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The entrace of Melbourne Museum, featuring Welcome by Tati Tati artist Brendan Kennedy. Image: Amelia Marra 

Integrating Aboriginal 
language and perspectives 
within museums and galleries 
It is of importance that museums and galleries are inclusive in their role as story 
tellers.  The voice of Aboriginal people should be  integrated into museums and 
galleries whether that be through the use of language or perspectives.

The following information relates to integrating Aboriginal language within 
museums and galleries and including Aboriginal perspectives in exhibitions. 
This information has been specifically written for Victoria and relates to Victorian 
Aboriginal cultures.
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Aboriginal Langauges of Victoria 
In Victoria there are 38 recognised language groups, each group is made up of clans who 
have their own dialect. Due to the impact of colonisation, past policies of assimilation and the 
preventing of speaking and passing down of language, many Victorian Aboriginal people do not 
speak their traditional language. That does not mean their language does not exist or shouldn’t 
be acknowledged. Many Aboriginal people are still on their own cultural journey and part of that is 
reclaiming and learning their traditional language. 

                  Aboriginal Language Map of Victoria, courtesy of the Victorian Aboriginal Corporation for Languages

Seeking permission from appropriate people to name something with a word from an Aboriginal or 
Torres Islander language is a way to show respect. To find local languages it is always good to start 
with the Traditional Owners, Clans, and the Recognised Aboriginal Parties, keeping in mind that 
some may not know all of their language due to the impact of colonisation. 

Making contact with organisations such as Victorian Aboriginal Corporation for Languages 
(VACL) is also recommended. Thier website hosts information on various languages, including 
placenames, dialects, pronunciation and sample words. Please see: https://www.vacl.org.au/
languages
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Integrating 
language in the 
gallery space 

The Victorian Aboriginal Language map on display at 
Bunjilaka. For more information please see here. Image: 

Celia Mallard

Integrating Aboriginal language within museum 
and gallery space means understanding 
that you need to have conversations with 
Traditional Owners and other relevant people/
organisations. You need to ensure you take on 
their advice and knowledge when it comes to 
their language.

Aboriginal language was not in written form so 
you may find that there are several different 

ways to spell a word. For example: Yorta Yorta 
has been also spelt Yorda Yorda or Jorta Jorta. 
You should seek advice from Traditional Owners, 
Aboriginal Artists of gallery displays, and 
descendants of the craftperson, if known, on 
how words are to be spelt.

When using Aboriginal words within museums 
and galleries you should make an effort to 
ensure that you are using the words that are 
relevant to the local area/local Traditional 
people. Where-ever possible you should not 
only acknowledge the language group but also 
the clan that the word belongs to.

Integrating Aboriginal language into these 
spaces should have a purpose and staff should 
have an understanding of what that purpose is 
so it is not seen as a tokenistic gesture. A way 
to address this is to ensure that all staff have 
cultural awareness, and also cultural safety 
training.

If there is an exhibition from an Aboriginal Artist 
then a conversation needs to happen with 
that artist regarding the use of their language. 
For example: A gallery in Echuca may have 
an exhibition from an Aboriginal Artist whose 
identifies as Yorta Yorta, Dja Dja Wurrung and 
Wemba Wemba. That artist whilst identifying 
with Yorta Yorta may prefer to have Wemba 
Wemba acknowledged in their signage first 
rather then Yorta Yorta (where the gallery is 
located).

 You should always follow what the artist wants 
in matters concerning how they identify.
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Use of 
language at the 
Koorie Heritage 
Trust 

1. 

An exhibition label displaying work from 
Aboriginal Artist Mick Harding. The text includes 

the artworks title in traditional, Taungwurrung 
language first, followed by English.

2.

 At the entrance of The Koorie Heritage Trust 
there is an acknowledgement with the word 

Wominjeka meaning welcome - but more 
specifically, come with purpose. 
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3. 

In the exhibition space the Trust has included 
the local tradtional owners word Wominjeka 

(Welcome) and a brief explanaition of what the 
word means and description about the Trust. 

4.

 Around the public area of the Koorie Heritage 
Trust they have displayed Aboriginal words from 
several language groups. For example, basket is 

written in seven different languages/dialects.

5. 

 The word Djilawa (meaning toilet) has been 
included on all their bathroom doors.
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Including Aboriginal 
Persepectives in exhibitions 
Part of self determination for Aboriginal people is including them in conversations and actively 
listening to their voices regarding matters that pertain to their culture, identity, lifestyle, and future 
To include Aboriginal perspectives in all exhibitions requires firstly the consideration of whether it 
is relevant to have that perspective in the exhibition and who makes that decision. Therefore you 
should engage Aboriginal people in the conversation. The conversation should involve Aboriginal 
community representatives, Elders, Traditional Owners, Aboriginal Curators, and Aboriginal people 
who have experience working in cultural centres, galleries and museums. It is extremely important 
that you work towards developing meaningful relationships with a broad network of Aboriginal 
people across a range of fields.

There are many Aboriginal people already working in these fields that would be willing to assist. 
Places such as Melbourne Museum (Bunjilaka), National Gallery of Victoria , National Gallery of 
Australia  and the Koorie Heritage Trust all have Aboriginal staff that have experience in exhibitions, 
as do some regional Victorian galleries.

Further information
Resource Source Link
Victorian Aboriginal Corporation 
for Languages (VACL)

https://www.vacl.org.au/

National Indigenous Languages 
Report 2020

Department of Infrastructure, 
Transport, Regional Development 
and Communications

https://www.vacl.org.au/
documents/reports/National_
Indigenous_Languages_
Report_2020.pdf

Victorian Aboriginal languages Bunjilaka Aboriginal Cultural 
Centre

https://museumsvictoria.com.au/
bunjilaka/about-us/first-peoples/
victorian-aboriginal-languages/

Indigeneous Language and Arts 
Program 

https://www.arts.gov.au/
what-we-do/indigenous-arts-
and-languages/indigenous-
languages-and-arts-program

AMaGA Victoria can provide assistance with the location of further information. Please contact: 03 
8341 7344 or info@amagavic.org.au



Contact Us
AMaGA Victoria Office
Lower Ground, Melbourne Museum
Carlton Gardens, Carlton
PO Box 385
Carlton South, Victoria 3053

Telephone: (03) 8341 7344
Regional Freecall: 1800 680 082

Email: info@amagavic.org.au
Web: https://amagavic.org.au

 

 
Australian Museums and Galleries 
Association National Office
Telephone: (02) 6230 0346
Email: info@amaga.org.au
Web: http://amaga.org.au/

AMaGA Victoria respectfully acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land on which 
we work, the Boon Wurrung and Woi Wurrung peoples and honour their Ancestors, 
Elders and next generations of community and pays respect to the Elders of all the 
Nations of Victoria, past, present and emerging.


