
D IALECTAL D I FFERENT IAT I ON I N  BAGANDJ I 

L .  H e r c u s  

1 .  THE  BAGA N D J I D I A L E C T S  

Already i n  very early days the Europeans were struck not only by the 
fine appearance of Bagandj i people , but by the vast e xtent o f  the country 
oc cupied by the Bagandj i ' nation ' . The views e xpre ssed by Cameron 

( 1 884 : 34 6 ) are typical . As Curr ( 1 886 : 16 7 )  point s out : 

That speech varies so little amongst the . several tribes that some of my 
correspondents are under the impression that there is but one language 
on the Darling. 
That the languages of the Darling tribes differ so much from all others 
• • •  that I had some difficulty in tracing them to their source • • •  

and he ( Curr 1886 : 172 ) paint s a picture of ' the flight of the Darling 
Adam , and of his descendant s spreading themselves to the mouth of the 
Cu1goa on t he one hand , and to the mouth of the Murray on the other ' .  

(Curr was anxious to inc lude the Yara1de -type language of t he lower 
Murray with Bagandj i ) .  

Unfortunate ly , by the t ime recent fieldwork became possible t he vast 
group of people speaking di fferent Bagandj i dialects  had declined 
pit ifully in numbers . In 1 95 7 ,  S . A .  Wurm was still  able to work with 
a Barundj i speaker and to  obtain some fractional informat ion on 
Wi1j aga1i , while the pre s ent writer has worked whenever possible  over 
ten years with the last speakers of Bandj iga1 i ,  GU9u and Southern 
Bagandj i ,  hampered by quite part icularly di fficult and depres s ing field­
work condit ions : t he most knowledgeable Southern Bagandj i man was only 
able to help with linguistic  work on Good Fridays . Apart from the GU9u 
and Barundj i dialects  for which we have a short grammar and a sket ch­
grammar by R . H .  Mathews ( 1902 , 1904 , and also one page of 
' Ngunnba1go ' MS ) ,  we are reduced to  the use of old vocabularie s  and a 
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short text in Marawara , the southernmost Bigandj i dialect (Tindale 1 9 3 9 ) .  

From a compari son of the data in the vocabularies it would be easy to 

arrive at a distorted and exaggerated view of the great similarities  
between the dialect s .  A lexico-stat istical compari son based on old 
vocabularies  from the two dialects that represent the geographical 
ext reme s  of Bigandj i territ ory , Gu�u from the Bourke area and Marawara 

from near Wentworth ( Bulmer 1 8 7 8 )  shows agreement in over 8 5  per cent 
of the items . There are many obvious mi stakes in the old vocabularies : 
for instance Bulme r ' s vocabulary give s 'win, to s e e ' , a word which 

would contravene the phonot actic rules of all Bigandj i diale cts , inc lud­
ing what we know of Marawara . Tindale ' s  text ( 1 9 3 9 ) shows that the 
normal Marawara word for ' to s e e ' was b a m i - .  If one were to  eliminate 

this kind of error,  the correspondences  between Gu�u and Marawara would 
be around 90  per cent . The correspondences  between the extreme s of the 
' dialect chain ' are therefore very c lose , and between intermediate 
dialec t s  they are even close r .  

Bigandj i people were consc ious o f  the great lexical similarity and 
the few it ems that differed were alway s the subj ect of comment . George 
Dutton ,  the last Bandj igali , was a man of wide lingui stic  intere s t s  

( Beckett 1 9 5 8 ) . He , for instance , stated " �ilburu , that ' s  my word for 
' water ' . Tho se other Bigandj i people say �" . There was also the 
type of comment on art iculat ion and intonat ion that one hears so fre­
quent ly from speakers of Australian language s :  Bandj igali was said to  

sound ' l ight ' and Gu�u ' heavy ' . Nevertheless everyone was agreed that 
they were all really one language , Bigandj i .  

2 .  T H E  MA I N  M O R P HO L OG I CAL D I F F E R E N C E S  

There i s  however a maj or distinct ion within Bigandj i ,  j ust as there 
i s  in the Kami laroi language group ( Austin 1 9 76 ) :  the nort hern dialects  
Gu�u and one Birundj i dialect (Mathews MS ) use  free person-markers , and 
the other dialect s ,  as e xemplified by S .  Bigandj i ,  generally use bound 
person-markers . There are a number of other maj or differences . Some 
of the s e  are present ed in Tab le 1 ( see also Wurm and Hercus , forth­
coming ) :  
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TAB L E  1 

GU�U - S .  BAGANDJ I MORPHOLO G I CAL FEATURES 

Bound person markers are prevalent 
Personal and demonstrat ive pronouns 

can be marked for tense 

GUI)u S .  Bagandj i 

+ 

Personal posse s s ion markers are usually 
affixed 

The allative is marked by ' an accented ' 
morpheme and di ffers from the dat ive 

Ergat ive case marking is  restricted to 
s ingular pronouns 

3 .  T H E  V E RBAL  W O R D  

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

Due to  the morphological features listed above , the structure of 

GUI)u sentence i s  markedly different from S.  Bagandj i .  Thi s can be 
illustrat e d ,  for instance , by the S.  Bagandj i sentence 

g i  l a  b a m i - d j - i n a - - n a  
no t s e e  -PAST- I pI SUBJ- ( b ound ) 3 sg  OBJ ( b ound ) 

' We never saw h e r .  ' 

The order o f  element s i s  the same in GUI)u , though the sentence is  

basically different in its  constituent analysi s : 

g i l a  b a m i w i n a I sl a n a  
n o t  s e e  PAST w e  h e  OBJ 

The difference in structure may be illustrated as fol lows : 

S .  Bagandj i GUI)u 

I I I I I I 
g i l a b a m i - d j  I - i n a - n a  g i l  a b a m l w - i n a i sla n a  

NEG VERB - TENSE - SUBJ - OBJ NEG VERB TENSE - SUBJ OBJ � "'-/ 
VERBAL WORD VERBAL WORD 

Interrogat ive sentences  differ only s light ly in the order of element s 
between the two dialect s :  

S .  Bagandj i :  w i n j i g a b a l g a - dj i - n a  
who hit - PAST - 3 sg  OBJ ( bound ) 

' Who ( p I . ) h i t  him ? ' 

and GUI)u : w i nj i g a w a d i b a l g a  i sl a n a  
who PAST- they h i t  he OBJ 
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But the const ituent analysis di ffers considerably : 

S .  Bagandj i 
w i n j i g a b a l g a - dj i - n a  

INTERROG SUBJ VERB - TENSE - OBJ � 
VERBAL WORD 

w i n j i g a 

INTERROG 

GUI)U 
w a d  i 

TENSE - SUBJ 

It i s  evident from these examples that the verbal word in 

b a l g a i sl a n a  

VERB OBJ 

I 
VERBAL 

WORD 

GUl)u is  much 
briefer t han in Southern Bagandj i .  In GUl)u , the verbal word generally 

incorporate s  only the aspect markers if these  are present ; in S .  Bagandj i 
the verbal word incorporat es  aspect and tense markers as well as pronoun 

subj ect- and obj ect-markers . 

4 .  T H E  N O M I NAL  W O R D  

I n  noun phrases the difference between the two dialects  is  l e s s  
marked ,  a s  i s  shown b y  the following example : 

S .  Bagandj i 

I 
y a b a r a y i r i 

camp - Isg  POS - ALL � 
NOMINAL 

WORD 
' towal'ds my camp ' 

I 
I)a r i y a b a r a  m i r i 

my camp towal'ds 

� 
NOMINAL WORDS 

Thi s  is the pre ferred word orde r ,  but when focusing on the po s s e s sor it 
is  possible to say in S .  Bagandj i :  

I) a y i  y a b a r - a y i - r i  
my camp - l s g  POS - ALL 

and in GUI)U it is also po ssible  to say : 

y a b a r a  
camp 

I)a r i 
mine 

m i  r i 
towal'ds 

The order of element s can still be regarded as basically the same , as 
for instance also in : 

S .  Bagandj i 
m a l)  i - n a  - r i 

fa t - 3sg POS - DAT 

� 
NOMINAL WORD 

' fol' his fa t (we k i l l  him) ' 

GUI)U 
m a l) i i Q u n a  - r i  

fat his DAT 

� �  
NOMINAL WORDS 

In noun phrases , as is evident from the s e  example s ,  both the order of 
element s and the const ituent analysis  in the two dialects  are ident ical , 
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and yet the nominal word in Gu�u is clearly much short er than in S .  

Bagandj i .  

5 .  P H O N E T I C  D I S T I N C T I ON S  

16 3 

The se  differences  in the verbal and nominal word lead to  the maj or 

surface phonet ic  distinctions that make Gu�u ' sound different though 

it is really the same ' . 

As shown above , both verbs and nouns have normally added to  them 

many more bound morphemes in S. Bagandj i than in GUQu , and the se affixes 
are subj ect to morphophonemic rules at the j unctures . The se  rules  
concern mainly the assimilat ion of vowels that become cont iguous : thus 
a + u and u + a result in a long open mid vowel [ o J  or diphthong [ o u J 

that is accented and on a rising intonat ion . This phonetic  unit i s  

totally ab sent from Gu�u , but is  very common i n  S .  Bagandj i ,  as for 
instance in : 

g a � m a d j i n d u a n a  

g a n m a  - dj  I - i n d u  - a n a  
take - PAST - 2 s g  A g  - 3 s g  OBJ 
[ ka lJ m a d j i n don a J  

' You took i t .  ' 

Similarly the diphthong [ a i ]  is e xtremely rare in Gu�u , but it is  
common in morpheme j uncture s in S .  Bagandj i ,  where it may even occur 
twice within the same word : 

n a b a y i g a y i 

n a b a  - y i g a - a y i 
b tock - 3pl SUB - lsg  OBJ 
[ n a p a i ka i ]  

' They tock me up . ' 

The corresponding Gu�u sentence i s : 
g a g a  - Q a d i - Q a n a  
b tock - PRES they - me 

The sequence - u a y i found only across  j unctures was pronounced [ o � J .  

It was never recorded in Gu�u . There are many other minor phone t i c  
differenc es , but the fact that weighed most heavily with Bagandj i 
speakers was probably that the Gu�u nominal or verbal word usually has 
only one accent , whi le in S .  Bagandj i t here are usually two , the second 
accent being on the j uncture vowels . 
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6 .  C O N C L U S I ON 

In the sixt ies , speakers of Bandj igali , S .  Bagandj i and Gu�u were 
still  living on the re serve at Wi lcannia , in the same street ( t he only 

one ) and were ab le to communicate with each other without any great 

difficulty ,  all speaking ' Bagandj i ' . The unifying feat ure s in the 
dialects  were an ident ical phonemic system, great similarity in vocabu­

lary and s imilarity,  though not ident ity,  in the order of element s .  

The dividing feat ure s were the maj or di fferences in morphology , 
constituent st ructure and phonet ic s .  It was obvious that the s imi ­

larities  overrode the differences and constituted the not ion of 
Bag a n dj i b a ! g u  ' Bagandji speech ' .  The se unifying feature s made the 
various forms of speech ' dialect s '  rather than separat e language s .  
At tempts  at diachronic studies (which are still in progress ) of t he 
dialects  tend to  confirm this view of unity which was evident socio­
linguistically among the Bagandj i .  De spite this unit y ,  the problems 

of genetic relat ionship versus regional ( areal ) relat ions are still  so 
much in need of c lari ficat ion that no one would venture now to  speak 
with Curr of ' the Darling Adam ' . 

MAP 1 
LANGUAGES OF NORTH - WE STERN N . S . W .  

m YA�I LANGUAGE GROUP 
[==:J BAGANOJI 

F\{��:d WAtjAYBUWAN - �IYAMBA 
� �URA 
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