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Overview

◼ Issues for discussion

◼ Models for data representation and analysis

◼ Case studies:

❑ Guwamu linguistic fieldnotes of S.A. Wurm

❑ The Diari-German dictionary of J.G. Reuther

◼ Social lives of legacy materials and real world 
challenges and opportunities

◼ Discussion and conclusions



Issues to be addressed from the CfP

◼ What are possible ways to make materials usable and 

how can they be fruitfully integrated into a description 

project? What sort of elements can be extracted, both in 

terms of primary data and in terms of a meta-

grammaticographical analysis of older practices? Do 

textual, grammatical, and lexicographical legacy 

materials require different approaches?

◼ How do we deal with unprocessed / raw field notes of 

other linguists?

◼ How can we extract metadata where no explicit 

metadata information is given? 



Models for representation of structured text

◼ Relational model – identify entities and relationships (1-1, 1-
many,many-many), typically encoded via database software, e.g. 
form, gloss in one-to-many relationship

◼ Markup model – hierarchical representation that uses tags (XML) 
and scoping to encode entities and dependency relationships, e.g. 
<entry><form>marda</form><gloss seq=“1”>stone</gloss><gloss 
seq=“2”>money</gloss></entry>

ID Form Gloss

001 marda stone

002 marda money
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Case study 1: Wurm fieldnotes



S.A. Wurm linguistic fieldwork

◼ In 1954 S.A. Wurm (1922-2001) arrived in Australia from 
Vienna to undertake fieldwork in Papua New Guinea

◼ While waiting for his research permit Arthur Capell funded 
him to survey and collect data on as many NSW and Qld 
Aboriginal languages as possible

◼ Wurm was a Turkic languages specialist, spoke multiple 
languages, and was well trained in phonetics. Capell provided 
a basic interview schedule (vocab, sentences)

◼ Capell provided £100 funding (= 2024 $A 6,400) and basic tape 
recorder. Wurm travelled by motor bike and sidecar

◼ Access to speakers restricted -- many Aboriginal people lived 
on “missions” or “reserves” with access controlled by white 
overseers (non-citizens, discriminated against, language and 
culture deprecated)



The materials

◼ Wurm’s fieldnotes contain phonetic representations of 
elicited words and sentences, German shorthand translations; 
some selected utterances were tape recorded

◼ In 1975 Wurm worked with Peter Austin to hand copy his 
fieldnotes, tape-record translations of glosses into English 
which were then added to the notes by Austin

◼ Copies of all these prepared materials were lodged in the 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torre Strait Islander 
Studies (AIATSIS)

◼ For Guwamu (Kooma), southern Queensland we have 13 
minute tape recording plus 60 pages of fieldnotes

◼ Vocabulary and a few sentences recorded by Ian Sim 1955

◼ Data on related languages recorded by Gavan Breen

◼ No speakers in 2025
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Guwamu data model

◼ Retype original notes, add consistent practical orthography, add 

metadata on sources (speaker, recorder, fieldnotes location), 

abbreviation definitions, date of last edit

◼ create lexicon: lemma, gloss, definition, scientific name, scientific 

name source, picture, semantic relations (synonym, antonym, cf), 

notes, cognates, derived forms, example sentence link (text, free 

translation)

◼ create sentence analysis: phonemicization, morpheme glossing, 

part of speech, free translation in English, notes, link to lexicon 

(lexnum), link to abbreviations

◼ Create word-level and morpheme-level concordances

◼ Incorporate previous work by Jeanie Bell in 2010 11
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Outputs to date

◼ Draft Guwamu-English reference dictionary

◼ Draft reference grammar chapters (cf. Skinner 1985)

◼ Published Guwamu children’s story by Cheryl Levy and 
Christopher Bassi

15
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Case study 2: Reuther-Scherer 
Dieri-English dictionary



Diyari language and Dieri people



Mission timeline

◼ 1866 German Lutheran mission established at 
Killalpaninna on Cooper Creek

◼ 1888 J.G. Reuther joins mission (27 y.o.)

◼ 1892-1894 Reuther and Strehlow translate Bible

◼ Reuther & Strehlow 1897 Testamenta Marra

◼ 1906 Reuther leaves mission

◼ 1914 Reuther dies in freak accident

◼ 1916 mission closed, people disperse (Austin 2014)

◼ 1917 SA Museum buys Reuther MS and ethnographic 
collection



J.G. and Pauline Reuther



Reuther Diari-German dictionary



Scherer Diari-English translation (Reuther 1901)



Diari-English dictionary: some statistics

◼ 2,180 page typescript (published as microfiche)

◼ Digitisation and XML markup (Austin 2023): 4,262 entries, 
15,955 sub-entries, 27,472 Diyari expressions, 13,133 
(classified) notes, 3,879 examples (Diyari, literal translation, 
free translation), 1,766 translator footnotes, 1,273 German 
expressions

◼ Main dictionary XML file 162,870 lines (110,165 tags) 6.05 
Mbytes

◼ Supplement XML files: comparative lexicon, comparative 
sentences, placenames, ancestral beings, missing entries



XML sample



Strengths

◼ Huge number of entries, sub-entries, and examples 
gives rich information about possible semantics of 
Diyari lexicon, especially collocations and contexts

◼ 610 idioms represented, many not present in 
modern sources 

◼ Rich encyclopedic information on culture and society 
(e.g. 915 ethnographic notes with 18 sub-types: 39 
artefacts, 52 death, 30 kinship, 22 ceremony)

◼ Basic information on mythology for 461 entries (cf. 
other Reuther volumes)

◼ Comparative wordlist (157 entries), sentences (10)



Editorial interventions

▪ Typos corrected in Diyari, English, German

▪ Where forms are known from modern sources 
they are added in the current orthography (for 
2,486 entries)

▪ Translator’s English language errors corrected

▪ Removed ‘a’ and ‘the’ in glosses, as per 
lexicographic practice

▪ Scopal ambiguities resolved (e.g. multiple 
modifiers of head noun), e.g. ‘clear, unobscured 
view’ → ‘clear view, unobscured view’



Editing

▪ Contextual information (e.g. selection) moved from 
“gloss” to “context note”, e.g. ‘to duck from the 
boomerangs, (when they come flying through the air)’ → 
<gloss>to duck from boomerangs</gloss><note 
type=”context”>when they come flying through the 
air.</note>

▪ All/any of the above, e.g. ‘to eat, chew (e.g. tobacco) for 
someone else’ → <gloss>to eat for someone else, to chew 
for someone else</gloss><note type=”context”>e.g. 
tobacco.</note>; e.g. ‘to look well after (e.g. widows, 
children)’ → <gloss>to look after well</gloss> <note 
type="context">e.g. widows, children.</note>



Editing

▪ glosses of idioms are clearly divided into literal gloss and 
idiomatic meaning, e.g. ‘[lit: to insult the water], i.e. not to 
take any fish out of forbidden waters’  → ‘to insult water’ 
Idiom: not to take fish out of forbidden waters;

▪ Footnotes appear at their relevant location in the text 
(not at bottom of page) and are popups triggered by 
mouse over;

▪ Other editorial notes, e.g. essential clarifications, 
corrections of translator’s comments in footnotes. 
Additions by the editor appear preceded by an asterisk



Editing – sensitive expressions

Reuther’s dictionary contains expressions and opinions that 

were common among missionaries and other non-

Indigenous people in the 19th and early 20th century which 

Aboriginal people and others may now find offensive. 

Examples are “witchdoctor”, “heathen”, “pagan”, and 

“native”. There are 386 instances of such potentially 
offensive expressions. In the XML file these are tagged and a 
substitute provided, 

e.g.1 like the cap on a <substitute val="">native</substitute> 
man's head

e.g.2 in conformity to <substitute val="the Law">pagan [or 
tribal] law</substitute>



User interfaces

1. Specialist edition for researchers and advanced 
learners -- presents all material in Scherer 
translation with editorial amendments. It is 
formatted by a CSS that converts XML tags to 
display as format (colours, bold, italics, indentation, 
alignment, pop ups) in a browser

2. Limited search capabilities within the browser, 
minimal use of hypertext



Interface1



Supplements (e.g. missing entries)

Presented as per the Specialist edition but with lots of 
additional materials added by the editor, including 
references to additional sources, cognates in related 
languages, scientific identifications, hypertext links to 
Wikipedia entries, images, hypertext links back to the 
main dictionary

Sorted in proper alphabetical order – looks more like a 
“proper” dictionary

Balance between “faithfulness” and adding value



Supplement



Interface 2

2. User-friendly edition for learners, 
community members, interested others -- 
presents all material in Scherer translation 
with editorial amendments, but without 
footnotes, page numbers, and with 
substitutions of sensitive vocabulary. 

3. Three interaction methods:

❑ by letter groups that show Diyari vocabulary and 
English gloss only. Users can click to open up full 
entry display for items that interest them



Letter group display



Expanded entry



For users

2. other interaction methods:

❑ by search over Diyari or English expressions. The 
search box presents pop-up lists of available terms 
in forms or glosses and returns all entries with the 
search term – search begins with first typed letter 
and narrows as user types

❑ by categorized Notes



Search “do”



Search “dok”



Search “dog”



Notes list



Lexicographic issues
◼ Entries are sometimes partially duplicated, e.g. 

❑ dapana ‘to drink; to suck, to suck up; to kiss; to chew; to eat 
(of grounded seed); to belch or burp; to wet or moisten; to 
pour, to swallow’

❑ tapana ‘to drink’, but its sub-entries contain glosses ‘to slurp, 
to suck, to absorb (water), chew, lick’

◼ Sub-entries are often randomly listed in an apparent stream of 
consciousness (by Reuther or his teachers)

◼ Some common terms have dozens of sub-entries, with tenuous 
semantics, e.g. 
❑ tidna ‘foot’ has 223 sub-entries, many of which are names for 

animals that have tracks
❑ tandra ‘fruit’ has 127 sub-entries, most of which are names for 

unidentified plants



Lexicographic challenges
◼ some relatively common words are mistranslated, e.g.

❑ kaku ‘sister (brother speaking)’  → ‘older sister’
❑ ngatata ‘younger brother’ → ‘younger sibling’
❑ kami ‘paternal grandmother’ → ‘father’s mother, father's 

mother’s brother’ 
◼ over 300 items do not have a headword entry but appear only as 

a sub-entry, often under a semantically loosely connected 
headword, or in examples, e.g. tindritindri ‘willy wagtail’ appears 
under tidna ‘foot’ only (as an animal that has tracks), karku ‘red 
ochre’ appears in 33 sub-entries and 10 examples but has no 
entry itself (c.f. bukatu ‘pink ochre’)

◼ Entries Supplement for these – many terms refer to flora and 
fauna, which Reuther apparently had no interest in but which we 
can identify from other sources, some contemporary to him, e.g. 
Gason (1886)

◼ Significant sense, reference, and cultural information can be 
scattered across entries in notes or examples



Proposal 

◼ The main Reuther-Scherer dictionary needs a stand-off 
XML index that also incorporates material from all other 
legacy and modern sources (something like what we 
have done for the missing items Supplement)

◼ It should be properly sorted and structured 
lexicographically to create a stronger Diyari-English 
bilingual encyclopaedic dictionary that builds on 
Reuther’s strengths while filling the gaps and correcting 
his errors (especially in phonology and morphology)

◼ We are working on this currently using Toolbox and 
Lexique Pro to generate both printable and web 
accessible versions 



Social lives and real world politics 

◼ Both projects demonstrate importance of making sense 
of and coming to grips with “social life” of legacy 
materials: “they are the products of past human 
meaning-making activity, they are invested with the 
goals, knowledge, points of view, and circumstances of 
those who were involved in their creation” (Dobrin & 
Schwartz 2022, see also Austin 2013 on “meta-
documentation”).

◼ Archival materials also have a contemporary social life 
embedded within the socio-politics of heritage 
communities and modern stake-holders – for 
Indigenous Australia labelled  “Data sovereignty”, 
includes control of access and use of archival data, 
including publication (Woods 2006, 2023; Bell 2010)



Social lives and real world politics 

◼ Complex political negotiations needed – in Diyari case 
my 50 year relationship and 12 years of revitalisation 
work with community have assisted

◼ For Guwamu, discussions are ongoing. Issues:
❑ ‘insider’ versus ‘outsider’ and debate about their 

roles and relative positions
❑ Internal community disagreements – FB group posts
❑ research in 2020 by late Jeanie Bell, Jagera and 

Dulingbara Indigenous linguist employed by Kooma 
community

❑ Potential interest by Kooma students in creating 
dictionaries and grammars – in collaboration? 

❑ Wider political discourse (“Blak Sovereignty”)



Conclusions

◼ Using relational or markup data models we can 
add significant value to legacy materials, but 
must meta-document what is added to the 
“original” by whom

◼ Two case studies present possibilities for lexical, 
semantic, ethnographic, grammatical research

◼ Need to understand complex social lives of 
materials, both at time of creation and 
contemporary

◼ Cannot exclude political and social (and ethical) 
dimensions in DiLegMa (dealing with legacy 
materials)
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