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Follow us @indiglang

To hear about upcoming RUIL events and 
connect with other organisations talking 

about Indigenous languages

SIGN LANGUAGE WEBSITE AND 
DICTIONARY GET A MAKEOVER

Sign languages are an important and valued part of the traditions of Australian Indigenous peoples. Sign is used by 
hearing signers as an alternative to speech in some circumstances, such as when hunting and during sorry business. 
Indigenous deaf in some communities also draw on repertoires of traditional sign, although Auslan signs may also 
be employed. The Iltyem-iltyem website is for people who are interested in Australian Indigenous sign languages 
– in particular those sign languages used in Central and Northern Australia. The name of the website is based on 
an Anmatyerr word that means ‘signalling with hands, using handsigns’. The website features general information 
about Indigenous sign, as well as a searchable dictionary organised in semantic domains. A team, including linguists 
from  RUIL at the University of Melbourne, from the University of Queensland and from Batchelor Institute, has been 
working hard to upgrade the site. This includes the addition of around 300 sign films contributed by Arrernte, Gurindji, 
and Warlpiri peoples to coincide with the United Nations International Day of Sign Languages, which is celebrated on 
the 23rd of September. 

Image (above): Part of the updated lltyem-iltyem homepage. 
Image (right): April Campbell Pengart & Clarrie Long Kemarr 

discussing sign language. Hansen River, near Ti Tree, NT.

Welcome to the latest newsletter from the Research Unit for Indigenous Language. 

RUIL consists of a team of researchers from the School of Languages and Linguistics, led by 
Professor Rachel Nordlinger and Associate Professor Nick Thieberger. 

This newsletter presents some of the highlights of the last five months, and focuses particularly on events, 
fieldwork, new and continuing projects, and new grants. 

For a full list of all publications, conference presentations and current grants, please visit our website: 
http://arts.unimelb.edu.au/indiglang

We strongly recommend you check out this incredible resource!

https://iltyemiltyem.com/
http://go.unimelb.edu.au/c3wi
http://arts.unimelb.edu.au/indiglang
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John Mansfield had a brief field trip to Darwin and Wadeye in June. Having narrowly escaped a looming border 
closure between VIC and NT, John was able to work with speakers of Murrinhpatha and Anindilyakwa in Darwin, 
exploring the ways they use both these languages side-by-side in the big city, as well as moving back and forth 
between the homeland communities. Though the speakers were acting modest, John suspects that they enjoyed 
showing off their impressive abilities in multiple languages! Some fortunate encounters on this visit also allowed 
John to learn about how visitors from homeland communities practice traditional burning techniques when they 
visit the city, thereby helping the Larrakia people to maintain Darwin’s surrounding bushland.

On a short visit to Wadeye, John worked with a very knowledgeable elderly speaker, Dungkul Noelene Parry. 
Dungkul was raised in the bush and has an enormous knowledge of traditional bushcraft, as well as the language 
for talking about the bush. She helped to fill in gaps in some translations of archival recordings, which sometimes 
feature words that are not often used these days. A nice example is “punnadhudhuk pardi” referring to the way 
people used to find the edible roots of a certain type of grass, by feeling around with their feet.

Rachel Nordlinger (pictured left, with Carmelita Perdjert) was also 
lucky enough to fit in a quick trip to Darwin and Wadeye in between 
Melbourne lockdowns in July, to continue her work with Murrinhpatha 
speakers. The trip was shortened and interrupted for COVID-19 
reasons, but was an important opportunity to catch up and reconnect 
after two years of pandemic-induced separation. They spent time 
transcribing old stories, recording new ones, and preparing projects 
for 2022 including one on the language of fire and its use in traditional 
land management, in collaboration with the Thamarrurr Rangers, 
John Mansfield and Michael-Shawn Fletcher. Watch this space!

SPINNING A BETTER YARN
About 70 people attended the first session of the decolonising linguistics study group Spinning 
a Better Yarn. Attendees spanned the full gamut of linguists - from community-based linguists 
who work at language centres to those who run large research centres at universities. There 
were also many Indigenous linguists, people working in Indigenous language education, 
anthropologists and linguists who work with communities in the Pacific as well as many who 
work with Indigenous Australian communities. The session comprised a joint presentation by 
Lesley Woods and Professor Jakelin Troy, drawing on the set reading for the session: chapter 
2 of Lesley’s forthcoming book:  Redefining Collaborative Linguistic Research: Indigenous and 
Non-Indigenous Perspectives. Canberra: ANU Press. After the presentation there was a lively 
discussion among participants on topics such as:

• how to set up research agreements between researchers and Indigenous communities
• how to fund an initial trip to meet with a community and discuss research projects 

before applying for funding and ethics approval
• ways of doing co-authorship with Indigenous collaborators
• what counts as an acceptable thesis topic/research output
• how outputs valued by community could be more recognised by universities

The study group is organised by Professor Jaky Troy (Sydney University), Lesley Woods 
(Australian National University), Professor Felicity Meakins (Univeristy of Queensland) and 
Dr Ruth Singer (RUIL, University of Melbourne). For more information and to view a recording 
of the session visit the CoEDL website.

FIELDWORK REPORTS

http://www.dynamicsoflanguage.edu.au/ialr/decolonising-linguistics-spinning-a-better-yarn/
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The dictionary of Nafsan (Vanuatu)

Mawng Dictionary

The dictionary of Nafsan (Vanuatu) by RUIL researcher Nick Thieberger 
and members of the Erakor community was released in September. It 
includes an English to Nafsan list, and maps of about 200 placenames 
around Erakor village in central Vanuatu. This dictionary is the result of 
the work of many people over more than 20 years. This dictionary began 
with Nick’s initial fieldwork with older speakers in the mid-1990s, as the 
villagers referred him to those who spoke what they considered to be 
the best form of the language. He recorded many stories and transcribed 
them, and that helped find words in context in the language. The corpus 
of Nafsan also contains historical materials, scanned, and OCR or typed, 
forming part of the corpus dating back to 1864. All of this material is 
archived in PARADISEC.

Later there was involvement of a new group of speakers with more 
interest in the dictionary who attended a series of workshops in 2015-
2018. To keep momentum going between workshops, the team set up a 
Facebook group to discuss dictionary issues. 

Nick produced several draft versions for the village over time, and each 
draft was welcomed and treated as a valuable resource. The dictionary 
was also essential to support a vernacular literacy programme in the local 
school. 
During the workshops, teams of two or three people took sections of the draft dictionary to read and comment on, 
and new words were also added. When the draft was nearly ready, Nick sent a pdf to elder Jack Kallon in Erakor who 
arranged to have it printed locally, and he then wrote comments onto the paper version and took photos on a phone 
to send back to Nick in Melbourne, where he was stuck in lockdown. Because Nick used FLEX software to create the 
dictionary, he was also able to make an android app version of the dictionary.

Nick hopes that he will be able to travel to Vanuatu before too long to launch the dictionary in the village with the 
whole team. To purchase a copy of the dictionary visit the UH Press website.

In July the Mawng Dictionary compiled by RUIL member Ruth Singer 
(pictured left, holding the dictionary), Nita Garidjalalug, Rosemary 
Urabadi, Heather Hewett, Peggy Mirwuma, Philip Ambidjambidj 
and Anne Fabricius, was released. Mawng is a language of western 
Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory of Australia. It is the main 
language of Warruwi community and is spoken by about 400 
people of all generations. Mawng is associated with the islands of 
Warruwi and Weyirra (North and South Goulburn Islands) and an 
area of the mainland near the islands. The Mawng Dictionary is the 
most comprehensive ever published. It contains information about 
plants and animals, cultural practices, place names and kinship 
terms, including tri-relational kinship terms (kunteypi). There is an 
introduction to Mawng with explanations of the spelling system and 
kinship. It includes many illustrations, an English word finder, and 
lists of kinship terms, verb roots and scientific names for plants and 
animals.

You can order the Mawng dictionary via the AIATSIS website.

NEW RELEASES

https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/title/a-dictionary-of-nafsan-south-efate-vanuatu-m%cc%83p%cc%83et-nafsan-ni-erakor/
https://shop.aiatsis.gov.au/products/mawng-dictionary
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School of Languages and Linguistics
University of Melbourne
Victoria 3010 Australia
RUIL-contact@unimelb.edu.au
arts.unimelb.edu.au/indiglang

Find us on Facebook and Twitter to hear about 
upcoming RUIL events and connect with 

other organisations talking about Indigenous 
languages:

@indiglang

Congratulations to Jenny Green (pictured left) and co-editors Linda Barwick and Petronella Vaarzon-Morel whose book 
Archival Returns: Central Australia and beyond has been awarded the 2020 Mander Jones Award from the Australian 

Society of Archivists for “the publication making the greatest contribution to the archives 
profession in Australia, written or edited by a person in their own right”.

Congratulations also to RUIL’s Deputy Director Nick Thieberger on receiving the 
Australasian Council of Deans of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (DASSH) award 

for Research Partnership and Social Impact on behalf of the PARADISEC team.

CONGRATULATIONS!

On June 22, Debbie Loakes visited a 
kindergarten to talk to the children about 
language and to tell them about RUIL’s 
50 words project. She started by talking 
about how we make speech (using our 
lungs, mouth, brain - etc) and the children 
said hello in languages they know (Finnish, 
Korean, Russian, Greek, Italian). Debbie 
showed the children the 50 words website 
and played the word “hello” in lots of 
Indigenous languages and the children also 
tried to imitate and had lots of fun trying 
the longer words and trying to remember 
them. She also talked about the meaning 
of the Aboriginal flag, and did a handprint 
activity with the children using the colours 
of the flag. This activity was shared with 
Debbie a few years ago by an Aboriginal 
childcare worker in Mildura.

A VISIT TO KINDERGARTEN

Image: Debbie painting a kindergartens palm as part of the flag activity.

Language Word Search 
We have created a word search using the 50 words 
website as the resource. You can find 15 words in 
Bunganditj – good luck!

nga (yes) wathi (come here) buloyn (smoke)

moiraat (ashes) kabayn (rain)  karu (sun)

murn (cloud) tharling (elbow)  mir (eye)

thina (foot) pina (tree)  yuru (goanna)

kabir (emu) tuwal (magpie)  parri (water)

https://sydneyuniversitypress.com.au/products/134298
https://50words.online/
https://50words.online/
https://50words.online/

