
PRELIMINARIES TO A PROTO NUCLEAR PAr1A-NYUNGAN STEM LIST 
G e o f f r e y  N .  O ' Gr ad y  

It was A .  Capell who pioneered the diachronic study o f  the lexicons 
of Austral ian languages .  Since the publicati on of his A N ew App40ach 

to Au�t4alian Ling ui�tic� in 1 9 5 6 , much addit i onal progress  has been 
made in the study o f  the languages .  

In 1967 , with the generous support o f  the University o f  Hawaii , 
the Nat ional Sc ience Foundationl and the Australian Institute o f  
Aboriginal Studies , I init iated work o n  the reconstruc t i on o f  Proto­
Nyungic lexicon and affixes .  The pressure o f  other dut ies  forced a 
temporary curtailment of this work - in which Kenneth L .  Hale , 
Terry J .  Klokeid and Bruce and Elaine Sommer were assoc iated - when 
it was already wel l  advanced . Further substantial progre s s  had t o  
await a study leave from t h e  Univers it y  o f  Victoria i n  1974-5 , here 
grate fully acknowledged . 

But by this t ime the focus had changed radic ally . Repeatedly it  
turned out that a form showing c ognation among several Nyungic 
languages appeared in other far-flung Pama-Nyungan language s also 
( a good examp le i s  * ka m l , with reflexes commonly meaning mother ' s  

mother ) .  The t ime there fore seems ripe t o  zero i n  o n  Pama-Nyungan 
itself . I do this ent irely on my own responsib i lity . At the same 
t ime , I deem it prudent to restrict the study to languages for which -
given sufficiently large dictionaries - one could confidently expect 
t o  marshall cognates  in the hundreds . For this reason , languages 
such as Lardil  and Gunwinygu , though unquestionably members o f  the 
Pama-Nyungan Fami ly , are excluded from the s tudy at the present t ime . 
Since the number o f  cognates  whi ch they share with other Pama-Nyungan 
languages appears to run to s ome dozens only , and their grammat ical 
evolut ion has diverged correspondingly , I take it that they split off  
from the main Pama-Nyungan stream quite  early - conceivably 4 , 00 0  t o  
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5 , 0 0 0  years ago . Thus for the present I find it  a useful working 
arrangement to make a dist inct ion between ' Proto Pama-Nyungan ' and 
' Proto Nuc lear Pama-Nyungan ' (hereafter PPN and PNPN respect ively ) .  
The present study has as its  focus the reconstruct ion and attestation 
o f  PNPN stem shapes . The quite separate task of reconstruct ing the 
mea n i ngs of stems in PNPN promises  to be truly monumental ; I earne stly 
hope that this chapter may play a role in st imulating others to take 

up thi s challenging work . Ancestral stem meanings are thus only 
occas ionally proposed here . 

Given that the present chapter has as its  focus the PNPN lexicon , 
it will be evident that the target set fal ls very far short o f  a 
detai led reconstruction of Proto-Australian.  This is  a goal which I 

2 believe to be essentially unat tainable . If  by ' Prot o-Australian ' we 
mean something more or less  analogous to Proto Indo-European , then I 
be lieve that we are deluding ourselves utterly . I f ,  on the other hand , 
by ' Proto-Australian ' we mean an ancestral stage comparable in time 
depth to a putat ive and ent irely ephemeral Altaic , Finno-Ugric , 
Semit ic and Indo-European super-fami ly or phylum , then well and good ! 

My reason for making the above claim i s  as follows : adequate 
reconstruc t i on of a proto-language demands , among other things , the 
as semb ling of a large number of cognat e set s - some hundreds , say . 
Only in this way can such details as the patterns of consonant c luster­
ing in the anc est or language be adequat ely worked out . This  task has 
been e s s entially completed for Indo-European , and I am confident that 
it can be done for Pama-Nyungan als o .  But not a l l  Australian language s 
are members of the Pama-Nyungan Family , j ust as not a l l  the language s 
o f  Europe are Indo-European . I would like t o  put it to my fellow­
Australiani sts  that the posit ion of Tiwi among the Australian languages 
might usefully be compared t o  the posit ion o f  Hungarian among the 
European . If we were to make a serious attempt to demonstrate genetic  
relat ionship between Hungarian and English , we  might bring t ogether 
pieces  of potent ial evidence such as the following : 

Hungarian m ,  as in l a t o m  I s�e ( de finite obj ect ) 

Hungarian n ,  as in the negative words n e m  and n e  
n o t ,  n o .  

English m ,  a s  i n  am . 

English n ,  as in 

Hungarian t ,  as in the second person s ingular familiar pronoun t e  0 
in archaic English thou « PIE * t u ) . 

Exc luding pre sumed loans into Hungarian such as h e t  s even and 5 Z a Z  
hundred , w e  might be  able t o  double or even treble the number o f  the 
above nebulous strands , given an exhaustive study o f  the grammars and 
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lexicons of both languages .  But thi s  would still  fall far short o f  an 
adequat e demon s t ra t i on of genet ic relat ionship . Notice , too , however , 
that such a study could not demonstrate that Hungarian and Engli sh are 
NOT genet ically related - it could merely fai l  to produce the evidence 
neces sary for demonstrating such a re lat ionship . 

Thanks largely to the publi cation o f  C . R .  Osborne ' s  The Tiwi 
Languag e in 1 97 4 ,  we are in a position '

t o  make a serious att empt to 
demonstrate genetic  re lat ionship between Tiwi and , say , Nyangumarda . 3 

Granted that the documentation o f  the s e  two language s i s  not as 
exhaustive as that of Hungarian and English , we still  cannot but be 
amazed at the near-total lack of even the most tentative kinds of 
potential evidenc e . We seek cognates  for such Nyangumarda case 
markers as  - l u  - _ j u 4 ' ERGATIVE ' and - k u  ' DATIVE ' - ent irely without 
succes s ;  Tiwi , in fact , entirely lacks case marking ! What we do find 
is as follows : 

Tiwi n g i a  I Nyangumarda n g a j u I 

Tiwi n g l n t h a  y o u  ( sing . ) Nyangumarda n y u n t u  y o u  ( s ing . ) 

Tiwi n u a  y ou ( plur . ) Nyangumarda n y u r r a y o u  ( plur . ) 

Tiwi -ma - - m i  do, g o ,  say Nyangumarda ma - n - tak e ,  grab ; 
-ma - r - verb formative 

Tiwi n g a g h a  and Nyangumarda n g a n y j u r r u  we ( p lur . inc lus ive ) and Tiwi 
n g awa , Nyangumarda n g a n a r n a  we ( plural exclusive ) seem to point , along 
with the first person s ingular forms given , to an extremely anc ient 
shared first person pronominal base * Q a - - but the same kind of highly 
tentative c laim c ould be made for the m in Hungarian l a tom  and the m 
in English am ! 

In comparing the lexicon o f  Tiwi with those o f  Australian languages 
in general , we find a single item ( addit ional to the above ) which shows 
promi s e . Thi s is Tiwi k u k u n l (with masculine noun c lass  suffix - n i )  
fres h  water . The root , k u k u - ,  i s  matched by Gunwinygu k u k u  wate r ,  and 
this shape evidently appe ars in north-eastern New South Wales  also -
witne s s  Yugambal ( ? )  kookoo and ' Glen Inne s ' g o ko , both meaning wate r ,  

c ited i n  Curr ( 1887 : III : 295-7 ) . In Bayali we have koo n g o  water , 

evidently / k u Qu / ,  ( ib id : 115 ) , supported by the Geytenbeeks ' 
c ontemporary transcript ion o f  the Gidabal word for water : / g u Q / , i . e .  
k u n g  in the system o f  transcript ion adopted here . Tiwi k u k u - also 
compares well with Proto-Pamic * Q u k u , Mara n g u k u , Yagar-Yagar n g u u k i  
and Yaralde n g u ke , all meaning water - as well as with Pintupi n g u ka - l ­
swa l low ; Nyangumarda n g u ka - y - s te a l ,  abduct also come s t o  mind . 
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Assuming for a moment that Tiwi k u k u - shows denasalization of the 
init ial cons onant of * Q u k u under the influence of the *k in the 
following syllable , we now need further cognates  in order to firmly 
estab l i sh denasali zat ion as a historical rule of the language . And 
this i s  exact ly the es sence of the prob lem of demonstrat ing genetic  
relat ionship between Tiwi and other Australian languages :  there are 

no further putat ive cognates ! Moreover - who knows?  - the similarity 
in form and meaning b etween Tiwi k u k u n i  and the other forms cited may 
b e  purely acc idental - j ust as in the celebrated example o f  Modern 
Greek ma t i  and Malay ma t a , both meaning eye , c ited by Bloomfield 
( 19 3 3 : 29 7 ) . Alt ernat ively , Tiwi could have borrowed k u k u - from a 
mainland language ,  espec ially in the period subsequent to Indones ian 
and/or European contact . 

It seems inc onc eivable that Tiwi k u k u - could be direct ly descended 
from a ' Proto-Australian ' root * Q u k u , and not have b een subj ect to far 
more drastic  phonological change ( and reanalysis ? )  after a presumed 
t ime span of t en to forty milleni a .  

I would like t o  take issue with Osborne ( 19 7 4 ) i n  connect ion with 
his assert ion ( p . 3 )  that 

"Lexical comparisons are qu ite useles s for the purpose  o f  
estab li shing Tiwi ' s  genet ic relationships ,  a s  a l l  that 
such c omparisons ever reveal is that Tiwi has virtually 
no lexical cognates  with any other Australian language . "  

It seems to me that he is  putt ing the cart before the horse here ; 
would it  not be more reasonab le to recognize Tiwi as a LANGUAGE 
ISOLATE - i . e . , a language whi c h ,  like Basque , constitutes  a ' language 
fami ly ' all by itself? Thi s is es sentially what O ' Grady , Voegelin and 
Voegelin did in their 1 9 6 6  clas s ific at ion . Tiwi would then not be a 
demonstrated member o f  the large Pama-Nyungan fami ly . For those who 
are fond of speculating about extremely remote linguist ic relat ionships ,  
Tiwi , along with all other Australian languages , could be assigned t o  
a nebulous grouping called the ' Australian Phylum ' pending further 
investigat ion . Thi s phylum would also contain putat ively , but 
pre sumably still  very nebulously , interre lated language s such as 
Larakia , Gunavidj i and Anindilyaugwa . 

And this i s , after all , the kind o f  situat ion which might be expected 
t o  obtain in Australia , given 3 0 , 000  years or more of cont inuous 
occupat ion by Homo sapiens . Bolinger ( 19 7 5 ) ,  cit ing Bender ( 197 3 ) , 
sugge sts  that 

"The rate of change observed in all living languages , if  
it operated in  the past  as it  does  today , would have 
wiped out traces of any language spoken 30 , 0 00  years ago . "  
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I would like t o  reiterate that we come very c lo s e  indeed to 
observing this effect when we place the Nyangumarda lexicon side-by­
side with the Tiwi . The situati on i s  very different indeed when we 
place the Nyangumarda lexicon s ide-by-side , say , with those of 
language s such as Pintupi , Wadj uk , Aranda,  Wembawemba , Gidabal , 
Umpila , Yagar-Yagar and Gupapuyngu - even though these languages are 
spoken in widely separated parts of the continent . Generous numbers 
of cognates  appear . We get very much o f  the fee ling which 
Kenneth Hale once imagined Sapir would have had i f  he could have 
looked in on the Australian linguistic  scene today : that Nyangumarda , 
Wembawemba and the other languages j ust named are ABSOLUTELY OBVIOUS 
members of a language fami ly ( in contradistinction to Tiwi , Larakia , 
Gunavidj i ,  Anindilyaugwa and others ) ,  and that the t ime depth during 
which this family evolved must be of the order of 3 , 000 to 5 , 0 00 years 
only . I would remind the reader that the same Kenneth Hale , source 
of so many deep insight s c oncerning Australian languages ,  named the 
family ' Pama-Nyungan ' over a decade ago . There seems to me to be 
absolutely no reason why this name should not be used in perpetuity . 

To return to Osborne ' s  observat ion about the uselessne s s  o f  lexical 
comparisons in attempt ing t o  establish the genetic  relati onship s of 
Tiwi : even grant ed that the rat e  of lexical replac ement in Australian 
languages appears to be rather high relative to language s spoken in 
other part s of the world , it seems to me that the following analogy 
is still  valid : suppose , for a moment , that a linguist makes the 
c laim that lexical comparis on i s  useless  for the purpose o f  establi sh­
ing genetic  relat ionship between Hungarian and English . Such a claim 
could be count ered by pointing out that lexical compari sons had been 
of service in establishing genetic  relat ionship between Hungarian and 
the other Finno-Ugric languages ,  as well as between English and the 
other Indo-European languages ;  ergo , the methodology is valuab le , and 
if it does not produce posit ive results in the comparison of Hungarian 
with Engli s h ,  maybe there i s  somet hing spec ial about the l a ngua ges -
Hungarian and English . The ' something spec ial ' i s , o f  course , that 
relatednes s  between Hungarian and English simply has not as yet been 
demonstrated , and these two languages have pre sumably enj oyed separate 
histories for 1 0 , 000 years or more . And i f  they d i d  in fact evolve 
from a common ancestral language spoken , for argument ' s  sake , 1 6 , 000 
years ago , the once numerous shared features and e lements have 
dwindled almost t o  zero , so that the most insight ful and rigorous 
application of c omparat ive method linguistics  is of no avail . 
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I would heart ily recommend the reader t o  consider adopting a 
convention ( i f  he or she has not already done s o )  us ed by 
C . F .  and F . M .  Voegelin over the years : that of us ing the term FAMILY 
in cases where a proto-language can be recon struc ted in considerab le 
d e ta i l , with cognate sets  pre sumab ly numbering in the hundreds at 
least ; the term PHYLUM is  reserved for situations where a little 
t entat ive and spotty reconstruct ion i s  pos s ible , but detail is  
e s s entially lac king ; putative cognat es  might run t o  a score or so . 
Relati onships among the members o f  a language fami ly are amenable to 
the applicat i on of scient i fic rigour . Those  among the members o f  a 
supposed phylum are not . 

The lingui stic situation in Australia 15 , 000 years ago can pre sum­
ably in no way ever be recovered . Whether there were fi fty languages 
spoken at that t ime or five hundred , none of us now living can ever 
know . I would like , however , to be permitted to give my imaginat ion 
s ome rein in trying t o  conj ure up what to me seems a fairly plaus ib le 
scenario .  This sc enario i s  predicated on the assumption that from 95%  
to 9 9 %  of the  languages spoken in Australia 15 , 000 years ago have long 
since bec ome extinct . Before dying , however , some exerted powerful 
influences on their geographic neighbours at various leve ls - phonology , 
morpho syntax and lexicon . The result ing picture might have been some­
th ing like that given below .  

The format o f  the chart is  based o n  Bolinger ( 19 7 5 : 3 21 ) . What it 
portrays is entirely my own responsib ility , however . The assumpt ion 
is that even in very anc ient t imes - in 35 , 000 B . P . , say - the number 
of languages spoken in Austral ia was quite large . At least one of 
the se  repre sented a cont inuat ion of Capell ' s  OA (Original Australian ) . 

One of the anc ient t ongue s ,  C ,  survived in a single 
offshoot , C 6 , long enough to end its days as a 
contemporary of Old Engli sh . Another , E ,  had become 
ext inct thirty-two millenia ago . D was more fortunate :  
one of i t s  daughter language s ,  D2 , not only survived 
but flourished right up into modern times , and is now 
the well-studied Anindilyaugwa of Groote Eylandt . 
G had a more spectacular history still : after at t ime s 
barely surviving in a very small area of northern 
Australia for about 15 , 000 years , it began to gain in 
prestige and supplanted a number of neighbouring 
languages ( A2 , D5 , F3 and others ) .  Around 15 , 000 B . P .  
a small band o f  speakers , Gl , migrated on t o  a peninsula 

�-------------------------------------------------------------------------- --- ---
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which during the sub sequent post-glacial rise  in sea 
level was cut o ff and became Bathurst and Melville 
Islands . Powerful t ides scoured out the newly formed 
channel s  and rendered contact by canoe with the 
mainland all but impo ssible . Many thousands of years 
later , the people came to be known as the Tiwi . G2 
became ext inct nearly 6 , 000 years ago , but G3 survived 
as Larakia and G4 as Gunavidj i .  

Several other languages which according t o  this scenario ' had 
diverged 10 , 000  to 14 , 00 0  years ago ' - e . g . , Maung - are not represented 
in the chart . Capell ' s  CA ( Common Australian ) is  represented approx­
imate ly by the node at which Gunwinygu ( G14 ) branches o ff 5 , 00 0  years 
ago . 5 

The modern dist ribut ion of Australian languages point s t o  an almost 
explosive expansion o f  the Pama-Nyungan speech-area 4 , 000  t o  5 , 00 0  
years ago . Thi s expans ion led eventually to the estab l ishment o f  
Pama-Nyungan speech communities over seven-eighths of the area of 
Australia . These  languages supplanted many earlier t ongues , or in 
some cases donat ed loanwords ; Anindi lyaugwa mun g a m i n a brea8 t ( with 
which c omparison can be made over most of Australia , e . g . , Dieri , 
Nyangumarda n g ama  brea8 t ,  mi Z k )  i s  evidently one of the rather rare 
loans in this language from a Pama-Nyungan source . 

Wurm ( 1972 : 16 5 ) , in not ing the abrupt Pama-Nyungan expans ion , draws 
a parallel to the dramat ic manner in which the imparting of new 
technological skills to the Papuans by the Malayo-Polynesian voyagers 
changed their whole way of life . For one thing , the cultural 
innovat ions triggered e xt ens ive migrat ions by the Papuans . Wurm goes 
on t o  propose  that Malayo-Polyne sian influence reaching the northwest 
coast o f  Australia may likewi se have led to the spread of a new 
technology and a new lingui stic element through most of the cont inent . 

While it  seems reasonable t o  claim , as Wurm does , that the home land 
of Pama-Nyungan was somewhere in the north of the continent , I see 
prob lems in according the area inland from the Eighty-Mile Beach thi s 
honour ( a s  Wurm does in his map , p .  16 6 ) . If  present-day patterns of 
linguistic  diversity wi t h i n  t he Pama-Nyungan fami ly are any indication , 
then the northern part o f  the Arandic speech-area , as well as the 
territory immediat ely to the northeast and east , seems more plausible 
as a centre o f  di spersal . Not ice that the language s to the west of 
this area - for example Walb iri , Walmadj arri and Nyangumarda , show 
every indicat ion of quite close genetic  relat ionship , so  that the area 
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in which they are spoken loses i t s  attract ivenes s  as a Pama-Nyungan 
home land . 

I f ,  then , a more easterly locus for the centre o f  dispersal o f  
Pama-Nyungan c an be accepted , Aranda would be a language whose  present 
special features have evolved in s i t u : universal loss o f  initial 

consonant s ,  loss of distinct iveness in final vowels , development o f  
two series of nasals ( p lain and pre-st opped ) ,  and complete levelling 
of the old Pama-Nyungan scheme of conj ugat i ons - to name a few 
innovations . Other Pama-Nyungan languages would have spread in all 
directions from this Urheimat - inc luding northwards towards the 
northeast corner of Arnhem Land and northeastwards t owards Cape York 
Peninsula and the West ern Torres Strait I s lands . 

From the point o f  view o f  a modern Nyangumarda speaker , the scenario 
for the last 5 , 00 0  years might have unfolded in something like the 
following manner : 

The an ce stor of Lardi l  ( G13 ) diverged very soon after 
Gunwinygu . G5 through G12  began t o  diverge from the ir 
common ancestor , Proto Nuc lear Pama-Nyungan , a mere 
4 , 0 0 0  years ago . Speakers of the language anc estral to 
Wembawemba ( G10 ) and its congeners began a s outhward 
migration at about the t ime when the early ancestors 
o f  the Murngin tribes ( G12 ) began to move northwards .  
Numerous languages were supp lanted in the process . 
The common anc e st or o f  the modern Pamic language s ( GS ) 
and the Western Torres Strait language ( G9 ) branched 
o ff next - at around 1 , 00 0  B . C .  Soon afterwards , with 
the original linguistic community now expanding to the 
west , s outhwe st and southeast as well , the speech of 
the ' stay-at-homes '  began i t s  uniquely Arandic ( Gll ) 
line o f  evolut ion , with the language ancestral to 
Wadj uk ( G7 ) being transplanted by its  carriers into 
the southwest corner of Australia soon after . The 
ancestral Wat i-Marrngu speech community , by now located 
somewhat t o  the we st of present -day Aranda country , 
held together unt i l  the fourth century o f  the present 
era . Lit t le further movement was nec e ssary t o  bring 
the Pintupis  ( G6 ) into their ult imate homeland . The 
early Nyangumardas ( G5 ) emerged from the Great Sandy 
Desert on to the Eighty-Mile Beach whi le Marco Polo 
was at the c ourt of Kublai Khan . 
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The above picture represent s , of course ,  a very great simplificat i o n ;  
a n  attempt has b een made t o  depict a general outline by focuss ing on 
j ust a few representat ive languages .  Not ice that i f  finer lines had 
b een drawn , the maj ority of modern Australian language s would turn out 
t o  belong among G5-G14 : the numbers could have b een extended approxi­
mate ly to G1 6 0  had space been available in the chart . How much o f  the 
earlier scenario corresponds t o  fact and how much to fancy will 
presumably never be known . The state o f  the art of modern lingui stics , 
t ogether with what i s  now known of the G language s ,  lead us to have 
excellent expectations of being ab le to test  thoroughly the scenario 
present ed for the last 4 , 000  years ( given t ime ) .  As  of now , I believe 
that the histories of the G language s might in point of fact be similar 
t o  that depic t ed . 

Ri sing sea levels eventually formed Bas s  Strait , and a 
linguist ically rather homogeneous populat ion speaking 
B3 in southeastern Australia was quite suddenly and 
irrevocably cut int o two segment s ( once the sea made the 
init ial s ixty-metre breach - all in the space of one day -
the drastically different tidal regime s on the two s ides 
ensured that verit able t orrent s o f  water poured back and 
forth;  after fourteen days , the gap was over a kilometre 
wide and eight metres deep ) . The ' Tasmanian ' language 
spoken to the north of the breach survived for another 

five millenia ; but as the speakers adopted the Pama­
Nyungan languages spoken by the te chnologically more 
advanced newcomers from the north , the de scendant B3 
speech forms were gradually reduce� t o  sub strate status . 
The people to the s outh o f  the new strait , lacking the 
technology needed to cross large bodies of stormy water , 
gave up further thought of visit ing their kins folk across  
the  channe l after the severe wint er of 6 , 057  B . C . ,  when 
a series o f  we sterly gale s ,  pushing up phenomenally high 
tide s over a wide stretch of still  shallow sea , washed 
away the remaining low islands in the narrowest part o f  
the channel .  Their language , B10 ' continued t o  evo lve 
in t otal i solat ion for a further 79 centuries  - unt i l  the 
unparalleled tragedy wrought on the people by the 
Europeans . 

Authorities  such as Mulvaney ( 1969 ) and Shut ler and Shut ler ( 19 7 5 )  
indicate that Tasmania has been an i s land for about 8 , 00 0  years . In 
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view of the truly immense  gulf of time during which the people were 
isolated , I find it d ifficu lt to make out what Crowley means when he 
claims ( 19 7 6 : 23 )  that Tasmanian is a ' phonologically absolut ely normal 
Austral ian language ' .  First o f  all , one would like t o  know which 
language s on the mainland have ' ab solut ely normal Australian ' phonol­
ogie s : Arabana - in which all words end in vowe l s ?  Kunj en - in which 
all words begin with vowels?  Ngarluma - in which words b egin with 
consonant s other than apicals ? I think that the point could be made 
well enough that the mainland Australian language s exhibit cons iderable 
typological diversity in their phonological systems . If  Tasmanian did 
have a phonology c losely congruent with that of a mainland language ( or 
languages ) , then this surely must b e  a typological similarity and not 
a simi larity result ing from c ommon descent ! Not ice  that one could make 
a fairly strong c la im that M odern Greek has a phonology which,  if not 
exac t ly ' absolutely normal Spanish ' ,  still  shares impre s s ively many 
features  with the latter . G enet ically , though , the language s b elong in 
different branches of Indo-European ; and Frenc h ,  a language which i s  
genet ically c lose  to Spanish,  has a phonological system which is  
typologica lly very d ifferent from that of Spanish . 

Unless  the Tasmanian lingui stic mat erials turn out t o  be data from 
a southern Aus tralian mainland language which was unwitt ingly implanted 
in Tasmania by the early whalers ( and which supplanted nat ive 
Tasmanian ) ,  then my expectation that Ta smanian will turn out to be a 
Pama-Nyungan language i s  virtually zero . I am very curious indeed to 
see  evidence  for s ound correspondenc es  in the demonstration of genetic  
re lati onship between Tasmanian and ' Austral ian ' to  be o ffered by 
Crowley and Dixon . 

Over the years , but e spec ially in 1967�8 and 1 9 7 4-5 , I have b een 
able to assemb le 8 5 0  cognate sets  from various mainland languages .  
About half of these can be brought t o  bear in the reconstruct ion o f  
PNPN . The remaining half yield sub -PNPN ance stral forms such as Proto­
Nyungic ( PNY ) , Proto-Pamic ( PP )  and Proto-northern New South Wales 

. ( PNNSW) as reconstructed by Crowley . An example of a set which can be 
used t o  j ust i fy a PNPN protoform is  provided by Bayungu n g a j a r u (with 
non-etymological - r u  suffix o f  as  yet undetermined funct ion and/or 
meaning ) and G upapuyngu � a t ha . Both of these  forms mean vege tab �e food,  

s o  that the quest ion o f  semant ic change does not obtrude i t s e lf here . 
The short first vowel in the G upapuyngu form leads us to posit a short 
first vowel in the protoform als o .  Hence PNPN * � a c a . It is  c lear that 
Nyangumarda n g a j i s ugar be longs here also ; but the Bayungu and 
G upapuyngu forms alone suffice for the reconstruct ion of PNPN * �a c a . 
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Not ice that the attempt which I am making here to reconstruct as far 
back in t ime as possible at t imes seems to rai se more que stions than 
it answers . It might we ll be argued that the writer of this paper 
would be better advised to restrict hims elf to a t i ght ly control lable  
body of data in very closely related languages ( such as he  did when 
writ ing up ' Proto-Ngayarda Phonology ' ) .  But regularities such as are 
exemplified in the following enc ourage him to cont inue : 

PNPN 

PNPN 

PNPN 

PNPN 

PNPN 

* c a c a  > Nyangumarda j a j i person o n  re s tricted 
(non-fa t )  mourning die t  

* p a ca - l - > Nyangumarda p a j i - r - b i te 

*m i n j a  > Nyangumarda m i n y i  s tench 

* QA l j a  > Nyangumarda n g a l y i  neck 

* k u y a  > Nyangumarda k u y i anima l ,  meat 

The point being made here is  that the rule whereby PNPN * Qa c a  is  
reflected as n g a j i in Nyangumarda i s  not invoked on  an  a d  h o c  bas i s , 
but in point of fact has wide applicab i l ity in the langUage . 6 

The remaining half of  the cognate sets  - those which yield 
shallower rec onstruct ions - can be exempli fied by Nyangumarda 
wa l ya . k a 7 leave s ,  fo liage , Bandj ima wa l h a . r n leaf, Ngarluma wa l h a . r n 
lungs , Yindj ibarndi , Kurrama w a t h a . r n le af, lungs , Bayungu wa l h a . r r i  -
wa l h a . r t i  Zeaf and Neo-Nyungar wa l y a .  l y  Zung s ,  ' Zights ' .  Although an 
impre s sive array of languages i s  repre sented here , all are quite 
closely related , being members of  the Nyungic Group , characteri zed by 
universal merger of the old PNPN long and short vowels ( only in the 
Yura languages of South Austral ia do the erfects  of the old vocalic 
length distinction show up in the deve lopment of  doub le series of  
nasals and liquids ) .  Granted that the  semant ic relat ionship b etween 
LEAVES and LUNGS is explainab le on the basis of shape , we reconstruct 
PNY * wa l j a .  Part of the task of future researchers will be t o  search 
for cognat es  of PNY *wa l j a in other branc hes of Pama-Nyungan such as 
Pami c . For unless *wa l j a  simply ' materiali zed ' ( conceivably in song ) 
at the PNY stage , then evidence of its  prior existence must surely be 
traceab le o u t s i d e  of the Nyungic speech-are a .  Then,  too , we will have 
to face the question of whether the first vowel of this form was short 
or long in PNPN . For the present , protoforms such as PNY *wa l j a must 
be taken to reflect what Capell c alled ' regional vocabularie s ' . Such 
are also strongly in evidence in Indo-European , where Proto-Germanic 
* h a n d - hand and * d r e n k - drink are generally held to be unique to 
Germanic ( and perhap s reflect a pre-IE sUbstrate ) .  
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The 850  cognate sets  as semb led so far include , then , only about 4 0 0  
o n  which PNPN protoforms c an be j us t i fied . But another parameter i s  
involved here also : that of  s emant i c s . Again , approximately a half of 
the 850  sets require no explanat ion or j ustifi cat ion of  the semant i c s  
involved , but t h e  other half have oc casioned t h e  writer much soul­
searching over the last twenty year s or so . 

In the realm of  sets  which are entirely straight forward from a 
semanti c  point of view are Bayungu n g a j a r u ,  Gupapuyngu Q a t h a , consider­

ed above . A further example is  provided by Umpila ma a t h u y  and Kunj en 
a d ho r .  Both of  these forms mean pe Lican and can be taken to  reflect 
Proto-Pamic ( PP )  * ma a c u r  ( with * r  representing the rhotic glide - see 
below ) . The further quest ion of whether PP * ma a c u r  is  in turn cognate 
with a Galbu form for tur t Le recorded b y  Capell as mad j u r ,  with 
Thalandj i and Bayungu maj u n  and Southern Yinggarda ma j u n p a  tur t Le , and 
with Nyangumarda ma j u  chi Ldren ' s  ' tag ' game does not affect the 
validity of  PP * m a a c u r .  

At a deeper level , taken to be PNPN , we have Nyangumarda w i n p a l - p l -
1 - , 8 Walb iri w i r n p i  . r l i - y - , G awurna w i n b i  . r r a  whis t L e ,  p i p e ,  fLute , 

G adhang w i n p a - l - ( and possibly G umbainggar w i r e i n be i - ) . All of these 
forms other than the Gawurna mean whi s t Le (vb . )  and are ascribable to 
PNPN *w l r n p a - ( none of  the daught er languages involved here happen to  
be diagnostic  for PNPN vowel lengt h ;  henc e the convent ion of indicat ing 
the pre sent indeterminacy with the symbols * 1 , *A , * U ) .  Onc e again , 
the prob lem of varying semant ic re ferenc e does not intrude itself . 

Among instances  of evident semant ic change , very many could well 
have been cul led from a handbook on Indo-European . I think that the 
les son t o  b e  learned from this is  as  fo llows : insofar as universal 
princ iples of semant ic change can be validate d ,  it is  neither here nor 
there whether Homo s api ens has been i s olated in Australia from the 
rest of his kind for 4 0 , 000  years or what ever . The point is  that we 
are invest igat ing natural human languages ,  and we can expect instance s  
o f  semantic change in Russ ian , say , to b e  replicated in Nyangumarda or 
Dyirbal . This is not to say that we will not have to c ont end with 
type s of semant ic change which might turn out to  be ent irely unique to 
Australian language s .  But more of  the s e  anon . 

Mulurudj i t awa r s tar , Umpila t aw a y  moon and Yagar-Yagar d a p a r sky 

could well be taken as a classic example of meanings ' related as whole 
and part ' - Bloomfield ' s  synecdoche . The ancestral form had the shape 
* t a p a d  ( with rhot ic flap/trill represented by *d ) .  Still  further back 
in t ime , it c an be shown that  the * - d was a suffix , supportab le by 
evidence from Nyangumarda and elsewhere . Not e ,  for example , Pintupi 
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t a p u t a p u  N J a p u J a p u  ba l l .  round obj e a t  (with incipient shift of 
initial laminals to apical s )  and Thalandj i ,  Bayungu j a p u . r t a , 

Yindj ibarndi j a wu . r t a  b eard ( in each of  whi ch the shift i s  fully 
accomplished ) .  The reader who may - with exc ellent reason - fee l 
sceptical about a semant ic associat i on between SKY and BEARD i s  
referred to Pintupi n g a r n ka s k y .  b lue s k y .  heavens (with whi ch compare , 
for example , Nyangumarda n g a r n ka b e ar d )  and to Pintupi n g a r n k u r r p a  
b e ard. whiskers ; the latter form , too , reflects  the * - d suffix as  in 
Ump i la t awa . y  and Yagar-Yagar d a p a . r .  

A further example of synecdoche is  provided by Umpi la wa l u  ahe e k  

and Walbiri wa l u  head , both reflect ing PNPN * wa l u .  A l s o  o f  an Indo­
European ring is the semant ic di fference between Ngarluma , Yindj ibarndi , 
Bandj ima t h u r l a ,  Nyamarl j u r l a  eye  and Southern Aranda ( Wychinga ) u r I  
forehead.  Thi s set we take to  exemplify metonymy , in  which meanings 
are near each other in space or t ime . Consider , too , Walbiri m i l p a 
e y e , Ump ila m i i I ' a  faae and Adnyamathanha m i l p i  . r r i  fore head , all of 
which reflect PNPN * m i  i l p a .  

The tradit ionally recognized type of semantic change which i s  
probab ly exemplified in Australian language s the most lavishly of all 
i s  metaphor . Thus PNPN * m i  i l p a ,  j ust c ited in another context , 
descends in  Nyangumarda as m i l p i  . n y fingernai l. toenai l .  The 
assumpt ion here is that an earlier word for nai l was tabooed or other­
wise fell into disuse in the language , and nai l was renamed as being 
the eye of the hand or foot . Metaphor is exemp li fied twice over in 
the following set : Ngarluma , Bandj ima y a l h u . r u ,  Yindj ibarndi y a t h u . u  
tongue , Adnyamathanha y a l h u  flame ( c ompare also Lardil y a l u l u  flame ) ,  

Nyangumarda y i l y u tear ( lachrymal )  and King Ge orge Sound y a l - y u - r e t  
we t ,  cited by Moore . These  forms go back t o  PNPN * y a a l j u  - the plain 
lateral in the Adnyamathanha form is taken as evidence for an original 
preceding l on g  vowel . 

The s ingle most import ant principle in establishing the plausibility 
of  a given instanc e of apparent semant i c  divergence is  that of 
i n d ependen t documen ta ti on . Thus , although TONGUE and FLAME are 
associated in many semanti c  systems out s ide of Austral ia,  we are 
part icularly concerned here to uncover support ive evidenc e wi t h i n  

Australia . Such i s  provided , in fact , by Linngithigh ma l a n flame , 

which i s  a c ompound of ma fire « PP * c uma ) and I a n tongue « PNPN 
* c a l a n j ) ,  cited in Hale ( 1966 ) . 

Turning now to  more unique ly Australian types of semantic corre s­
pondence ,  it  i s  appropriate to c ite  Umpila k a n i up : Nyangumarda k a n i n y 
down. be low ,  < PNPN * ka n i n j .  Taken alone , this pair could well be 
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as cribed to  the  operati on of chance factors rather than to  common 

de scent . To inj ect plausib ility into  our c laim of  cognati on for these  
two forms , we  seek  to  bui ld up  a chain of  m u t u a l l y  s uppo r t i ve evi dence . 

Consider the following : 

Thalandj i ,  Bayungu kawa r i  ,w e s t : Umpila kaaway  e a s t  

« PNPN * ka a wa r i )  

Kariera y a j u ,  Ngarla y i j u  e a s t : Umpi la i i j u l  w e s t  

« PNPN * y i i c u l ) 

In this c ase , the chains of mutually support ive evidence have as their 
common theme a most dramati c  and revealing princ iple of  semanti c  change 
in Australian languages . This princ iple is apt ly encap sulated in 
Kenneth Hale ' s  recent term uni t y  of t he oppos i t e s  ( personal communica­
t ion ) . Onc e this principle i s  accept ed , the number of  cognate s  which 
can be  recogni zed among Pama-Nyungan languages undergoes a quantum 
leap . We can now c onfidently claim c ognat ion for sets  such as the 
fo llowing : 

Ngarluma , Yindj ibarndi t h ama  fire : Wadj uk d j a m  water 

« PNY * c ama ) 

Walbiri j ama generous Nyangumarda j a m i - r - n i - k i t i  s ti ngy 

( - r - conj ugat ion marker , - n i ­
infinitive , - k i t i  habituat ive ) 
« PNY * c a m i ) 

Bayungu , Thargari y i n h a  this : Walbiri y i n y a  tha t b e y ond 

« PNPN * y f n j a )  

Kariera , Bandj ima n g a j i - y - , Yindj ibarndi n g a y h i - y - , Yinggarda , 
Malgana n g a t h i - y - , Gupapuyngu D a t h i 
cry ( and Pintupi n g a j i - f - as k for ,  

b e g ) : Umpila n g a a j i - l - laugh 

« PNPN * Da a c i - )  

Pintupi n g a r a - y - s tand, wai t ,  b e  : Umpila n g a ' a - 0 - enter 

« PNPN * D a r a - y - )  

Thalandj i y u ka . r r i - y - , Wirangu u k a - s tand : Arabana , 
Wangkangurru y u ka - go : Yagar-Yagar 
y u ka - l i e  down « PNPN * y U ka - )  

Nyangumarda - j a r r a - y - , Bayungu - t h a r r i - y - ,  Walbiri - j a r r i - y ­
INCHOATIVE , b ecome , Wembawemba 
j e r r i . ka ,  Dyirbal j a r r a - l  ( tr . ) ,  
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Gupapuyngu d h a r r a s tand , 

Yagar-Yagar t h a r j - run : 

Adnyamathanha ya r r.- fa Z Z  

« PNPN * c a a d a - y - )  

Nyangumarda - k u r l u  PRIVATIVE : Walbiri - k u r l u  PROPRIETIVE 
« PNY * - ku r l u )  

Walbiri -wa n g u  PRIVATIVE Duungidj awu -wa n g u  COMITATIVE9 

« PNPN * -wA Q u ) 

Thalandj i - n h a  PAST ( in Y-Conj ugat ion verb s )  : Arabana - n h a  
FUTURE « PNPN * - y - n a ) 

But thi s  is  not all . Once the princ iple of the un i t y of the 

oppos i t e s  i s  rec ogni zed , the floodgates are opened with respect to  
t hose  aspe cts  of antonymy - enigmati c  to the  non-nat ive speaker -
which are unique to  A u s tr a l i a n  semant ic systems . An ab solute ' must ' 
for the development of  deeper ins ight into the nature of such systems 
is Kenneth Hale ' s  A Note on a Walbi�i T�aditio n  0 6  Anto nym y .  Needless  
to  say , a person who i s  a native speaker of  an Australian language and 
i s  deeply aware of his people ' s  not ions concerning antonymy AND i s  
also trained in modern linguist i c s , anthropology and philosophy would 
be in the best pos s ible posit ion to enlighten the sc ientific world on 
thi s  rich area of st udy . 

And so we cross the threshold from the known to  the previously 
unknown . Even so , it mu st be recognized that we are barely scrat ching 
the surface of thi s area of study . For if  it should make sense to  the 
out sider that the antonym of FIRE should be WATER , by the same token 

there is presumably no way in which he can deduce the antonym of EAR 
( t o  take one possible example ) . The following set of  forms i s  
sugge stive , but b y  itself proves ab solutely nothing : 

Nyangumarda j u n g ka , Yindj ibarndi t h u n g ka , Bayungu t h u n g ka . r a 
ground, earth : Wadj uk t o n g a , 
two n g a , Neo-Nyungar twa n g k  ( two n g k  
i n  southern dialect ) e ar 

Even though the sound correspondence s  show excel lent ' fit ' ,  there is  
no reason a pr i ori why there should not  have been  homophonous forms in 
the proto-language , one meaning ground and the other ear . Noti c e  that 
there has apparently been a rep lacement of initial dental stop with 
alveolar It I in Neo-Nyungar , conceivably through latter-day pres sure 
from English sound patterns , so that there is no reason why a l l  of the 
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forms c ited should not be ascribed to Proto-Nyungic * c u � k a . Neverthe­
less , the semanti c  void which a speaker of a European language such as 
Engl ish conceives of as existing between GROUND and EAR is so  great 
that for a decade the writer of these lines could see no way out o f  
thi s  seeming conundrum . Eventual ly , a method o f  a t  least partially 
resolving i t  came to mind : to e xamine words for GROUND and EAR in a 
large number o f  Australian languages ,  and s o  hopefully gain further 
insights . I f  one takes the Gupapuyngu word for EAR as  one ' s  point o f  
departure , the following c omparisons come into focus : 

Gupapuyngu b u t h u . r u e ar ( and , probab ly , Yagar-Yagar p o ew t h  
fore head ) : Malgana p u t h u , 
Nhanda u t h u . l u ,  Wadj uk b u d j o r  
ground, Neo-Nyungar p u j u . r r  
ground, earth,  dus t 

Once agai n ,  the phonological correspondenc e s  work out . So long as  
the former suffixal status of - r u  in  the  Gupapuyngu form , - l u  in the 
Nhanda and the final rhoti c  consonant in the Wadj uk and Neo-Nyungar 
is recogni zed , the ance s tral root can be identi fied as * p u c u ; and it 
i s  o f  PNPN age . The short first vowel in the Gupapuyngu reflex , as 
well as  the r e t e n t i on of the initial * p  in Yagar-Yagar , b o t h  indicate 
that the first vowel in the protoform was short . 

Alternatively , one can , albeit arb itrarily , choose the Gupapuyngu 
word for GROUND as a point of referenc e : 

Gupapuyngu m u n a . t h a  e ar t h ,  ground, s and Yulbaridj a m u n a . r t a  ear 

Once again , if the non-etymological - t h a and - r t a  are accounted for , 
we are left with a c lear ind ic at ion o f  a PNPN root * m u n a . 

And what o f  the Yulbaridj a word for GROUND? Consider : 

Yulbaridj a ,  Pintupi , Wadj arri p a r n a  ground Thalandj i ,  Burduna 
p a r n a  head 

In view of the fact that shifts in meaning b etween HEAD and EAR are 
we ll documented in Austra lian languages ,  the s et of forms given c an be 
t aken as providing further c orroborat i on of the correlat ion which i s  
emerging ; the implied ance stral form * p a r n a  goe s  back to  Proto­
Nyungic ( PNY) . 

The most  impressive documentation o f  all emerges when one considers 
Walbiri . Here is the c linching evidence : 

Walb iri , Dj aru l a n g a  e ar : Warnman l a n g a  ground 

My reason for making this c laim is based on the quite unusual word 
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shape here : both initial lateral and intervocalic velar nasal occur 
with rather low frequency in Pama-Nyungan language s .  O ' Grady ( 1957 ) 

and Dixon ( 19 7 2 a )  present stati stical evidence for this . The chance 
that the Warnman word for GROUND shares an accidental resemblanc e with 
the Walbiri and Dj aru words for EAR is thus exceedingly remote . Both 
go back to * I a � a , though at no gre at t ime depth ( the three language s 
concerned are quite  c lo se ly related ) .  This root can be as cribed t o  
Proto Northern Nyungic ( PNNY ) . 

Five ancestral forms can thus be reconstructed on the basis o f  the 
above interlocking evidence . As already indicated , I am delighted to 
leave to others the task o f  working out the original meaning of each . 
The five forms are , the n :  

PNPN 

PNY 

PNNY 

* m u n a  

* c u � k a  

* p u c u  

* p a r n a  

A further c omment i s  i n  order concerning the approach used : 
compari son was made in the first instance b etween those languages 
whose  grammars and lexicons show amp l e evidence o f  genetic  
relat ionship - in fact , b etween pairs of Pama-Nyungan language s .  I f ,  
then , we are looking for a cognate o f  a root which appears i n  Nhanda , 
for example , we will look t o  Gupapuyngu far more than to Tiwi . If  we 
do find a resemblant form in Tiwi , we will be strongly inc lined to 
ascribe the similarity t o  the fact or of chance ( though one should not 
lose s i ght of the possibility of eventually demonstrat ing cognation) . 

The task of ri goro u s l y  e stab l i shing phono logical corre spondences 
throughout a large network of Pama-Nyungan language s i s  a formidable 
one . In the first phase o f  the work , it was neces sary t o  restrict the 
data t o  sets  such as Bayungu n g a j a r u ,  Gupapuyngu � a t h a . As alre ady 
indicated , the s e  forms e s s entially agree in meaning ( vege tab Le food ) . 

It should b e  further pointed out that this meaning can be argued for 
strongly as being in some sense ' basic ' .  One of Morris Swade sh ' s  many 
valuable  contribut ions to lingui stics  was his not ion concerning the 
nature of the ' basic vocabulary ' of a language . There is  a very direct 
way , moreover ,  t o  demonstrate that the c oncept veg e ta b L e  food is basic 
in Australian language s :  to  check whether there are any forms ( other 
than reflexes of PNPN * Q a c a ) with thi s meaning which have a wide 
distributi on ;  and any reputable Australianist will ob serve , of course , 
that reflexes of PNPN *may l foot the b ill here . 

Once reasonab ly t ight control o f  the sound corre spondences 1s  

achieved on the  above basis , the  knowledge of the  corre spondence s can 
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then b e  turned around and used as  a handle in t h e  t ask of uncovering 
examples  o f  semanti c  change . Thus , because o f  a rule which operated 
in the hist ory of Adnyamathanha such that PNPN initial *c is reflected 
as y ,  we are not tempted t o  c onside r  Adnyamathanha y a r r a - fa � �  and 
Nyangumarda y a - r r a go ! ( imperat ive s ingular ) as cognat e s . Our 
conviction i s  strengthened by the knowledge that although the handful 
of PNPN mono s y l l a b i c  verb roots were indeed reanalyzed during the 
history of Adnyamathanha ( or its immediat e  ancestor)  in such a way as 
t o  make them agree in syllable count with the disyllab i c  maj ority , the 
ext ens ion was made via the old PNPN * - k u - suffix . Henc e ,  for example , 
Adnyamathanha n g a . l . k u - e a t  ( with which c ompare verb root n g a - e a t  in 
Nyangumarda , with optat ive n g a - l - ku - )  and n h a . k u - see ( vs . n y a - s e e  

in Yulbaridj a ,  optat ive n y a - k u - r a ) .  

In the light of the above considerat i ons , the Adnyamathanha verb 
root y a r r a - is thus c onsidered as a c ognate of Gupapuyngu d h a r r a s tand 

and the other reflexes of PNPN * c a a d a - y - already pre s ented herein . 
The les son which we l earn from examples  such as Nyangumarda j u n g k a  

ground and Neo-Nyungar twa n g k  ear i s  that n o  meanings c an b e  considered 
a priori to be so far apart as  to be unrelat ed . The evidence for the 
relatedness  of the c oncept s GROUND and EAR in the languages so far 
examined appear s to be overwhelming . It remains for the cultural 
c ontext to be explained . 

Proc edures for e stabli shing further such c onnections can usefully 
b e  i llustrated through PP * m i n J a  anima � ,  meat ( re flected , for examp le , 
in Kuku-Thaypan n h y e , Umpila m i n y a , Wik Mungkan m i n h  and Linngithigh 
n y a , all of which descend with meaning unchanged ) .  In any connections 
out s ide o f  Pamic which we will propo se , we will not content ourse lves 

with making o ff-the-cuff assertions , but will rather seek the most 
effect ive possible mot ivat ion for such as sertions . 

Some knowledge o f  the s ound c orrespondences leads one to expect 
that a Wadj uk or Nyangumarda cognat e o f  PP * m i n j a  will have an initial 
m ,  followed by I ,  whi ch in turn will b e  fol lowed by a laminal nasal ; 
in Nyangumarda only , the vowel c orresponding t o  the PP * a  can in this 
environment ( i . e .  following a laminal in the second syllable ) be 
expected t o  be I .  The leads , then , are very specific indeed , and we 
expect that the cognate shapes  in Wadj uk and Nyangumarda , if  they do 
turn up in these languages ,  will be m i n y a  and m i n y i  respect ively . The 
reader i s  urged to mark well the not i on ' i f they turn up ' ;  one way in 
which language change manife s t s  itself  is in the total disappearance o f  
a morph from a language ( a s  in the l o s s  o f  quot h  from modern English ) . 
Nevertheles s ,  ' Seek and ye shall find ' ! Moore ( 18 8 4 : 5 4 )  contains the 
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entries m i n - y a  a sme � �  and m i n - y a  dew ; and in Nyangumarda m i n y i  s tenah 

has already been c ited . Bearing in mind the POTENTIAL : ACTUAL feature 
of Australian semantic systems discussed in O ' Grady ( 1960 ) and Dixon 
( 1 972b ) , it seems reasonable to conc lude that j ust as ANIMAL is the 
pot ent ial counterpart of ( actual ) MEAT , so also could MEAT be  regarded 
as the potential c ounterpart of ( actual ) PUTREFACTION . And this 
supposit ion is borne out by the evidence from Kariera and Yulbaridj a :  
in the forme r ,  ma n t u  means meat , and in the latter we have ma n t u  
ro tten . 

I f  we now extend the search for cognates  of PP *m i n j a  to the whole 
of Australia (but with our main hope s  for success centring on the 
Pama-Nyungan languages ,  naturally enough ) , we are immediat ely struck 
by the existence of a who le swathe of languages in whi ch m i n y a  = w h a t ?  

In the far nort h ,  Yagar-Yagar m i ya . y  wha t ?  evident ly belongs with this  
assemb lage , along with Dyirbal m i n y a , Wangkangurru and Arabana m i n y a , 
Dieri m i n h a  and ' Narrinyeri ' ' m i n y e ' - to cite  j ust a few examples - all 
o f  which mean wha t ?  Language s in which the cognate form has undergone 
idiosyncrat i c  truncati on ( as with a high-frequency item of English 
such as b eaause > ' aause ) inc lude Gidabal , in which n y a . n g answers to 
wha t ? ; note also Antakirrinya and Pintupi n y a a , Mudbura n y a . mp a , 
Walb iri n y i  . y a ( n y a . y i  in Eastern dialect ) wha t ?  and Walbiri n y a . n g u . r i a , 
Nyangumarda n y a . n g a  when ? An underlying a i s  indi cated for the second 
syl lable of the ' Narrinyeri ' form by ' m i n y a i ' what numb e r ?  and 
' m i n y a n d a i '  what time s ? ,  how ofte n ?  

It i s  intere sting t o  note that the Pama-Nyungan languages in which 
* m i n j a  de scends with the meaning ANIMAL/MEAT ( or the clearly derived 
meaning SMELL-STENCH ) and the languages in wh ich the ' other ' *m i n j a  i s  
reflected are more o r  le s s  mutually exc lus ive ( and j o int ly make up the 
maj or part of the roster of Pama-Nyungan languages ) .  It  is even 
tempting to sugge st that one of the hallmarks of a Pama-Nyungan language 
is the presence of a reflex of * m i n j a .  This might j ust turn out not 
to be taking things too far ! Moreover , it is also tempt ing to specu­
late that the first maj or breakup of the original Proto Pama-Nyungan 
speech community c an be traced through the root whi ch is under 
discus si�n : if * m i n j a  descends with meaning ANIMAL/MEAT or SMELL/STENCH 
in a given language , then the language is a member of Group A ;  and i f  
the meaning o f  the reflex of *m i n j a  is  WHAT , then the language i s  a 
member o f  Group B .  In other words , Pama-Nyungan languages might be  
thought of as having undergone a MEAT : WHAT split , j us t  as Indo-
European languages divide themselves ( according to an important 
phonological criterion ) into Centum-languages and Satem-languages . 
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But we  are ' j umping the gun ' here a l ittle . Can substantive evidence 
be brought to  bear to demonstrate that a l l  of the m l n y a -forms in  Pama­
Nyungan languages descended from a s ingle root ? My c laim i s  that 
there i s  such evidence , and that it i s  to be found in the reflexes o f  
a PNPN root so far not discussed herein , namely *wa a r a . But more of 
*wa a r a  anon . 

After their daily forays for game in their small Urheimat in  
central northern Australi a ,  members of the  original Pama-Nyungan 
speech community must regularly have been greeted with a stock phrase ,  
* � a a n a  m i n j a  what m e a t ?  Over a period o f  t ime , a segment of the 
community came to  accept successive truncat i ons of this basic  query : 
first * ' n a m i n j a ,  and fina lly j ust * m i n j a ,  which thus c ame to  b e  
interpreted by succeeding generati ons o f  speakers as a n  alternat ive 
non-human interrogative pronoun ; * � a a n a , the old word for what ? ,  was 
gradually crowded out . 

Returning now to  the que s t ion of *waa r a , we wi l l  find it appropriate 
to  t ake the Pamic language s onc e again as a starting point . The 
human interrogative pronoun is re c onstruct ed in PP by Hale as 
*waa r i  ( - n a ) . Reflexes include Umpila waa ' i who ? , which in the 
ERGATIVE case takes the form w a a ' i n . j u - I u  ( in which , historically , 
ergative has been marked twic e  over - c f .  English chi Zd. r- en ) . I take 
thi s  ergative form to  be evidence for a pre-Umpi la root shape , namely 
*wa a r i n ( a )  < *wa a r i n j ( a ) . This in turn was made up of root *wa a r a  
p lus suffixed * - n j  ( a ) , the latter reflecting PNPN * - n j a ,  which appears 
in Pama-Nyungan languages commonly as an obj ect marker on proper 
nouns , and in s ome cases marks proper nouns as suc h .  

Other Pamic evidence for PP *wa a r i  ( - n a )  inc ludes Wik Mungkan we e ' , 
Uradhi a r r i - ,  Linngithigh a '  i - w h o ?  Far to  the s outh , we have Dieri 
wa r a . n h a  and Wangkangurru , Arabana wa r a  who ? The comparative 
evidence ,  for example Umpila ma ' a ,  Wangkangurru and Arabana ma r a  hand 

< PNPN *ma r a  allows us full c onfidence in assigning cognati on here . 
The que stion ari s e s , what was the referent o f  PNPN *wa a r a ?  The 

answer appe ar s  to be that it was no t w h o ?  The evidence for this 
c laim c omes e spec ially from Gumbainggar wa a n  face , fore h e ad and 
Wirangu waa face . Not ice  that glide deletion occurs  in a number o f  
Austra lian language s ,  although it i s  b y  n o  means easy to determine 
the pre c i s e  c ondit ions under which it operate s  ( borrowing no doubt 
c ontributes  to  obscuring the picture ) .  Nonethele s s , Wirangu m a a  
vege tab Z e  food < PNPN * ma y i is  instructive . 

It i s  very plausible that in  PNPN t imes another stock que stion 
frequent ly heard was * �a a n a - n j a wa a r a  what -HUMAN face ? ,  i . e .  who is i t ? ,  
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asked in situations where a visitor ' s  ident ity was unknown . Thi s 
likewise  came t o  be truncated to * wa a r a by some speakers ,  s o  that their 
descendants c ame t o  use *wa a r a in the sense of who ?/s omebody . 

Meanwhi le , the laminal nasal of the * - n j a suffix exerted a fronting 
effect on the preceding * a  in the form * Qa a n a - n j a  (as  used by another 
segment of the original PNPN speech community ) ;  * Q a a n a  was sub sequently 

reanalyzed as * Qa a n i  by some speakers .  
The original FACE referent of *wa a r a  showed semantic speciali zat ion 

in another direct ion also . Conceptually , FACE/FOREHEAD and VERTICAL 
are interrelated in Australian languages . Consider , for example , the 
following reflexes of PNPN * QA l j a :  

Nyangumarda 
Yulbaridj a 
Pintupi , Walbiri 
Pittapitta 
Walb iri 
Walb iri 
Warburt on Ranges 

n g a l y i  
n g a l y a 
n g a l y a 
n g a l y a 
n g a l y a . r r - p a  
n g a l ya . l k i  
y a p u  n g a l y a 

neak 

faae 

forehead 

aheek 

sandhi l l  and , perhaps -
flame , fire without  smoke 

a liff ( ya p u  s tone ) 

So also , then , in Walbiri wa r a . r r a  i s  a liff, preaipi tous mountains ide . 

It i s  worth pointing out that Engl ish faae i s  used in a very comparab le 
way , as in s h e e r  faae of r o a k .  Nyangumarda wa r a . r r ( noun ) s tanding and 
Gadhang wa r a - s tand (up ) ,  s tep from opposite sides of the cont inent 
could be taken as evidence that the semantic development 
FACE ----> ( BE )  VERTICAL i s  quite ancient in  Pama-Nyungan . 

Still  another line of semant ic development led t o  Nyangumarda wa r a . j a  
one and wa r i  . n y other , as well as  to Yagar-Yagar wa r a  o t he r .  Finally , 
Ngarluma wa r a  a l o thing and Nyangumarda wa r a  rag appear t o  be derived 
from the general not ion THING , which is a very plausible antonym o f  
FACE/PERSON . The int imate relat ionship between FACE and PERSON i s  
generally evident in language s o f  the world , including English . More 
part i c ularly , however , note PNY * Qa d ka > Ngarluma n g a r r k a  faae , 

Yulbaridj a n g a r r ka a h e s t  and Walbiri n g a r r k a  fu l ly ini tiated man ; also 
PNPN * Q u u mp a  > Kariera , Nyangumarda n g u m p a  ( and , with as yet unacc ount­
ab le initial k ,  Yindj ibarndi , Bandj ima , Nyamarl k u mp a ) faae , Pintupi 
n g u mp a  s hade or shade she l ter , Dj aru n g u mp i n  man and Umpila n g u u m p a  
large b laak s tingray . The connec t i on between FACE and STINGRAY should 
be acceptable to anyone who has contemplated the striking but spurious 
faae on the underside of these creatures . 

It may well be that future res earch will show s ome o f  the lines o f  
semant i c  shi ft suggested i n  the previous pages to be unsupportab le . 
By and large , though , it does  seem that correlations are b eginning t o  
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emerge which further work can b e  expected to make fully acceptab l e . 
To this writer at l east , several of the more ext ensive interlocking 
networks of evidence pre sented here appear to be well-nigh unas sailab l e . 

In any event , it i s  crucial that further res earch take fully into 
account the tangled web which Pama-Nyungan diachronic semanti c s  - let 
alone Australian diachroni c semant i c s ! - promises  to be . 

The above hope fully const itutes an intelligible out line of some o f  
the problems inherent in Nuclear Pama-Nyungan comparat ive reconstruc­
t ion . The e stabli shment of the princ iples s tated above has resulted 
in an increase in the number of cognate sets t o  the point where their 
sheer volume has begun t o  pose real problems o f  manageabi lity . What 
was indicated was a narrowing o f  the focus s o  that protoforms contain­
ing a given initial  consonant could be researched en bl o c . Thus , after 
assembl ing 850 cognate set s , I began t o  focus my att ention exclus ively 
on the 120 sets which descended from prot oforms beginning with the 
laminal s t op * c . Since 8 5 0  divided into 120 is  1 4 %  or approximately one­
seventh , it fol lows that whatever percentage of increase in the number 
o f  the * c - sets was made pos sible by exclusively concentrating on this 
init ial could b e  predicted t o  app ly approximately t o  the ent ire body 
o f  set s . The * c - sets  were in fact  ult imately increased in number t o  
2 0 0  - i . e . , a n  increase of two-thirds was effec ted . There i s  thus 
good reason to expect that the overall number of reconstruct ions wi l l  
eventually ' bottom out ' at around 1 , 4 0 0 . 

My choic e ,  albeit  arb itrary , o f  * c - as a start ing point for prepar­
ing the material for possible publication forced a further dec i sion -
namely t o  follow up immediate ly with work leading t o  proto forms in * y ­
and * n j - ,  s ince residual problems centring on forms with initial * c  
might we ll turn out t o  b e  resolvable once careful attent ion i s  given 
to other laminal-initial forms . It  is hoped that two years will be 
suffic ient for the preparat ion of a fas c i c le for each initial cons onant 
( or group of init ial s , in the case of the low-frequency apicals ) .  Thus 
the first version o f  the work may be complete by 1994 . 

Bri e f  illustrat ion of s ome o f  the phonological pitfalls in PNPN 
comparative reconstruct ion c an be given here . I f ,  for example , one ' s  
focus i s  PNPN protoforms in * c - ,  then Nyangumarda j a p a . r t u  father i s  
not relevant ( it reconstruct s  back t o  PNPN * y a p a ) . Nor i s  Ngarluma 
t h a k a - l - take , grasp ( from ancestral * t a k a ) , Ngarluma j a p u . r t a  be ard 

« PNPN * t a p u ) or Ngarluma t h u m p u  anus « PNY * l um p u ) . 
On the other hand , Uradhi forms with init ial / 1 /  are gri st for our 

mill : l a l a n tongue goes back to PP * c a l a n ,  and further , to PNPN 
* c a l a n J ; l u t p i  s t omach refle cts  PP * c u l p i ; and l i p a Ziver (which need 
not be taken as a loan from English ! )  reflects PNPN * c i p a perfe ctly 
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regularly . Then again , since one o f  the s ources of Umpila initial 
I y l  is PP * c ,  we will be concerned to t ake acc ount of such forms as 
y uma fire « PP * c uma ) and y i p a Live r ,  also < PNPN * c i p a .  

Then , too , Arabana , etc . p a r r k u . l u  two might not at first b lush 
seem at all relevant t o  protoforms beginning with * c .  Yet i f  consider­
ed in the light of Thalandj i j a r r k u . r t i , Yindj ibarndi and Kurrama 
j a r rw u . r t i , Warriyangka j a r r k u  thre e , then the p a r r k u l u forms in 
Arabana , Wangkangurru and a number of neighbouring languages can be  
viewed as the result o f  reanalysis of the  init ial consonant in PNPN 
* c A d k u ; and the pre s sure leading to this reanaly sis  was exerted by a 
reflex o f  PNPN * p u l a  two . In Indo-European , a comparab le development 
can be seen in the e ffect which the word for ten exerted on the 
initial consonant of the word for nine in Proto-Slavic ,  so  that 
modern Rus sian has alongside � E C � T b  d e s a t  ten �EB�Tb d e v a t nine , with 
initial d in p lace of the expected Indo-European reflex , n .  

Let us conc lude this preliminary pre sentat ion of some aspects  of 
Pama-Nyungan comparative lingui s t i c s  with a short wordlist in five o f  
the language s arranged o n  the basi s o f  the referent range of each 
item , but with cognate s  ident i fied by ident ical numbering . 

Bayungu Nyangumarda 

- p a r n t i (- n g u r l  u'V - n
1
g u  

n h u p a l u  n y um p a l a  

( n g a  1 i n g a  1 i 3 

n g a n h u r r u  n g a n a r n a  4 

n y u r n i  (k i w i n Y i w i n Y i 

� n g u m p a  

wamp a - pa r n t i ma r 1 a 

w i r l a r r a  t a r t a r t a  

m i r t a . 1 i p u n y j u 

Pintupi Umpi la Yagar-Yagar 

- n g u r0 - m u n u  ( - n g u  
1) 

n y u p a l  i 2 n g  u ' u l a  n i p e  1 

n g a l i ( E )  n g a  1 i ) n g a ba 

n g a n a r n a  n g a n a  n g o e y  'V 
n g oe l -

k�W i n Y i ) k u u n t u  ( i W i  5) 
m i p a r r p a , m i  i I '  a p a a r u  
y u r n p a , 
y i k u 

l a ka r r pa (m u n g k a  6 m u u g u) 
antbed 

k i ��: r a , .. . .  (t awa . Y)(k i s a . y) 
( k ' J , . r l , 8 Z 
at Warbur-Z t on Ras . ) 
p u r l ka (rna ' i l a  9 ma p u  I) 

3 

Gloss  

ELATIVE 
case 
suffix 

y ou two 

we ( DUAL 
INCL . ) 

we ( PLUR . 
EXCL . ) 

mosqui to 

face 

an thi H 

moon 

heavy 
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Bayungu Nyangumarda P intupi Umplla Yagar-Yagar Gloss  

(k a m u  1 0) j a n p a r r  p a r l j a j l - u u  1 i y a r a a g a  hungry 
r r a j a  

j i t a r n  GD n y a n ka k u p u n  k o t h e y  nape 
1 1  (j a PS · r t a) ( n g a  r n k a  n g a  r n kl,l r r p a) p u u j  a n  y a t h a  beard 

. 1 2  

kawu y a r n a . n g u  y a l mp a yC:g a ��u� b ody 

k a r t a . ra n g a l k u n g a l k u m u r r a mu r r a wa l u  ( d a a ka 1 1) ahe e k  

ma n g k u . r t u  p l j i . r r i  m i  1 k a . r l  I CfD k u l u . ka b Zood 
1 0  

j i r n t i  p a r l p a r r  (n g a  � � k a  ) C:d a Ps · r) s ky 

Note that Umpi la n g u ' u l a  shows the e ffect o f  reanaly s i s  in the initial 
c onsonant , with earlier laminal nasal b eing replaced by n g  under the 
pres sure of first person forms such as n g a l l .  Not given in the table 
is  Umpila n g a mp u . l a  we ( PLURAL INCLUSIVE ) , which reflect s the first 
alt ernant o f  PP * Qa m p u l ( a )  - Q a mp a ; the second alternant is reflected , 
for example , in Wik Mungkan n g a m p  with identi cal meaning , and answers 
we ll to Yagar-Yagar n g a b a . 

Proto Nuc lear Pama-Nyungan distinguished fourteen consonant s and 
three vowels . In addit ion , the vowel in the first syllable o f  a root 
showed distinct ive length .  The stops were art iculat ed at four 
positions : * p  ( b i labial ) , * t  ( apical ) ,  * c  ( lamina l )  and * k  (velar ) . 
These  were matched by nasals * m , * n , * n j  and * Q .  There were two 
laterals - apical * 1  and laminal * l j ;  one rhot i c  with apical contact , 
here in symbolized as  * d ; and three glides - labiovelar * w ,  rhotic  * r  
and laminal * y .  The vowel s  were high front * 1 , high back * u , low back 
* a , and long c ounterparts * i i ,  * u u , * a a . 

Most conspicuous in the phonet i c  reali zat ion o f  forms were : 

1 .  All words were stres sed on the first syllable . 

2 .  All c onsonant s had forti s  allophones following a 
short stres sed vowe l ,  and lenis allophones elsewhere . 

The PNPN inventory o f  d i st inctive sound s egment s was , then : 



132  G . N .  O ' GRADY 

* p  * t  * c  * k  

* m  * n  * n j  * 1) * i * u  * i i * u u  

* 1  * l j  * a  * a a  

* d  

* w  * r  * y  

Adequate validat ion of this system will have to  await the pub li cat ion 
o f  full comparative data from representat ive Pama-Nyungan language s .  
In the meantime , it  i s  hoped that this paper will serve two purpose s . 
First ly , it should provide the reader with some pre liminary orientation 
concerning the writer ' s  views on a number o f  aspects of phonological , 
analogic and semanti c  change in the languages under study ; secondly , 
the as sertions made will hopefully open this arena to  further 

produc tive dialogue . 
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NOTES 

1 .  The work was supported through Grant No . GS-162 4 , administered b y  

the University o f  Hawaii .  I would like e specially t o  thank 
Dr George Grace , Dr Bob Hsu and Dean Howard McKaughan for their 
guidance ,  support and encouragement . 

2 .  For this reason I am at a loss  t o  understand what Dixon means by 
' Proto-Australian ' .  The very title of his art icle , ' Proto-Austral ian 
Laminal s ' ,  cries out for explanati on ,  though the paper itself  is an 
excellent contribution to the study of diachronic Pama-Nyungan 
phonology . 

3 .  Methodological ly , the appropriate procedure would be t o  compare 
Tiwi to the remotest possible reconstruc t ible  ancestor of Nyangumarda -
Proto Pama-Nyungan . If this were done , however , the result would be 
the same : there would b e  virtually no potent ially related material t o  
work with . 

4 .  Forms are presented in a spe lling which adhere s ,  for the most part , 
t o  the pre sent-day Wa1biri orthography . I f  allowance also b e  made for 
sounds not occurring in Walb iri , the scheme of symbols  for c onsonant s 
i s  as follows : 

STOPS 
FRICATIVES 
NASALS 
LATERALS 
FLAP/TRILL 
GLIDES 

Bilab ial Lamino- Apico- Api c o-

p 

m 

w 

Dental Alveolar Domal 

t h  t r t  

5 ,  Z 

n h  n r n  
1 h r l  

r r  r d  
y h  r y 

1 3 3  

Lamino- Dorso­
Alveolar Velar 

j k 
g h  

n y  n g  
l y  
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In language s with two series o f  s t op s , the voiced ( or leni s )  series 
i s  symboli zed b ,  d h , d ,  r d , d y . 9 ; in language s with a rhotic  trill 
contrasting with a flap ( such as Adnyamathanha ) ,  the trill i s  written 
as r r r .  No c onfusion ari ses  from assigning r d  double duty ( apico­
domal flap and voi ced/lenis apico-domal stop ) , since no s ingle language 
has been encountered in whi ch both are distinctive . Not ice that I 
consider r t , r n , r l  to be clusters , as  proposed in Hoard and O ' Grady 
( 197 6 ) . I have now abandoned the earlier c laim that the rhotic  flap/ 
trill in languages such as  Nyangumarda is to be analyzed as a cluster 
consi s ting of two r glide s ; the spelling conventi on rr  is  thus held to 
be merely a c onvenient way of symboli zing rhot ic flap/trill / r / .  
Vowel s  are written i ,  e ,  a e , a ,  0 ,  u ,  and with digraph oe for schwa . 
Where length is  contrastive , the symbols are doubled : i i ,  e e , etc . ,  
and with ooe for long schwa . Since Gupapuyngu has a well-established 
orthography and literature , I am adhering to the accepted usage , in 
which short vowel s  / i , a ,  u/ are written i ,  a ,  u ,  and the symbols for 
long vowe ls / i : ,  a : . u : /  are e ,  a ,  o .  The Gupapuyngu velar nasal i s  
written a s  Q .  In the case o f  pre-scient i fic materials ,  e xperience 
teaches that tampering wi th the spellings has all t oo often been 
counterproduct ive . I therefore choose t o  leave spe llings used in 
Moore and other 19th century sources  strict ly alone ; the reader i s  
reminded of their status by the u s e  of  single quotat ion marks . I f  
sensibilities  are affected by these convent i ons , I gladly apo logi ze 
in advance .  To me their j ustifi cation i s  that they immeasurably 
fac i li tat e Australian comparat ive work . 

5 .  As  indicated elsewhere , I pre fer t o  refer t o  the family dominated 
by thi s node as ' Pama-Nyungan ' ,  following Hale ( 19 66 ) . 

6 .  See Hoard and O ' Grady ( 19 7 6 )  for a discuss ion of  the synchronic 
aspect o f  the same rule . 

7 .  O ' Grady ( 1966 ) discusses fro zen suffixes such as this k a  in some 
detai l . The convent ion used for ident ifying them continue s to be d o t .  

8 .  Qui t e  possibly a mistranscription of  w i r n p a l - p i - l - .  

9 .  The Duungidj awu example i s  from Wurm ( 1976 : 109 ) and was brought to 
my attent ion by Kenneth Hale . 
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