974]: 306, 308–9)
Water and sanitary waste were carted by women using yokes. Children were not
exempt from work. Even at ten years old, in the 1940s, Ronnie Wavehill was
working as a stockman on Wave Hill Station (Berndt and Berndt 1987: 67).
Discontent ran high among the Aboriginal workers. Although many seemed
resigned to their predicament, one Gurindji stockman, Sandy Moray Tipujurn, started
agitating among the Gurindji, with plans that went beyond an industrial dispute. He
wanted the Gurindji to retrieve their land and run their own cattle station (Hokari,
2000). The opportunity to begin this process arose when another Gurindji stockman,
Vincent Lingiari, was thrown from his horse and sent to Darwin for treatment.
There he met unionists who said that the North Australian Workers Union would
support the Gurindji if they decided to strike. Lingiari returned to Wave Hill Station
and on 23 August 1966, he and his supporters left the station. Other Aboriginal
stockmen and their families from other Vestey stations such as Limbunya joined the
strike. Eventually they were offered wages equal to those of kartiya stockmen. Some
Aboriginal station workers went back to the stations at this point, but many of the
Gurindji established their own settlement at Daguragu and began the campaign to
regain control of their traditional lands. Their struggle eventually caught the attention
of the then prime minister, Gough Whitlam, who visited the Gurindji in 1975 and
committed successive Australian governments to the aims of the land rights movement
by ceremonially pouring dirt into the hands of Vincent Lingiari. It took another
twenty years, but the Gurindji became one of the first Aboriginal groups to reclaim
their traditional lands. Since then, many other Vestey stations, such as Mistake Creek,
have been claimed under the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976,
which was set in motion by the Gurindji. Other old Vestey stations such as Limbunya
Station and Wave Hill Station continue to function as cattle stations, although under
different management, but Aboriginal rights to the land is recognised through the
Native Title Act (1993) (Berndt and Berndt, 1987; Hardy, 1968; Charola and Meakins
2016a, b; Hokari, 2011; Lewis, 2012; Rose, 1991; Ward, 2016).2
2 
See also Charola and Meakins 2016b; Daguragu-Community-Council 2000; Donald 1998;
Doolan 1977; Dodson 2000; Frith 1998; Hokari 2000, 2002; Kijngayarri 1986 (1974); Lewis
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Most people from the Vestey stations now live at Kalkaringi, Daguragu,
Pigeon Hole, Lajamanu and Yarralin in the Northern Territory, or Ringer Soak,
Halls Creek, Bililuna and Balgo in Western Australia.

Song at the time of the Vestey stations
It is largely through song that the Aboriginal people from the Vestey stations,
particularly the Gurindji, have become well known in Australia. The folk classics
‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’ (Universal Music 1992), co-written by Paul
Kelly and Kev Carmody, and ‘Gurindji Blues’ (RCA Records 1971), co-written by
Ted Egan and Vincent Lingiari, both describe the Gurindji walk-off. Gurindji and
Warlpiri musicians also tell this story through the songs ‘Freedom Day’, sung by
the Lazy Late Boys (2000), and ‘Jamagu (Land Rights Freedom Song Wave Hill
Station)’, sung by the Lajamanu Teenage Band (2004). The most recent wajarra
song set, ‘Freedom Day’, is also associated with the Gurindji walk-off. According
to Ronnie, the people who walked off the station brought these wajarra songs
with them. While the songs predate the walk-off (and were probably not called
‘Freedom Day’ then), they are a tangible link to this historical event. Wave Hill
Station and other Vestey pastoral leases (and their stock camps) in the southern
VRD and into Western Australia provide the setting for the transmission of
wajarra.
Throughout the decades of mistreatment, Wave Hill Station and the other
Vestey-owned stations in the region were places of vibrant ceremonial practices and
persistent musical traditions. The station workers in these places were members of
many different Aboriginal groups – Gurindji, Bilinarra, Ngarinyman, Mudburra,
Wanyjirra, Malngin, Jaru, Nyininy, Warlpiri and Western Desert. They travelled
frequently between the Vestey-owned cattle stations, particularly the stations
in the west such as Limbunya, Gordon Downs (and its outstation Birrindudu),
Waterloo, and Nicholson, but also a number of family-owned stations such as
Inverway3 and, in the north, Humbert River4 and Victoria River Downs and
2011; Lingiari 1986 (1975); Long 1996; Middleton 1977; Mulligan 1999; Rangiari 1997, 1998;
Riddett 1997. Other accounts also exist largely as a result of information which emerged from
Patrick McConvell’s anthropological work on the land claim hearings and early Gurindji recordings
held at AIATSIS, Darrell Lewis’ (1993) unpublished National Trust report, Berndt and Berndt’s
(1948a) report into conditions on the cattle stations which was partially published in 1948b and
more extensively published in End of an Era (1987).
3 Inverway Station is located on Wanyjirra land and was originally established by the Farquharson
brothers, Archie, Harry and Hugh, in around 1896. It was purchased by the Underwood family
in 1956 (B. Buchanan 1997: 122) and subdivided into Inverway, Bunda and Riveren in 1968.
Inverway was sold to an Indonesian company, Japfa Santori, in 2013, and bought in 2016 by
Gina Rinehart’s Hancock Prospecting, along with Riveren.
4 
Humbert River Station is located on Ngarinyman land. Between 1928 and 1971, it was a small
family enterprise owned by Charlie Schultz. It was sold to Consolidated Pastoral Company and
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its outstations Mt Sanford and Pigeon Hole (C. Berndt 1950: 16) (see Map 1).
The movement of station workers was often decided by kartiya managers who
instructed them as to which stations they had to work at. Word of good station
workers spread widely and requests for workers from afar were not unusual.
Thus, Aboriginal people found themselves working in multilingual groups, often
extending their already broad social networks. As Berndt and Berndt (1987: 59)
noted, in 1945 ‘Wave Hill was a centre of gradual but continuous intermingling
of what have been sometimes called tribes, with differing languages, territorial,
and cultural affiliations.’
As a result of this cultural intermingling, Vestey stations became a crossroads
of many song traditions. The songs ranged from restricted women’s ceremony,
including jarrarta and yawulyu, to public ceremonies, such as wangga and
wajarra. For example, Limbunya Station was identified as a ceremonial centre by
Catherine Berndt:
Local men and women agreed with her [Daelngari, a local Aboriginal
woman] that, in spite of their paucity of numbers, Limbunya provided
a strong nucleus of ceremonial life. It was her contention that sacred
and secular ceremonies from all the surrounding country met at this
centre from the north-west coast, and Ord River; from Tanami and
the Granites north through Inverway; from Newcastle Waters and
the main north road, through Mudbara [sic] territory and Wave Hill;
from the mouth of the Victoria and Timber Creek, through Waterloo,
and through Victoria River Downs; and from Darwin and Katherine
down through Willeroo. This impression, of course, exaggerates the
importance of Limbunya as a ceremonial ground; but certainly some
meeting of rituals does take place there. (C. Berndt 1950: 54)
In the early decades of colonisation, evening corroborees would have formed
a part of everyday life. Nonetheless they are rarely reported in the memoirs of
early pastoralists (Bingle 1987; B. Buchanan 1997; G. Buchanan 1933; Lewis
and Simmons 2005), probably because white station managers and Aboriginal
workers lived largely segregated lives. The earliest observations of ceremonial
practice in the VRD come from Mounted Constable W. Willshire, who was
the first policeman posted in the northern part of the region in 1894. Despite
his notorious brutality, he prided himself on his (mostly highly inaccurate)
then bought in 2016 by Janet Holmes à Court’s company Heytesbury Cattle Company, which also
owns the neighbouring stations Victoria River Downs, Pigeon Hole and Mt Sanford. Heytesbury
also now owns the pastoral leases on a number of old Vestey stations including Birrindudu,
Nicholson and Gordon Downs.
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Figure i.1 Men performing wangga at Wave Hill Station in 1925. Source: Michael Terry collection,
courtesy of NLA.

Figure i.2 Men practising the didjeridoo in the ‘blacks camp’ at Wave Hill Station in 1925. Source:
Michael Terry collection, courtesy of NLA.
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ethnographic abilities and made some observations of Aboriginal cultural
pursuits in his patrols of the VRD. He gives this account from the southern part
of this region, most likely Bilinarra country:
During the afternoon I saw the male portion of this tribe painting
themselves for a corrobboree [sic] dance at night. They adorned one
another with sticky stuff and small feathers, red ochre and pipeclay, until
they looked hideous. It was moonlight, and the play commenced – a
grand scene of barbaric merriment and sensuality. (Willshire 1896: 33)
The earliest observation of ceremony on the stations was made by Michael Terry,
who visited Wave Hill Station in August 1925. He observed ‘the didjijirri-du
being played by a piccaninny’ and ‘three boys doing the wonga corroborree, with
one playing the didjiri-du standing by’ (Terry 1925, 1927: 109–10. See Figures
i.1 and i.2).
Terry was accompanied by a cinematographer, M. Redknap or ‘Wag’ (Terry
1927: 28), who recorded this ceremony among other activities at the station on
celluloid film. Terry recalls:
Wag soon got busy with his movie camera. He routed around the blacks’
camp; he perched on the stockyard where horse-breaking was in full
swing; he ascended the hill for a ‘pan’ of the countryside; he wandered
by the waters of the river. He ‘shot’ an afternoon tea-party among lubras
seated beneath a bush shade, all drinking out of the same pannikin.
During this he discarded a few inches of film … At another camp, there
was a lubra with her piccaninny squatting on her shoulders, tightly
grasping mother’s locks. Attention was attracted by the talisman around
the baby’s ankle. Fond mother had saved a piece of Wag’s discarded film
and had tied it around her infant’s limb. (Terry 1927: 109)
The footage of Terry’s expedition, including the wangga ceremony, was later
turned into a 1927 documentary, In the Grip of the Wanderlust, which was
shown to the Prince of Wales at New Gallery Kinema in London’s West End on
31 May 1927.5 The documentary did not play in Australia, apparently because
of an American stranglehold on film distribution.6

5 Berndt and Berndt 1987: 55; Recorder (Port Pierie, SA) 2 June 1927: 1; News (Adelaide, SA) 3
Sept 1927: 8.
6 The West Australian (Perth, WA) 24 August 1927: 12; Northern Star (Lismore, NSW) 25 August
1927: 5; Daily Mercury (Mackay, QLD) 2 September 1927: 6. Sadly the film has not been seen
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It is unclear whether the men Redknap recorded in 1925 were Gurindji or
from further north. Wangga comes from the Daly River area, many hundreds
of kilometres north of Kalkaringi, and is also performed as far west as the
Kimberley and western Arnhem Land (Marett, Barwick and Ford 2013). At least
until the 1970s, men would come from Port Keats to Kalkaringi to lead wangga.
Kalkaringi men would also then perform it on their own. Rose (2000: 145–49)
has an account of wangga being performed at Daguragu in the late 1970s as a
controversial substitute for pantimi, which is usually sung at a boy’s first initiation
ceremony. Regardless of the identity of the performers observed by Terry, it is clear
that cultural exchange continued well into the 1970s.
We also cannot know for certain what genre and what region the ceremony
was from. Although Terry labelled the ceremony wajarra, he may have been
using the term to mean ‘Aboriginal dance’ in general rather than the Daly River
musical genre specifically (Marett 2005). The use of the didjeridoo, however, is
striking because it is not an instrument customarily used by Gurindji men in
other ceremonial genres. The Gurindji are just south of the southern extent of the
didjeridoo playing region in Australia. Evidence from a Puwarraja [Dreaming]
story suggests that the didjeridoo may once have been used in the Wave Hill
region. This story links the Gurindji with Port Keats people through a place
called Karrama, a hill near Jamangku (the new homestead area on Wave Hill
Station). Wajarra singer Dandy Danbayarri tells two versions of this story. In
one version, a man of the Japalyi subsection used to live at Karrama by himself
and could only get a good sound from his didjeridoo if he blew it northwards,
in the direction of Port Keats (Danbayarri 1997). In another version of the story
he says it is Karrama people who blew their didjeridoos north and then left for
Port Keats, taking their instruments with them, hence the lack of didjeridoos in
Gurindji country. Rose (2000: 208) recorded a version of this story from further
north at Yarralin. In this version, a sugar glider was playing his didjeridoo in the
coastal area north of Yarralin, then travelled south with a frilled-neck lizard to
a hill near Daguragu (presumably the same hill as in Danbayarri’s story), where
they found they had no breath left and so headed north again. Linguistic evidence
also links the Gurindji with people from the Daly River area. ‘Karrama’ is the
Jaminjung7 name for the Murrinhpatha people who live in the Daly River area.
The word ‘Karrama’ is also the Gurindji name for a sugar glider, and there is a
song from Port Keats which involves a sugar glider playing a didjeridoo (Narjic

since and perhaps no longer exists. Many silver nitrate films of that era did not survive the test
of time.
7 The Jaminjung are the main tribal group between Gurindji, Bilinarra and Ngarinyman groups,
and the Murrinhpatha.
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2013).8 Rose (2000: 208) interprets the didjeridoo story as Dreaming creatures
testing social and cultural boundaries. Certainly the story demarcates the limits
of didjeridoo country.
In the 1930s, other forms of corroboree were also observed on Wave Hill
Station. For instance, the Adelaide Advertiser published a picture taken by J.
Wingham of men painted up and dancing in celebration of the instalment of a
wireless telegraph tower (reported in Berndt and Berndt 1987: 77). Modern-day
events and objects often provided new themes for wajarra. Senge (2016: 666–
70) reports on a set of entertainment songs in Wanyjirra (a dialect of Gurindji)
composed by Joe Inverway Gurdiwirdi on Inverway Station and performed by
Tiny McCale for linguist Tasaku Tsunoda in 1999. They describe windmills,
cabbages and other items of modernity.
Other accounts of corroborees on neighbouring stations also exist in
cattlemen’s memoirs, but the details are scant. For example, Charlie Schultz recalls
that evening corroborees were a part of everyday life on Humbert River Station,
where he lived between 1928 and 1971. It is likely his unusually close relationship
to the Ngarinyman station workers (for example, he was known for hiding halfcaste children from the authorities) and the loneliness of station life as a bachelor
(at that time) piqued his interest in Aboriginal life outside station work.
Evening, I got into the habit of walking up to the stockyard with my
dogs, and I’d sit up on the top rail and listen to the blacks. The blacks’
camp was between the yard and the bark shed which served as my house.
They had their little fires going everywhere and they’d be corroboreeing.
(Schultz and Lewis 1995: 33)
Toni Tapp Coutts (2016: 51, 144), who was brought up on Killarney Station
in the 1950s with Mudburra children, has similar memories of corroborees and
collecting ochre for them, although the details are not recorded.9 Public ceremony
was also reported in 1945 by Berndt and Berndt (1987: 123) on Birrindudu, an
outstation of Gordon Downs. They report that the ceremony was of WarlpiriWarmala-Woneiga-Ngardi origin but provide no further details.10
8 This song is part of the djanba song set of the Daly River region, a public song set performed by
men and women that emerged in the 1960s. http://sydney.edu.au/arts/indigenous_song/wadeye/
songsets/1
9 Toni was brought up by Violet Wadrill’s mother, Milker Daisy Jalpngarri Nampijina.
10 The Warrmarla are western Warlpiri people. This term is also used to describe armed men,
for example, a war party. Woneiga most likely refers to Warnayaka which is the name for the
central-north Warlpiri (from north of Yuendumu to west of the Lander River, encompassing
much of the Tanami area). Note that the arts centre at Lajamanu is called Warnayaka Art. (Mary
Laughren pers. com., 12 October 2016).
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The next detailed observations of ceremony performed in the Wave Hill region
come from Catherine Berndt in the mid 1940s. Berndt (1950: 10, 25) notes that
men’s yilpinji, the male equivalent of jarrarta, was being performed at the time, as
well as pantimi, yaluju and wogeia,11 which are different stages of boys’ ceremony.
Berndt (1950) reports that women were actively performing jarrarta12 (women’s love
songs) and yawulyu ceremonies in the evenings on the station.13 Information about
the content and music of these genres is restricted and will not be discussed here;
suffice to say that verses recorded by Catherine Berndt were still being sung by
Gurindji women at Daguragu in the 1980s (Lauridsen 1990) and at Daguragu,
Jinparrak and Pigeon Hole in more recent years (recordings were made by Rachel
Nordlinger in 1990 and by Felicity Meakins in 2004, 2007 and 2015). Gurindji
women also report performing a ceremony called kurruntirn, which in 2015 was
only known by name.
According to Gurindji women today, women’s ceremonies were held at
Wantarnu in the 1950s. Wantarnu is a large wanyarri tree (Bauhinia cunninghamii)
in the old homestead area of Wave Hill Station called Jinparrak (Plate 1).14 Men’s
ceremonies were held at another site further west. Ena Oscar Majapula Nanaku
recalls that when she was young, she and the other young girls would get in trouble
with the older women when they went to practise these ceremonies in a dry creek
bed closer to the station. The older women were worried about men seeing them.
Later, when the Gurindji moved to Daguragu, separate women’s and men’s areas
were set up closer to the community and performances continued there. In more
recent times, Wantarnu has again become a popular site for jarrarta and yawulyu.
The authors witnessed performances here in 2015 and 2016.
One point of interest is the association of some styles of jarrarta with the
Mungamunga women who give jarrarta songs to women in dreams. The
Mungamunga are also responsible for giving public genres of songs to people.
Catherine Berndt (1950: 31) notes that a Malngin-Gurindji woman called Maudie
Milngari Nimarra on Limbunya Station emerged from a feverish trance lasting a
period of some time with songs called jamunari (‘barramundi’)15 given to her by
the Mungamunga. Similarly, the Mungamunga gave Smiler Kartarta Jangala the
Freedom Day wajarra (see Chapter 2).
11 While the terms pantimi and yaluju are widely known, wogeia is not used to refer to a genre, as
far as the authors are aware. This term is most likely wakaya, which refers to joking, such as the
joking that goes on during the performance of songs.
12 The term jarrarta is also used as a verb in Gurindji to mean ‘elope’ or ‘steal a woman for a wife’.
13 Berndt (1950: 10, 25) also states that men had their own set of jarrarta ‘love songs’.
14 It is possible that the word Wantarnu derives from the Bilinarra word meaning ‘to fall’ (although this is
Mudburra country here). The Mudburra verb conjugations for ‘to fall’ are slightly different, however.
15 This word is not recorded in the Gurindji, Bilinarra, Jaru, Ngarinyman or Jaminjung dictionaries.
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As we will see in this book, many of the songs sung by Gurindji people today
may have travelled significant distances, with cattle stations providing some of
the routes for dissemination. Yawulyu appears to have spread extensively. For
people in the Kimberley, a public type of yawulyu is associated with the southern
Vestey stations, as Mandi Munniim, a Mirawoong man and senior ceremony
man, recalls:
From Balgo to Gordon Downs to Wave Hill and Gordon Downs to
Sturt Creek, they all came from there with the Yauwilyo [yawulyu] and
the Yuna.16 They played that earlier day Djanba too, among them. He
[Djanba?] came after the Yuna coming this way. (Shaw 1986: 141)
Similarly, men’s love songs, or yilpinji, spread west and north from cattle station
to cattle station, according to Mandi’s son Jeff Tjanama (Shaw 1986: 197). As will
be discussed in Chapter 2, at least two song sets, Laka and Juntara, travelled from
the Western Desert regions and then across to Wave Hill Station via the network
of stock camps on the Vestey stations. It is possible that Mintiwarra and Kamul
also originated in this area.
Although ceremonial life carried on during the station times, the demands of cattle
work put some restrictions on it. As Hokari (2011: 197) notes, ngumpin (Aboriginal
people) were not allowed to practise ‘business’ (initiation ceremonies) during the dry
season, which was peak mustering time. These ceremonies were relegated to the wet
season, when station workers were released from the cattle stations. These months were
known as ‘holiday time’ by local Aboriginal people, and more generally as ‘walkabout’
in Australian folklore. Aboriginal people in the region would follow the river systems
and meet with distant relatives to perform these ceremonies, among other things
(Charola and Meakins 2016a: 173). Meggitt (1966: 43) reports that a paper or bark
letter-stick consisting of a map (including river systems and cattle brands) and a letter
drawn in charcoal was sent between Lajamanu (then Hooker Creek) and Jinparrak to
direct the people to the correct ceremony ground. This practice has not been reported
by current Gurindji elders; it may only have been a Warlpiri practice.
In the first half of the twentieth century, Aboriginal people from the VRD would
entertain visitors with their corroborees. In her memoirs of her time in the VRD and
at Mt Sanford in the 1940 and 1950s, Lexie Simmons recalls observing one of these
ceremonies on the fifty-kilometre trek from Mt Sanford to Pigeon Hole in 1949.
We realised there was a large number of visitors on walkabout camped
on the other side of the river with their dogs … That weekend we heard
16 The meaning and provenance of the word yuna is not known.
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a big corroboree down at the camp and soon afterwards all the visitors
disappeared. The Aboriginals always held their ceremonies and rituals
during walkabout time. (Lewis and Simmons 2005: 47)
It was not uncommon for station workers to walk vast distances over the wet season
to attend ceremonies. Workers in the VRD walked west to Gordon Downs (where
song man Yawalyurru Tjapangarti spent much time), Inverway and Limbunya, some
several hundreds of kilometres. These treks would have been extremely arduous. In
1959, three women perished travelling from Wave Hill Station to Gordon Downs.
The Northern Territory News reported:
the bodies of two native women were found on wave hill station
this week
They are believed to be among a party of three who had been missing
since early February. Stockmen found the bodies at a place called
McDonald Yard during a muster of Wave Hill cattle. Police enquiries
have connected the finding with three lubras who have not been seen for
four months.
They were members of a party which went on a 200-mile treck
from Wave Hill to Gordon Downs in West Australia for coroboree at
Christmas time.
On the way back three old women became exhausted in the searing
heat. The rest of the party went on ahead, leaving them to make easy
stages in the cool of the evening.
They have not been seen since. No trace of the third woman has been
found. Police are preparing a report for the Coroner.17
In Chapter 1, Ronnie Wavehill describes one popular route upstream along the
Victoria River to Nangkurru (Nongra Lake) on Inverway Station that was taken
during ‘holiday time’, and recalls the ceremonial exchanges which occurred along
the way. It was during one of these treks that Ronnie learnt Mintiwarra, Kamul,
Laka and Juntara as a boy in the 1940s.

Terms and methodology
Like all classical Aboriginal songs, wajarra songs are composed, transmitted and
performed orally, without reference to a written script. A performance of a wajarra
song combines a verse, melody, a percussion accompaniment, and sometimes a
dance and the painting of designs on the performers’ bodies. These parts are
17 Thanks to Darrell Lewis for pointing us to this news report.
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brought together in the moment of performance by large ensembles. Rather than
a rendition of a memorised whole, performance interlocks these components in
different ways, re-creating the song from its component parts (Ellis 1985, 1992).
In this book we provide a transcription of the rhythm and text of each verse,
representing a common version based on multiple performances.
The named collection of verses and accompanying dances that go together
are called a ‘song set’. A song set is made up of different ‘verses’, which are a short
text (usually around 20 syllables) set to an unvarying rhythm that repeats until
the end of the longer melody. The verse itself is often a repeating unit, commonly
two lines (A and B) that repeat in an AABB configuration. As mentioned, the
verse repeats continuously until the end of a longer melody. This unbroken stretch
of singing usually lasts about thirty seconds and is called a ‘song item’. We use the
terms ‘song set’, ‘verse’ and ‘song item’ to refer to these structural units of wajarra
and use the term ‘song’ only when referring more generally to any unit of singing.
It is important to note that our use of the term ‘verse’ does not mean that
these follow a particular order within the song set. Verses do not follow a strict
order in performance; they can be omitted and when sung are always repeated, as
we discuss in Chapter 3. The corpus of recordings for this study contains many
renditions of each verse. Only occasionally is there just one recording of a verse
(e.g. Kamul Verses 6 and 7). In most cases, there are at least three and sometimes
more. Mintiwarra Verse 6 has the most, with eighteen renditions. In this book
we describe each rendition of a verse as a separate ‘song item’, following the use
of this term in other studies of Aboriginal song (e.g. Ellis 1985).
Our methodology involved listening to a recording of each verse, then singing
it back to the singers for correction. As noted by Apted (2010: 96), this is an
effective means of eliciting what singers consider to be the correct production of
the songs, as well as of inspiring discussion about the song’s meaning and broader
significance. All songs vary from performance to performance in some respects,
and any attempt to create a definitive rhythmic text necessarily favours one version
over the others. Overall, however, the wajarra songs were found to demonstrate a
high level of stability within and across performances. The recorded items of each
song tended to be highly similar in terms of tempo, melody, rhythm, duration,
and instrumental and song-text structure.

Translating songs
Many people may want to know the words and meanings of each verse. The
Gurindji singers, however, did not attribute meanings to the songs and rarely did
they pick out words from the lyrics for comment. As such, it was not possible to
come up with a definitive version of the words and meanings of the songs. This
is not unusual. In fact the genre of entertainment songs appears to be plagued
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by untranslatability across the region. As early as 1897, the ethnographer W.E.
Roth (1897: 168) wrote in regards to the performers of a corroboree at Lake
Nash in Queensland that they ‘could render me no interpretation of the song
accompanying the performance’. Arandic altharte (wajarra) of Central Australia
are similarly untranslatable, observed both from our own work and in the early
records of ethnographers such as Frank Gillen (Mulvaney et al 1997: 130; see
also Davies 1927: 83). Molonga and Wanji-wanji are entertainment songs known
to have travelled widely and are similarly said to be untranslatable. In writing
about the Wanji-wanji ceremony performed at Eucla, Bates (1938: 125) observes,
‘neither those who brought the dance, nor those who watched it, could interpret
the words or the actions, but they had a fine quick ear, and reproduced them
perfectly’.
Entertainment songs may well be the popular songs of the time (Gibson
2015: 179); and without any affiliation to a land-holding group, they are free to
roam widely. Moyle (1997: 90) notes that at Balgo many songs of this genre are
regarded as ‘non-Kukatja’, Kukatja being the language of Balgo. He also notes that
these songs do not have associated sacred objects. Some may have had historical
references, although these may have been lost and reinterpreted as they travelled
into regions where people were unfamiliar with the language of their lyrics.
Untranslatability is common in songs that are solely orally transmitted.
Throughout Aboriginal Australia, there are many cases of singers who can recite
a song perfectly but do not know the words or their meanings (Dixon 2011: 55).
Apted describes a set of indecipherable songs from northern Australia, noting
that the phenomenon of opaque songs ‘appears to be as diverse as it is elusive’
(2010: 95). Brown and Evans observe that singers of the Manbam song set ‘could
not assign meanings to the linguistic material [in the songs]’ (2017: 276). A
song can gain huge popularity even when people do not know its words (just
think of the hundreds of pop songs in English enjoyed by people of different
language backgrounds who don’t understand the lyrics). For the Gurindji, not
understanding the words did not detract from the enjoyment people derive from
singing, painting and dancing them.
Ronnie gave spoken renditions of the verses he sang, and had very clear ideas
about what the right consonants or vowel sounds were, even when he didn’t know
what the song meant. In addition, in the actual performances, singers would often
refer to the songs by quoting a segment of the song text, which gave us clues to
the possible boundaries between words. Thus, representations of the verses in the
book are based on how the Gurindji singers segmented the song text in elicitation
and in performance.
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It should be evident that translating classical Aboriginal songs can be extremely
difficult and in some cases impossible;18 and the problem of translation is not
restricted to Australia (Stebbins and Planigale 2010). Apted (2010, see also Walsh
2002) refers to a ‘translatability continuum’: at one end, words are easily identifiable;
at the other, they are simply a string of syllables with no known meanings. The
wajarra songs described in this book tend towards the untranslatable end of the
continuum, yet by investigating the relevant languages, it is possible to uncover
some of their lexical make-up and thus their geographic connections.
There are two related reasons why classical Aboriginal songs are notoriously
difficult to translate. One, because it can be difficult to identify the actual words
in a song; and two, it can be difficult to identify the meanings of these words.
This makes translation a doubly complex task. One of the reasons why word
identification is difficult is because the language of a song can differ significantly
from the language spoken by the singers.19 In some cases, the language of the
song is simply a different, unknown language. In other cases, the word forms are
archaic or unique to song. In many Aboriginal languages, there exists an array
of poetic words that are only ever encountered in song. Even when it is possible
to identify the language in which a song is sung, words are frequently subjected
to poetic modification, such as partial or whole reduplication, and certain
syllables may be ommitted or added, such as ‘vocables’, which we discuss below.
Furthermore, in song, the sounds in a word are often modified to project better
at different pitches, especially vowels (Apted 2010). For example, diphthongs
are favoured on long notes to maintain a single pitch. Many Aboriginal songs,
including wajarra songs (see Example 1 below), are characterised by line-final
long notes realised as diphthongs, sometimes to the extent that they form a
pattern of rhyme within a verse (Turpin 2007).
It is not uncommon for a single song to contain a mix of words that span
the translatability continuum (e.g. Dixon and Koch 1996; Walsh 2007). In some
verses there may be only one word that is easily recognised by the singers, and
it is unclear how this word’s meaning relates to the meaning of the song as a
whole. For example, Ronnie and Topsy recognise the word for ‘pussycat’ in Verse
2 of the Laka song set, nyurti-nyurti. For these singers, the word appears to have
no specific significance in the song; rather, its more general meanings, such as
the sinister connotations attributed to it, are brought to mind. For such songs,
the listener can either infer additional meanings to create a more semantically
18 Some examples of songs where translation ranges from difficult to impossible include Apted
2010; Clunies Ross 1986: 242; Koch and Turpin 2008; Merlan 1987; Moyle 1997: 33;
Nancarrow 2010; Sutton 1987; Walsh 2010.
19 Cases of songs in a language other than that spoken by their singers are discussed in Dixon 2011;
Sutton 1987; Koch and Turpin 2008; Turpin and Green 2011; Strehlow 1971; Treloyn 2006.
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complete interpretation of the song, or they can leave the full import of the song
as an open question. What aspect of a cat is being described in the song? Does
the song recount an encounter with a cat? Where did it occur? In some cases,
where a word can be readily identified, it may have multiple possible meanings.
Some Western Desert women’s songs have graduated layers of meaning, which
depend on the cultural knowledge of the listener (Ellis and Barwick 1987: 44). In
Western Desert languages nyurti-nyurti means ‘curled, coiled’, and it can also refer
to something that is curled, such as a ceremonial hat.
In other songs, there are multiple competing analyses of particular strings
of syllables, a phenomenon popularly known as mondegreens (Wright 1954).
Examples are found in many wajarra songs, such as Laka, Verse 25, whose text
is Kuyartinpangu wangkanyala. Ronnie Wavehill says the first word in this song
is kuyartin, which refers to a type of thin clapsticks characteristic of the Laka
song set. Indeed we note the word kuyartin(pa) (‘nosepeg, nasal bone or stick’) in
Kukatja (Valiquette 1993: 64), which is likely to be semantically related. However
at Balgo, Patrick Smith says the first word in this song is kuya, a Gurindji and
Jaru word meaning ‘like this’. Working with singers at both Kalkaringi and Balgo,
we found that interpreters of songs varied as to their certainty that a word they
recognised was in fact the intended word.
As well as the singers’ interpretations of songs, we searched a number
of dictionaries and grammars for possible words in the texts. The language
abbreviations and sources for these are listed at the start of this book, under
‘Abbreviations and conventions’.
Vocables
In songs from across the world, units of untranslatable language, typically referred to as
vocables, such as in English la-la-la, hey-diddle-diddle and be-bop-a-lula, are common.
Vocables tend to be sounds from the spoken language organised into permissible
syllables, but are not considered real words in the language. Vocables frequently mark
places of importance in song, such as the beginning or end of a phrase or larger section
of the song. They can also have onomatopoeic references. Vocables are an example of
the exploitation of linguistic form for literary function (Fabb 1997: 104).
For some people, the term ‘vocable’ has connotations of triviality, especially
when referred to as ‘nonsense syllables’ (see for example Dixon 2011: 55). In
contrast, vocables in Aboriginal songs are somewhat revered and are regarded as
evidence of a song’s spiritual or non-human origin. As Apted (2010: 96) notes,
vocables in some Aboriginal cultures might have more in common with evangelical
Christian glossalalia, where the syllables are believed to be a divine language. Some
Native American songs consist entirely of vocables (Frisbie 1980), as do some
Aboriginal songs (Apted 2010). Many other classical Aboriginal songs employ a
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mixture of speech words and vocables (Austin 1978; Turpin and Stebbins 2010: 3).
Vocables are often added to the end of a word to complete a required number of
syllables in a bar or line (Turpin and Laughren 2013).
Despite the difficulties of identifying words in songs, classical Aboriginal songs
in the broader Central Australian region show the following tendencies, which
enable us to make educated guesses as to which words and their lexical meanings
are likely to be in songs:
•
•
•
•

songs are often in the first person
verbs often appear at the end of a line
the start of a new word often coincides with the start of a rhythmic phrase
vocables tend to occur at the end of bars, often with the form la, na or nga.

Wajarra songs appear to conform to these Central Australian tendencies. This,
coupled with the fact that the text of many resemble Western Desert varieties,
suggests that it is unlikely that their linguistic form is completely unknown.
Meaning
In some cases singers may know what the song means as a whole but be unable to
identify any words, suggesting that the songs and their meanings may have been
transmitted independently. Keogh (1996) observes this phenomenon in Ngurlu
songs from inland Western Australia, and it is also the case for some of the wajarra
songs described in this book. One example is Laka, Verse 29:
Turnturn parturla nyinanya
Turnturn parturla nyinanya
Yampi yampila nyinanya
Yampi yampila nyinanya
At Balgo, this song was said to be accompanied by an action whereby a woman
leads a girl to go and sit in the lap of her ‘promised husband’.20 While no speech
equivalents were at first identified in this verse by Balgo informants, dictionary
searches revealed words commensurate with their explanation of the song’s
meaning. Turnturnpa means ‘young girl’ (M); nyina- means sit (K, M); and
yampu means ‘lap’ (Ng). Thus we can say that the song as a whole is translatable,
but the words are not. The question arises as to whether particular meanings are
associated with particular units of text, or whether the meanings of a song in fact

20 FM fieldnotes 4.7.16, p. 25 and 8.7.16, p. 33.
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travel independently of it, linked by a separate system of knowledge, such as that
between the symbols and meanings of Aboriginal visual iconography.
Even when the words can be identified, the meaning of a verse is frequently
much more than the literal meaning of its parts, and thus a literal word-by-word
gloss usually requires much more fleshing-out to get anywhere close to the broader
meanings, connations and historical references that an experienced singer may
obtain from a song.
Not surprisingly, there is a correlation between songs whose meanings are
unknown and songs whose words are unknown. The fact that there exists a large
body of songs whose meanings are unknown to the people who sing them is an
intriguing phenonemon. This situation no doubt arises because the transmission
of meanings is much more difficult than the transmission of songs, and often the
people learning a new song do not speak the language. Gurindji people were not
typically bilingual in Western Desert languages. Gurindji was often the lingua
franca of the cattle stations in this region, such that Western Desert speakers often
spoke Gurindji or Warlpiri, a related language. Nevertheless, such songs are still
very much enjoyed for their musical properties, and their historical and contextual
associations, perhaps in much the same way that abstract art can be appreciated
for its visual properties even when the meanings behind it are unknown.
What then do singers make of the sequence of sung syllables? Are they just
a vehicle for music or are they related to words? Rarely do Aboriginal singers
maintain that the text is simply a string of meaningless syllables. In some cases,
singers have an idea about the linguistic origins of a song, often attributed in
general terms to a language to the east or west, or sometimes by the name of a
neighbouring language. In other cases, song is said to be in a language spoken
by ancestral spirits (Apted 2010). Of course both scenarios are also possible: the
song could be in the language of a spirit from another place.
In some parts of Australia, where songs are attributed to ‘spirit’ or ‘ghost’
language (Apted 2010; Marett 2000, 2005), this reflects the fact that songs are
considered to have been created by ancestral beings or spirits, and the languages
spoken by the living and the dead are different. In western Arnhem Land, wangga
songs that are in a ghost language can be translated into human language by
specially qualified people (Marett 2000: 22). For wajarra songs, anyone can know
the meaning of a song; it is simply a matter of having been taught the meaning
or not. Even though the wajarra songs are regarded as having ancestral origins,
singers assumed the words to be similar enough to some spoken language that
anyone familiar with the relevant languages should be able to identify words.
Where songs are said to be in a distant language, in some cases there are no
longer speakers of the language, so information can only be pieced together from
fragments of people’s memories and any previous work on the language. In this
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case, correspondences between words, meanings and the strings of syllables in
the song text can only be posited. But in such cases, the song itself can provide
valuable information about the languages (Brown and Evans 2017).
In other cases, it is possible to go further afield to ask speakers of the attributed
language of a song if they can recognise the words in the song. Sometimes,
however, they will ascribe the song to another language again, and so the hunt for
the possibly mythical language of the song may continue. This was the situation
we found ourselves in while investigating the origins of wajarra, as we discuss in
more detail in Chapter 1.
Interpretation of names in songs
An interesting practice which emerged from the process of checking the texts of
the songs with Gurindji speakers is the association of known people’s names with
the song text. For example, in Verse 11 the word kukatja can be heard. Listening
to the song immediately triggered thoughts of Kukaja Nangala for the singers.
Kukaja was the sister of one of the Yawulyu singers, Theresa Yibwoin. Yibwoin
and Kukaja’s mothers were sisters.21 Similarly in Verse 36, Ronnie Wavehill said
one word of the song sounded like ‘Walyjiwalyji’, who was one of the Afghans
who ran the shop at the Wave Hill settlement in the 1940s. But he laughed,
saying the song was not really about him.22 A name which jumps out of Verse
12 for Ronnie is ‘Wayitpiyarri’, who has passed away. Hector Waitbiari Jangari
was Ronnie’s uncle and Melva Hector Nanaku’s father. Due to Waitbiari’s death
and the taboo on naming deceased people, singing this word makes Ronnie
uncomfortable, but he says it is probably OK to sing Waitbiari’s name, most
likely because he passed away a long time ago, and as an old man.
This practice of identifying names of people in songs also occurs with modern
songs which are sung in languages not known to Gurindji people. For example, the
band Nabarlek from Manmoyi in western Arnhem Land have a song called ‘Bushfire’
(1998). The song is sung in both English and Kunwinjku. One word repeated many
times in the song is ina, and Gurindji people in Kalkaringi joke that the song is about a
community member named Ena Oscar.
In other parts of inland Australia the association of songs with names is
explicit, as people receive their ceremonial name from a segment of their ancestral
song. In many Aboriginal languages the word for ‘name’ and ‘song’ is the same or
polysemous. This is the case in Kukatja too, where singers at Balgo used the word
yirdi (‘name’) to refer to a song.
A theme that pervades many of the earlier writings on Gurindji song is the
endangerment of these traditions. Frank Hardy, one of the supporters of the Gurindji
21 FM fieldnotes 19.10.15, p. 5.
22 FM fieldnotes 22.10.15, p. 8.
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after the walk-off, notes a conversation he had with Bill Jeffrey, the manager of the
Wave Hill Welfare Settlement and a fellow supporter of the Gurindji.
Well, Frank, I’ve got a tape recording of a corroboree. I played it to
the Aborigines one day. I noticed that the young fellows laughed at the
corroboree. I said to one of the old chaps: ‘Yes Maluka, these young
fellows they do not understand corroboree any more, the Cadeba
[sic; kartipa, i.e. whitefella] now, can’t stand corroboree, just laugh.’
This upsets the old fellas, the reluctance of young fellas to listen to
corroborees. I [Bill] said: ‘Well would you put a corroborree [sic] on for
me? I will make a tape recording of it. Then maybe, when they be old
fellas like you, they will be able to listen and know what their fathers
used to do.’ (Hardy 1968: 105)
When Richard Moyle visited Balgo in the 1980s (1997: 55, fn 1), he likewise
found little interest in playback of recordings.
In contrast, young people at Kalkaringi today are keen to hear and learn wajarra
songs. While the identity of the singers is still of interest to listeners, so too is the
identity of the songs. This may be because access to songs and opportunities to sing
have declined dramatically and so recordings are now a key medium for learning.
Listening back also leads to strong emotional responses, sometimes nostalgia for
the past and sometimes sadness as people recall lost loved ones. When we recorded
wajarra in 2015, young men and women sat behind the singers trying to pick up
the words, and children lined up to learn the dances. Following the performances
a number of young men came up to us to ask for copies and one smiled and
pointed at his mobile phone, saying that he had recorded it himself.
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