
' FRUIT OF THE EYES ' 

S EMA N T I C  D I F F U S I ON I N  THE LA KES LA NGUAG ES O F  SOUTH AUSTRA L I A  

p .  AUS TIN , R.  ELLI S ,  L .  HERCUS 

The genetic re l a tionship b e tween Australian Ab original languages i s  

notori ously complex , and the north-east o f  South Australia i s  no 

e xcep tion . The languages o f  thi s  area are often re ferred to as 'Lakes 

Languages' ( Cape l l  196 3 ) .  On the b asi s o f  simi larity and di fferences 

in morphology and syntax these language s can be sub divided into the 

following main group s :  

1 .  Arabana - Wa8ga8 uru , formerly spoken to the west and north o f  

Lake Eyre 

2 .  The Diya�i - Yandruwa��a group , spoken mainly to the e ast o f  

Lake Eyre , and comprising the subgroups :  

a )  Diya�i , Rira�i , ljamin i ,  Yatuyandi 

b )  Yawarawarga , YandruwaQQa and Bi ladaba 

3 .  The Yu�a - Mi�u-Yati group consi sting o f : 

a )  Guy ani , Adnj amaQaQa to the sou th o f  Lake Eyre , 

b )  Ba8ga! a ,  Nugunu , �adj uri , Nara8 ga and Kaurna , 

c )  Yad liy awara and Mal ja 8 aba. • • 

Thi s  c l assi fi c a tion di ffers sl i gh tly from that given by Schmi dt ( 1919 ) , 

by O'Grady , Voege lin and Voegelin ( 1966) and Wurm ( 1972) . The point o f  

the present paper i s  not to justi fy th i s  genetic c l assi fi c a tion , but to 

show how regional affiliati ons cut acro ss gene ti c  boundar i e s. 

There are numerous my tho logi cal and ritual links b e tween the tribes 

in thi s  are a . The Wi lj aru c i ca tr i sation c eremony was known over a large 

portion o f  the region , though i t  took d i f ferent forms - among the 

B i l adab a  there was no actual c i c atri sation and marks were simp ly painte d  
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on . Numerous my ths crossed tri b al boundari es , usually though not always 

travel li ng in a no rth-south direc tion . Th e longest song c y c l e  o f  a l l  

was pro b ab ly th e Urumbula o r  Na tive Cat c y c l e ,  whi c h  came from Aranda 

country to Pt Augusta and th en returned crossing through Ba8 ga�a , Guyani 

and Arabana country . The Grinding Stone Myths from Arabana , Wa 8ga 8 uru 

and �amini c ountry are linked wi th Mt Termination (in Guyani terri tory ). 

The Whirlwind travel l ed through Arab ana and Guyani country to the 

Diyari , and there are wel l-known Dog myths that connec t Arabana and 
• 

Diya�i si tes wi th the south (Elkin 1934 ) . Th e Yawarawarga , YandruwaQ�a , 

Diya�i and �amini all  took p art in the Minda�i corrob oree - these are 

j ust a few examp l es o f  the vast network o f  my thological tracks that 

c ro ssed the country and which were of th e deep est signifi c an c e .  There 

were also impo rtan t trade l inks: men travel led from as far as the 

Simpson desert to the red o ch re mine near Parachilna in Adnj amadana � � 

country and the grinding stone quarri es at Sunny Creek (Arabana ) and 

Charl ey ' s  Swamp (Guyan i )  sup p l i ed most of the Lake Eyre basin . 

Wi th such a c omp l ex system o f  l i nks i t  i s  not surpri sing that 

a) there should b e  some l i ngui sti c di ffusion 

and that 

b ) thi s  d i ffusi on should b e  vari ed in i ts ex tent and focus.  

Two examp l es o f  thi s  di ffusion have b een rep orted earli er: the p re

stopping o f  nasal and lateral consonants (Hercus 197 3 ) and the use o f  

sp ecial p ronoun forms linked wi th the kinship system (Hercus and Whi te 

1974 ) . Bo th these trai ts show th e maximum elab oration in Adnj amadana 
� � 

and Guyani and thi s  was p robab ly th eir foc us o f  diffusion.  Th ere are 

c ertain o ther very noticeab le fea tures tha t  cross the lingui stic bound

ari es in thi s  regi on , suc h  as the dissimilati on o f  the second nasal 

(in a word) when th ere are two con secutive nasal + p losive c lusters 

( 2a8ga-9 a from * 2a8ga-� 9a) . The tradi ti onal cognate counts in vo cab

ulary cannot give a true p i c ture of this linguisti c  si tuation a s  the 

di ffu si on a ffec ts more systematic features of language rather than mere 

vo cabulary . 

parti c ularly 

Simi l ar situations have been no ted elsewhere in Australi a ,  

by G. Heath ( 1975 ) . The presen t paper gives just one seri es 

of examples which sh ows the hidden seman ti c  links tha t  c ro ss l ingui stic 

boundari es . 

The three authors no ti c ed indep endently in the languages whi c h  th ey 

were studying (Hercus - Adnj amaQapa , Wa8ga8 uru and Guy ani , Austin -

Diya� i  and Rira�i , Ellis - Adnj ama�apa) that there was a curious " suffi x "  

at th e end of words denoting certain b ody p arts , such a s  ' e y e ' . It 

b ecame c l ear that thi s  "suffi x" was in fac t  

ga 9i in Arabana-Wa 8ga8uru ,  2andra 

though aga in Adn jamadana did no t 
� � 

in Diyari • 

have thi s  

a word mean ing ' fru i t ' ,  

and Rira�i , gaga in Guyani; 

meaning . Later i t  was found 
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that a l l  

and th i s  

these words ,  

was the only 

apart from 

me aning o f  

meaning ' frui t '  

the Adnj amadana 

also meant 

word a g a . 

' c L i toris ' ,  

EXA M P LES 

� � 

The fo llowing tables se t out the data for the three language 

o f  the b o dy , Tab le 

groups. 

2 ob-Tab le 

j e c ts 

1 comprises en trie s  

i n  nature and Tab le 

referring to parts 

3 e dib le p lants .  This system emphasise s the 

re curring entrie s  b e twe en language groups even where the forms are not 

cogna te : for examp le Tab le 2 contains 'rainwa t e r ' ,  'money ' and ' b u L L e t s ' 

in a l l  l anguage s .  

1 .  

2 .  

3. 

4 .  
5 .  

6 .  

7 .  

8 .  

NOTES : 

Compound 

ma l) a - � a n d r a  

m i l g i - �a n d r a  

ma n a - d a n d r a  
• � 

I) a ma - $! a n d r a  

b a fl 9 a - $! a n d r a 

g a l u - d a n d r a 
· � 

g i  l a - d a n d i' a 
· � 

g a d i - d a n d r a � 

Table 1 :  Diya�i and Qira�i 

English 

head m a l) a  -

ey eba H m i l 9 i 

too t h  ma n a  -
• 

woman ' s  bre a s t s  I) a m a  -

kneecap,  pa te H a  b a fl 9 a  

t e s t i c L e s  g a l u  -
• 

c l i toris g i l  a -• 

Lake Ey re g a d i -

Notes 

unknown in Dlyari,  
oc curs as m a l) u  
, fo re head ' in 
Wal)gal)uru 

- e y e  

mou t h 

breas t 

- knee 

m a L e  priva t e s  

v u lva 

s k in 

a)  The name for Lake Eyre is  associated with a legend concerning the origin of the 
lake . Elkin ( 1938 , p . 244) gives an account of this legend . The Diya�i name 
Gadi-�andra is used throughout the area, though the legend i s  Arabana . 

b )  For 'eyeball ' Ya�uyandi has mi l g i -$!anda and for ' tooth ' ma� a -2anda . 

------------------ --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Table 1 :  Arabana and \val)gal)uru 

Arabana Compound Wal)gal)uru Compound English 

1 .  

2 .  m i l d j a - a � i m i l 9 i ( g a � i )  e y e  m i l 9 i - e y e  

3 .  
4 .  I) a m a - g a d i I) a m a - g a d i  de c e a s e d  I) a m a  - bl'eas t • • 

mo thel' ' s 
bl'o thel' 

5 .  b a /1 g a - g a d i b a /1 g a  - knee 

6 .  m a n a - a d i ma n a - g a d i t e s t i c l e s  ma n a  - tes t i c l e s  - • - . -

7 .  g a � i g a d i c l i t o l'is • 

8 .  
9 .  m a m b u - g a d i m a m b u - g a d i e lbow • • 

10 . g u d n a - g a d i g u d n a - g a d i i n te s tines  g u d n a  - eXCl'eme n t  • • 

NOTES : 
I)ama-ga � i  is probably connected more directly with Wal)gal)uru ama 'mo thel" ( I)ama ) :  
loss of the initial velar nasal i s  prevalent in Arabana-Wal)gal)uru. Such a connection 
is common in words meaning mothel" s bl'Othel' , e . g .  Adnj ama�a�a-Guyani I)am i 'mothel" , 
I)ama�a 'mothel" s bl'o thel" . The connection between I)ama -ga� i and ama is  particularly 
interesting as it indicates that the use of gad i to form compound nouns preceded the 

• 

loss of the initial velar nasal. 

Table 1: Guyani and Adnj amaQaQa 

Compound 
Guyani 

• -
m l n a - a g a  

-
g a g a  

g a � l u - g ag a  

d u l g a - gaga  
-

-

-

NOTES : 

Adnj ama�al!a 

• -
m l n a - a g a  

y u n d j u r u - ag a  

i n d i -aga  

a d l u - a g a  • • 

y u l g a -ag a  

y a l d a - a g a  

-
I) a ma - a g a 

English 

e y e  

no s e  

c l i tol'is  

tes tic les 

h e al't 

s we e t  me a t  !l'om 
the aa l! mu s a l e  

ho l lo w  
• 
'l-n tl'ee  

wh el'e bil'ds 
n e s t  

y u n d j u r u  - n o s e  

i n d  i -

( g ) a d l u • • 

I) a ma -

v u l v a  

- t e s t i c l e s  

b l'e a s t 

1 .  Guyani m i na-aga may be a loan word from Adnjamadana since we would expect to find - -

'�m i na-gaga as the Guyani form. It is intere sting to note that SchUrmann (1844 , 
p . 30) gives menakaka under the entry mena 'eye ' but fails to translate it . We 
would suggest that the word i s  mi na-gaga meaning 'eyeball ' .  

2 .  There appear to be no cognates for these terms in Kaurna ( see Teichelmann and 
SchUrmann ( 1840 ) or Malj al)aba ( Hercus fieldnotes ) )  containing ( g )aga . 

• 
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Compound 

ma si a - sj a n d r a 

d i rg i - sj a n d r a  

sj u ! a - sj a n d r a  

m i l Q i - Q a n d r a  

v ma r u - Q a n d r a 

I) a b a - sj a n d r a  

Q a l a r a - Q a n d r a 
v ma d a b u r u - d a n d r a . . � 

d i g i - sj a n d r a 

m a g i d a - Q a n d r a  

• v d d v m I r g a - � a n  r a  

Compound 
rabana and Wal)gal)uru 

g u � a - g a � i 

g a d n a - g a d i � �  . 
g u l d j i - g a d i • 

ma g i d i - g a <j i 

g a d i - b i l a  • 

g a <j i - m a r g a r a  

NOTES : 

' FRUIT OF THE EYES ' 

Table 2 :  Diyari and Dirari . � . 

English 

money 

grain of sand 

p i e c e  of s t one 
ch i s e l-

p i e c e of 
unburnt ochre 

p i e c e  of red 
ochre 

p i e c e  of b l- a c k  
ochre 

rainwa ter 

rai ndro p s  

hai l- s tones 

s tars 

b u H e ts 

ants ' eggs 

m a d a  - s t one • 

d i r g i  - rough san d 

� u ! a  - f l- i n t  adze ch i s e l-

m i l d i - unburn t o c h re � �  

g a r g u  - red o c hre 

ma r u  - b Z ack ochre • 

I) a b a - water 
• d a l a r a - ra1-n � . 

m a d a b u r u  - ha i l-• • 

d i �J i  - sun 

m a g i d a - rifl-e ( b o rrowed from 
Eng l- i s h  "mu s ke t " ) 

m i r g a  - a n t  

Table 2 :  Arabana and Wa l)gal)uru 

English 

• 
wa ter g u d a  ra1-n - wa t e r  

money g a d n a  - s tone 

g u l d j i - round s to n e ,  
rifl-e b u l- l- e t s  bu H e t s  

m a g i d i  - ri fl- e 

s tar ( t his word 
al so me ans 
'mus hroom ' ) 

my t h o l- o g i c a l- ma r g a r a  - cra w l- ing 
s e rp e n t  

61 

gad i -ma rgara is an Arabana term , yet it was mainly used in Diyari and Dirari . The . . � . 
legend of the gad i -ma rgara belonged to the whole area:  a Guyani story tells of the • 
' stranger snake wi th the pretty markings ' that was killed near Curdimurka in Guyani 
country , named after the event . As shown in Table 1 the Diyari term Gad i -dand ra . � 
'Lake Eyre ' is  used throughout the area,  particularly in Arabana , and the Arabana term 
ga<j i -ma rga ra 'mythol-ogical- serpent ' is  used in Diya�i ( in Arabana and Wal)gal)uru the 
common term for the same creature is ganma r i ) :  this emphasises the mythological unity 
of the area.  
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• 

Table 2 :  Guyani and Adn j ama�a�a 

Compound 
English Guyani Adnj ama�a!!a 

t-
• - • - • 

w a t e r ,  b i g  ( g )  aw  i water g aw l - g a g a  aW I - a g a  ra'l-n -

drop s o f  rain 

g a d n j a - g a g a  a d n j a - aga 1 ( g )a d n j a  s tone money -

m a g i d i -ag a bu Z7.. e t s m a g i d i  - rifZe 

NOTES : 
1 .  In Adnj amadana this refers to a site in the Northern Flinders Range s ( South � � 

Australia ) - a rock formation known as Depot Springs . 

Compound 

b u g a - � a n d r a 

w i r a - d a n d r a 
� 

ma l g a - d a n d r a 
� 

NOTES : 

Table 3 :  Diyari and Dirari . � .  

English 

edib Z e  fru i ts b u g a  

s e e d  o f  came Z bush 
• v W I  ra 

s e e d  of mu Z g a  tree ma l g a 

- v ege tab Z e  fo o d  

- A cacia Z i g u Za t a  

- A c a c i a  aneura 

buga �and ra refers to such seeds and fruit as I)a�u (Marsi Zia Drwnmondii ) ,  �al)ga 1 dr  i 
(sweet mi Uet ( sp . ? ) ,  ma ru�ul)ga ( ? ) ,  yawa (grass onion ) and muga ( native cotton 
bush ) . 
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Table 3 :  Arabana and Wa8 ga 8 uru 

Arabana Wa8ga8uru English 

b i <! i - g a � i b i <! i - g a � i edib l e  s e e d  of b i d  i - Por tu l a aa • 

Portu laaa o l e raaea 
ma n j u r u - g a d i o l eraaea • 

Po r t u laaa m a n J u r u  -• 

o l e raaea 

g a l g u - g a d i g a l g u - g a d i s e e d  o f  A a a a i a  g a l g u - A a a a i a  • • 

Vi a to r i a e  Vi a t oriae 
( Gundab l u e y ) 

g a d i - b i l a  g a d i - b i l a  mus hroom, b i I a - ? • • • 

broom-rape 
( O robana h e  
aus tra l iana)  

NOTES : 
ga� i is most. commonly used for the two kinds of seed li sted , but it can refer to 
other seeds and fruit not only of Acacias ( e . g. maQ�ara ga� i ,  seed of Aaaaia ligulata ) 
but also of quite di fferent plants such as gudnamb i ra ga� i , seed of Enahy laena tomen
tosa. It is however always distinguished from bawa 'flour ' ,  i . e. grass seeds and the 
seeds of Cruaiferae . The term ga� i was also naturally not used for some other impor
tant fruits and seeds whi ch had their own speci fic name , such as wa l i ya box-tree seed 

• 

and u l jugu l j uga ,  the seed of wanj i ra ( Ni traria sahoberi ) .  It shows something of the 
insight into pl ant life that mushroom and broom-rape , both plants without chlorophyll 
should have the same name . The same word also means 's tar ' ( Table 2) . None of the 
Arabana or Wa8ga8uru speakers could assign any meaning to -b i l a .  

Table 3 :  Guyani and Adnj amaQaQa 

Compound 
Guyani Adnj amadana 

� � 

English 

• -
the na t i v e  • - m a Y I - a g a  m a Y I 
pear 

• -
edi b l e  s e e d  

• 
- m l n g a  a g a  of m l n g a  

A aa a i a  

CONC L U S I ON S  

- vege tab l e  fo o d  

A a a a i a  
• - s p e a 7. e s  

The informat ion c ontai ned in the above t ab les point s , we fee l , t o  the 

fo l l owing : 

1 ) the expre s s ion o f  cert ain c oncept s in  the l anguage s o f  the Lake s 

area i s  ident i cal even across gene t i c  boundar i e s  

2) there are a t  least two p o s s i b le explanat ions for these simi lar

i t ie s : 

a ) the expre ss ions were indepe ndently created in each of the 

language group s 
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b )  there has been l ingu i s t i c  borrowing at some t ime in the past , 

not o f  lexical items but o f  a semantic c oncept 

The many important l inks , lingui s t i c  and other me ntioned above 

s ugge st that the latter e xplanat ion i s  the more l i ke l y . 

3) i f  semantic di ffus ion has taken 

e ly more examp l e s  in Diya�i and 

place the existence o f  

Dirari point s to their � . 

comparat iv

b eing the 

probab le source from which the other languages borrowed . The 

direct ions o f  borrowing then , appear t o  be d i f ferent to those 

s ugge s ted for lateral and nasal pre stopping and spe cial pronoun 

forms ( s ource probab ly Adnj amaQaQa ) 

4 )  we may spe culate that the seman t i c  concept wh ich has d i f fused i s  

the l i nk between the shape of the c l itoris and the shape o f  the 

ot her b ody part s , natural obj ects  and frui t s  given compound 

name s . The p o s s i b i l i t y  that this i s  a reflect ion of a " f o lk 

taxonomy " has not yet been ful ly inve s t i gated 

5) genetic  c l a s s i f i c ation o f  language s and language groups cannot 

give an adequate p i c t ure o f  the intricate and comp l e x  relation

ships whi ch existed b etween the people speaking the Lakes lan

guages b efore the time of wh ite contact . 

N OTES 

We emp loy the following symbols : 

CONSONANTS 

Bilabial Lamino- Apico- Lamino- Apico- Velar 
Dental Alveolar Palatal Domal 

s tops b d d , t voiced d 9 � • 

voiceless t • 

nasals m n n n I) � • 

lateral s 1 1 1 • 

flap r 

tr i l l  v 
r 

cont inuants w r • 

VOWELS 

Front Back 

High • 
I u 

Low 
-

a a 
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A BOR IC I N A L  LANG U AGES I N  THE NORTH O F  SOUTH A U ST R A L I A  

. / ,  
TERRITORY 

RANDIC 

�- . 

• 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • DIYA R I  -• YANDR UWANDA YALI SUBGROUP 
• • • • • •  • • • • • • 

ARABANA - WAi'jGAflj U R U  WESTE RN DESERT LANGUAGES 

ADNJAMADANA - GUYANI ARANDIC LANGUAGE G ROUP 



• 



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------.. � 
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The las t speakers o f  their languages : 
Murtee Johnny (dec . )  (St rzelecki Yandruwa��a) 
Tom Bagot ( S .  Aranda) 
Mick McLean (dec . )  (Desert Wa�ga�uru) 

• • 

Mrs May Wilton (Adnj ama�a�a) 

69 





I 

• 

.. 

• 

... 

.. 
• 

In happier days - Alice , the Last Guyani , with her late husband , 
the las t  Namini rainmake r .  Taken near Marree in 1960 by John 

Weigh tman o f  the Welfare Department .  

.. 

� 

• 

• 

.. 
• 

• 

• 

• 
• .. • 

• 
• 

.. 
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. .. 

( ) ? 

• 

Maud ie Naylon (Yaluyandi )  
• 





,------------------------------------------

• • 

Rock near Pigeon Box Ho le in the Mundi Gorge area o f  the Flinders Ranges . This rock 
represents the aga o f  the wife o f  the Wilj aru ancestor who t ravel led along the Frome 

(Vidni-miruna) . --l 
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"Death Rock" , Kanyaka Station . October , 1 9 7 2 .  
Kanyaka : Gadnya-aga 

'roak ' -aga 
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