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PROBLEMS IN TRANSLATION: EVIDENCE FROM THE MUNDUM RITUAL TEXT 

Tara Mani Rai 

 

This article is a preliminary attempt to explore the 
problems in the translation of the Mundum ritual 
text. Translating the Mundum ritual text is indeed 
problematic because of the classical terms and 
metaphorical meanings they carry. This paper is 
based on my own experience of translating the 
oral-ritual text (cf. Chamling Mundum).  
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1. Introduction  

Translation is an activity comprising 
the interpretation of a text in one language and 
transferring it to another language. To be precise, 
it is the process of  conveying information from 
the source text to the target text. Rushdie (1991) 
states:  

The word 'translation' comes, etymologically, from 
the Latin for 'bearing across'. Having been borne 
across the world, we are translated men. It is 
normally supposed that something always gets lost 
in translation; I cling, obstinately to the notion that 
something can also be gained. (p. 219) 

The goal of translation is always to establish a 
relation of equivalence of intent between source 
and target texts. Hopefully, both texts could 
communicate the same message. However, there 
has to be faced a number of constraints. These 
constraints include context (natural settings), the 
rules of grammar, idioms, metaphors, myths and 
the writing conventions and the like. 

This paper attempts to present the problems in the 
translation of the Mundum. Since translation of 
Mundum is a cross-cultural link between the two 
languages where there are many restrictions on 
the translation from source text to target text. 

This article consists of 4 sections. The first section 
deals with the introduction. The second section 
focuses on the Mundum and its ritual language.  
In the third section, the metaphorical expressions 
and the analysis of the text are discussed so far. 
The section four presents the conclusion.  

2. Mundum and its ritual language  

The Mundum is a collection of oral narratives of 
the Kirati people, especially Rai, Limbu, Yakkha 
and Kõits-Sunuwar. It has a legacy of 
transforming knowledge from one to another 
generation in oral tradition from time 
immemorial. It is in the Mundum we find almost 
every walk of life. Not only this, it is the 
guidelines of how a human being completes his 
life cycle from birth to death. Rai et al. (2011) 
state that Mundum is a comprehensive philosophy 
of life and universe where he or she has been 
living in.  

The Mundum occupies great values in the Kirat 
community. It simply consists of rituals, sermons, 
legends, folklores, prehistoric accounts and 
passage of rites. There are philosophical 
exhortations in poetic language that is risiya 
which is equivalent to richa of the Vedas. There 
are several Mundums as sources of inspiration, 
information and enlightenment which 
considerably help shape the way of life, customs, 
rites and rituals from pre-birth rites to after death, 
knowledge of everyday activities and to the 
Universe. 

Rituals, Subba (1995) says, often regarded as 
sacred performances, provide the clue for the 
correct exegesis of the Mundhum and demonstrate 
their symbolic values, functional importance and 
social sequences.  

The Mundhum consists of customs, habits, rituals, 
traditions, and myths passed down from the Kirati 
tribe's ancestors. The Mundhum also distinguishes 
each Kiranti from other Kirantis and non-Kirantis 
as well. 

3. Data of the Mundum: The ritual text and 
analysis  

On the basis of my experience of translating the 
Mundum ritual text, I have tried to analyze the 
data in term of the lexical items first and then at 
the syntactic level.  In the Mundum, some of the 
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lexical items allude to the ancestors as can be seen 
in the examples (1a-d).  

(1) The ancestors 
a. kokmas 
b. pirimas 
c. kokutsuŋs 
d. piritsuŋs 

In the example (1a-d), we can see the terms used 
for indicating the grandmother of grandmother. 
The term grandmother in English cannot be 
equivalent to the terms like kokmas and pirimas or 
kokutsuŋs and piritsuŋs. They stand for spiritual 
ancestors. Their names are uttered while offering 
something to them.  They are very often invoked 
on the occasion of the festivals.  Before the new 
crops are harvested, these names are uttered while 
offering new crops.  So the term grandma does 
not match the terms as mentioned above at all. So 
I used the term used in the source text as it is and 
have explained it in the footnote. 

(2) The assistants 
a. ɖʰoles 
b. ɖolopa 
c. kartsʰasri 

The shaman is accompanied by his assistants. The 
term ɖʰoles (2a) cannot be equivalent to the 
drummer. The drum used by the shaman in the 
Kirati language is different from the drum used by 
the western people. The person who beats the dʰol 
is known as ɖʰoles whereas ɖolopa and kʌrtsʰari 
stand for assistants assigned by their different 
jobs.  

(3) The liquor  
a. saruwa 
b. wasim 
c. bʰati 

The examples (3a-c) indicate the terms used in the 
Mundum ritual text. They simply refer to liquor. 
Surprisingly, the terms refer to the different types 
of liquor used in the rites of passage in the Kirati 
community.  The term saruwa refers to the liquor 
which is filtered in a big clay mat pot. This kind 
of liquor is served on the especial occasion. 
Similarly, the term wasim refers to the liquor in 
general but the liquor used at home daily in 
particular. In comparison to the earlier terms, bʰati 
stands a bit different that remains thicker than 
others.  

Some more examples are extracted from the 
Mundum (Chamling et al. 2015) which are 
presented in (4-5). 

(4) hʌʔeasemaboʌje… 
'Long ago' 
 Source:  Chamlinget al. (2015, p.74) 

(5) aʔ kokmatsjyo –pirimatsjyo 
hʌikama-ɖoɖumam 
ruŋkʰam o 
hʌkama o 
ɖoduma o 
ɖo ŋulma aso 
ɖoso maso ? 
 
O! my Kokmas ! 
My Pirimas 
O, earth ! 
O, gharghaderi ! 
O, termite ! 
O, Earth ! 
O, gharghaderi ! 
What should be done? 
What it should be done? 

(Chamling et al,. 2015, p.  78) 

The examples (4-5) show that mostly the lexical 
items are translated not literally. They seem to be 
rather expressing the metaphors embedded in the 
Mundum. The stanzas of chanting or risiya are 
recited in a rhyme. It seems to be a musical 
therapy.  

In the Mundum, binomials tend to appear much 
productive. The repetition of the binomials can be 
realized as rhymes in nature. They are 
exemplified in (6a-l) 

(6) a. mubumi-kubumi 
b. seluimadeu-maluimadeu 
c. naima-tsinima 
d.dʰjolari-tʰjolari 
e. mobisili- abosili 
f.kʰimluŋtsama-beralima 
g.isama-kʰirima 
h. misungma-mithama 
i. mochhamas-khirimas 
j. dzjoɦõs-tjokohõtos 
l. kʰabahõtos-tsʰuimohõtos 

As can be seen in the examples (6a-l), the first 
lexical item is followed by the somehow same 
item: mubumi-kubumi, seluimadeu-maluimadeu, 
naima-tsinima, dʰjolari-tʰjolari, mobisili- abosili, 
kʰimluŋtsama-beralima, isama-kʰirima, 
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misungma-mithama, mochhamas-khirimas, 
dzjoɦõs-tjokohõtos, kʰabahõtos-tsʰuimohõtos.  

These words cannot be translated literally from 
Chamling into English. There are constraints of 
the English language. Some of them need 
substitutes of the images and some others can be 
translated in terms of the context they possess.  So 
there are some of the metaphoric expressions 
which can be translated with the entire 
correspondence whereas some others are only 
with closer correspondence.  

Besides, there are some of the pauses realized in 
the Mundum ritual text. When the shaman recites, 
he time and again uses the pauses which make the 
chanting sensible; however they sometimes 
appear to be insensible in the translation.  But it is 
very significant in the natural settings. Some 
examples of the pauses are in (7a-g). 

(7) a. phururuphururu 
b.hayephurluphurluhayaphurluphurlu 
c. hayaphururu 
d.sololo 
e. ha hahaha 
f. mubusaya 
g. kubisaya 

The pauses in (7a-g) are significant in the natural 
settings of Mundum reciting ceremony, séance. 
The shaman makes pauses like: phururuphururu, 
hayephurluphurluhayaphurluphurlu, 
hayaphururu, sololo, ha hahaha, mubusaya, 
kubisaya.  

These pauses cannot be translated into English 
appropriately. However, it does not have meaning 
outside the natural settings of séance at all. But 
the shaman makes these types of pauses to ask for 
power with the ancestors. 

4. Metaphoric expressions of the text  

Taylor and Charles (2001) state that the 
metaphoric expression  refers to the nature of 
name, quality, action to a subject or object 
different from, though by implication analogous 
to, that to which this name, quality or action is 
applied when taken literally. 

Since the job of the Mundum translation is to 
establish the cross-cultural link between Chamling 
and English, the translator has to be aware of 

cultural dimensions of the source text and their 
transfer to the target text. In fact, cultural 
correspondence refers to the inter-language 
similarities in terms of language structure, 
function and images employed while cultural 
equivalence refers to the inter-language 
similarities in terms of function. The cultural 
expressions which have different structures and 
have employed different images but they have the 
same or similar function are functionally 
equivalent.  

Table 1: Classification of the metaphors 
Degree of cultural 
correspondence  

Type of 
equivalence  

Translation 
strategy  

total  formal and 
functional 

literal  

close  functional  substitution 
of images  

null functional and 
ideational  

context 

Source: Adhikari (2006, p. 38) 

In the translation of the Mundum ritual text, the 
null correspondence between source and target 
languages is to be found in a greater degree. In 
other words, there can only be contextual 
translation. I placed most of Chamling terms in 
English and presented their meanings in footnotes. 
For this, we can observe the examples (1-3) where 
the terms are given for the ancestors, liquor and 
the assistants of the shaman. It's not possible to 
provide the words with one to one 
correspondence.  There are some words which can 
be substituted by the words with similar images.  

5. Conclusion 

Culture is uniquely human, and bears humanness. 
Translators may not find one to one 
correspondence between two different cultures.  
However, to write with Nida and Taber (as cited 
in Adhikari, 2006), "anything that can be said in 
one language can be said in another unless the 
form is an essential element of the message" 
(p.45). While translating the Mundum ritual text, I 
was conscious of the metaphorical expressions 
with total or partial correspondence.  
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