Aboriginal Placenames Old and New

Day conference Saturday 1 October, 2005

Geoscience Australia, Jerrabomberra Ave/Hindmarsh Dr., Symonston, ACT

8.45

Welcomes
Session 1: Placenames in traditional Aboriginal society

9.00

Luise Hercus, Australian National University



Some area-names in the eastern Lake Eyre Basin and adjacent regions

Area-names in this region have tended to be explained as names of 'tribes' or 'clans'. They are quite complex and may transcend 'tribal' boundaries. Some are landform or vegetation names, some are based on whatever is the dominant mythology, some belong to both these categories, while others are just names: they were inexplicable to the oldest speakers of the sixties, and may long have been so. The area names to be discussed range from Munga-thiri the high sandhills of the Simpson Desert to Parri 'the Scrub' on either side of the Darling River.
9.30

Mark Clendon, Batchelor Institute

Dog-people: the meaning of a north Kimberley story

The Dog-people kept huge dogs in the Dreamtime.  The parents warned their children not to try to make the dogs speak.  However one day, neglected by their parents, the children tricked the dogs into talking, and when they did all the Dog-people sank down under the ground and have never been seen since.  A Wanjurna ancestor found other people to live in the Dog-people’s country, people who inherited their name and land.  This is an important and emotionally charged story from the north Kimberley, which provides a charter for land ownership in that part of Australia.  At first puzzling, the story is amenable to analysis and shows how the geographically discreet, named countries in the north Kimberley, owned by extended patrilineal families, are inherited, and how land and social groups are linked.  Most importantly the story provides a mandate for the social resurrection of a family name and family title when a lineage becomes extinct, thus ensuring that the land is never abandoned or neglected.  In this ideology land is eternal, and people and their families are ephemeral manifestations of, or emanations from their clan countries.  This situation is reflected linguistically, in that extended family (patriclan) names are derived from the names of clan countries.

10.00

Patrick McConvell, AIATSIS

Clues to the past: the structure of Aboriginal placenames in the Victoria River district, Northern Territory

In the Victoria River District eleven traditional languages and thousands of Indigenous placenames remain in use.  Most placenames have meanings related to the Dreamings which travelled through the country.  Most have meaningful suffixes, forming a complex meaning.  Some of these are transparent.  Others have suffixes peculiar to placenames or used in unusual ways in placenames. Others still are archaic, representing earlier forms of the current language or earlier languages spoken in the area.  This paper investigates structures in placenames and the history of occupation deducible from these patterns. The boundary between Pama-Nyungan languages to the south and non-Pama-Nyungan languages to the north.passes through the middle of this district. Yet the most common conventionalised structure of placenames in both Jaminjungan (Non-PN) and Ngarinyman/Gurindji (PN) is the same in pattern, while differing completely in form:

kajurta-ni-wung
‘forearm-LOCATIVE-STILL (Ngaliwurru: Jaminjungan)

wangku-rla-rni
sun-LOCATIVE-STILL (Ngarinyman: Pama-Nyungan)

Finding out which borrowed placename structure from which, when and how requires the mustering of evidence about conventional placename structure from around the Victoria River District and farther afield.

10.30

Morning tea

Session 2: Investigating Aboriginal placenames using archival material

11.00

Ian Clark, University of Ballarat

Reconstruction of Aboriginal microtoponymy in western Victoria: case studies from Tower Hill and the Hopkins River
This paper is concerned to show that when documenting Aboriginal placenames in regions where Aboriginal languages no longer prevail, such as in western Victoria, it is still possible to reconstruct something of the detailed microtoponymy that characterises Aboriginal languages.  Examples will be drawn from western Victoria, focussing on two physical geographical phenomena - a river (the Hopkins River) and a volcanic maar (Tower Hill).  The Hopkins River transects three language areas (Djabwurrung, Giraiwurrung, and Dhauwurdwurrung), and some twenty-six placenames have been documented that apply to junctions with other streams, waterholes, the confluence of the river, and other localities.  The Tower Hill complex falls within one language area (Dhauwurdwurrung), and some eleven placenames have been uncovered for features as diverse as scrub, flats, craters, the crater lake, and lake banks.

11.30

Jim Smith, Macquarie University



New insights into Gundungurra placenaming

Alfred Leonard Bennett (1877-1942) recorded traditional Gundungurra stories, vocabulary and placenames during the period 1908-14 from his friend Werriberrie or William Russell (c.1835-1914).  Bennett’s research notes contain hundreds of previously unrecorded words, placenames and placename meanings.  Mapping of these placenames allows the recreation of Gundungurra cultural landscapes and provides new insight into Aboriginal placenaming principles.  Nearly all of the placenames have a ‘generic’ quality that means they can be applied to more than one place.  The number of newly discovered placenames in some areas of the Burragorang Valley is so great that it allows a clearer understanding of the extent of country covered by an Aboriginal ‘locality’ name.  Depending on the context, ‘locality’ names can overlap.  One discovery has been that the Gundungurra locality of Katoomba is fifteen km away from the present township and that the word refers to an edible fern species rather than the usual meanings given that relate to falling water.

12.00

Paul Monaghan, South Australian Museum



Placenames in the Norman B. Tindale collection of papers
Throughout the many years of his employment at the South Australian Museum, Norman B. Tindale gathered a wealth of Aboriginal placenames and other linguistic materials, some of which were recorded directly from Aboriginal informants and some of which were collected by Tindale from secondary published and unpublished sources.  Tindale bequeathed his manuscript materials to the South Australian Museum, and work is currently underway towards creating a web catalogue to facilitate public access to the collection.  Of particular interest are materials relating to Tindale's longheld interest in Aboriginal placenames.

Although remaining incomplete at the time of his death in 1993, Tindale's final project was to create a gazetteer of Aboriginal place names for the south-east region of South Australia. By considering the scope of the gazetteer project, as well as Tindale's methods and objectives, this paper offers insight into the strengths and weaknessess of the materials for those wishing to consult them for heritage, Native Title, educational or other purposes.
12.30

Lunch

Session 3: Analysing placenames of Aboriginal origin within the Introduced system

1.30

Laura Kostanski, University of Ballarat

Spurious etymologies:  toponymic books and Indigenous identities of the Murray River

Donald Meinig asserted in The Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes that the landscape encompasses an ensemble of features which exhibit the character of a culture.  According to Yi-Fu Tuan toponyms are one of the many features of the constructed landscape. Utilising Meinig and Tuan’s theories, this paper identifies the historical-cultural processes represented by the published etymologies of the town names of the Murray River.  In particular, this paper will focus on the twentieth-century development of Victorian and Australian toponymic reference books, and the effects these publications have had on the representations of Indigenous placenames on the Murray River town histories. Eighteen toponymic books have been located for this paper, related either wholly or partially to places on the Murray River, spanning a publishing period of ninety-six years from 1907 to 2002.  This paper will discuss how instead of being limited to mere reference material for tourists, toponymic books have been used by local historians as sources for determining the history of their Indigenous placenames.   Moreover, consideration will be given to specific cases wherein spurious etymologies published in toponymic books in the early part of the twentieth century, have been republished in later toponymic reference books, and eventually adopted as part of the history of the local Indigenous culture.
2.00

David Nash, Australian National University

Little names

Almost all the official Australian placenames ending in "-dool" fall into two regions: (1) in central northern NSW and adjacent Queensland there are Angledool and over a dozen others, involving the Yuwaalaraay diminutive suffix -duul; (2) in south-western NSW in a quite separate language area are about eight such toponyms, such as Moombooldool.  The presentation will cover the derivation of the names in the two regions, and other toponyms outside the two areas, which are proposed to be ‘transplants’.  Some more general observations are made on diminutives as a source of toponyms.

2.30 

Harold Koch, Australian National University

Placenames of local Aboriginal origin in the ACT

Some forty placenames in the Australian Capital Territory are likely to be of local Indigenous origin. I will try for each to suggest what its original pronunciation is likely to have been, comment on its location, and discuss to what extent the name is analysable into separate components, whether these are meaningful or not. I will assess the validity of previous etymologies. I will also comment on the processes of change in the pronunciation and spatial reference of some of the names.
3.00

Afternoon tea

Session 4: Reinstating Aboriginal placenames in the Introduced system

3.30

Greg Windsor, Geographical Board of NSW

The recognition of Aboriginal placenames in New South Wales

Since its inception in 1966, the Geographical Names Board of New South Wales has proactively sought to restore Aboriginal placenames. This paper seeks to outline the history of recording Aboriginal placenames in NSW, the policy and procedures used by the Board to formalise and record these names and, lastly, planned future initiatives to recognise and record culturally sensitive placenames in a manner that respects intellectual property rights and cultural restrictions.

4.00

Laura Kostanski, University of Ballarat

Reviving old Indigenous names for new purposes

This paper will discuss the various aspects of colonial use of Indigenous names in Australia.  Across Victoria there currently exist many toponyms of Indigenous linguistic origin.  The toponyms have been used both historically and contemporaneously by colonial powers to identify colonial understandings of the landscape.  Reflection will be given in this paper to the problems of dual naming wherein the colonial geographical area overlaps multiple Indigenous language areas; the paucity of existing Indigenous language records which means that Indigenous names occasionally need to be ‘invented’; and considerable discussion will be given to the development of a rating system for the use of Indigenous names in contemporary naming projects.  The overall intention of the paper is to present methodologies for working through various problems that can be encountered when working with projects that involve official government implementation of Indigenous names in the Australian landscape.  Specific case studies, such as the renaming of rock art sites in the Grampians National Park during the 1990s, the protracted yet contemporary Mt Niggerhead debate, and a recent State forest naming project will be referred to in this paper.
4.30 Discussion on dual naming and related issues

5.00

Close
