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Background: the Howitt & Fison papers 



Howitt and Fison 1888, 

Bairnsdale, Victoria Centre for 

Gippsland Studies Pictures 

Collection, Monash University 

Research Repository  

Tulaba, Howitt’s main collaborator (left) with other Gunaikurnai 

men, names unknown, 1884 



● over 7000 pages including correspondence, field-notes, circulars in Museum 

Victoria’s Howitt Papers collection.  

● 9 boxes of correspondence, articles, and primary data (13,200 manuscript 

pages including 400+ pages of images and postcards) in State Library 

Victoria’s Howitt Papers. 

● 6 Letterbooks, 800 pages each, in National Library of Australia The Papers of 

Lorimer Fison.    

● approximately 800 pages of correspondence in Rochester University, USA.  

●  2461 pages of Fison’s correspondence together with 1000+ pages of drafts 

and primary data in St Marks Theological College Library in Canberra. 



Get involved at https://fromthepage.com/tyay/howitt-and-fison-papers 



This project is a partnership between Museums Victoria, the Victoria State Library, First 

Nations Legal & Research Services, The Victorian Aboriginal Corporation for Languages, 

elders from a number of communities, Deakin University, La Trobe University, Western 

Sydney University, and ANU. We are especially thankful to Gunaikurnai Land and Waters 

Aboriginal Corporation for recent collaboration and permissions. 



Project workshop 2019 with representatives from Gunaikurnai, Gunditjmara, 

Mukjarawaint, Dja Dja Wurrung, Yorta Yorta, Dieri, Wurundjeri, and 

Dhudhuroa communities. 



Get involved at https://fromthepage.com/tyay/howitt-and-fison-papers 

 



Some approaches  

to sound-based search 

(Research with Michael Falk) 



Approach 1: fuzzy search using ‘soundex’ 

https://dhrg.uws.edu.au/sandpit/Howitt-Fison-Search-Project-master/


Search 

phrase 

Whole 

corpus 

Remove punctuation, convert to 

lower case, etc 

Replace letters/letter combos with 

unique symbols 

E.g. g/k/c/ck -> K 

a, ah, ar -> 2 

oo, u -> 3 

sort by how different they are from the search phrase 

encoded 

phrase 

encoded 

corpus 
search 

list of results 

for 



Approach 2: fuzzy string match using machine learning 

Training data 
Gunnai vs Kurnai 

Manaroo vs Monaro 

biamban vs tamban 

Brabelong vs Brabralung 
 

 

Test data 
Krauatun vs Kroathun 

ngŭrŭng vs nooring 

Thundung vs Thathung 
 

 

Figure out 

how to 

encode 

words 
How did it go? 



G u n n a i K u r n a i 
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Results of the mini-project 

Advantages and disadvantages of both 

Could use a combination of the two 

The machine learning approach could help us discover further sound 

‘correspondences’ we should include in the sound-ex approach 

Either way, it looks like it will be possible to allow people to find what they are 

looking for, without creating a potentially controversial ‘standardised orthography’ 



Some mini-projects involving the project’s API 

Using Google colab notebooks (like Jupyter notebooks but more Googley) 

 

https://colab.research.google.com/drive/1_uibNlXpXIA8Jwa8cjKfdaz3KT-6sgZO?usp=sharing

