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TRANSLATIONAL ROUTE BETWEEN ENGLISH AND NEPALI 
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The paper presents a brief survey of historical 
landscape of Nepali literature in translation. The 
survey mainly concerns the translation of literary 
texts from Nepali into English, which is further 
restricted to translation of Nepali fiction. 
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1. Introduction 

Works on historical survey of Nepali translation 
are scanty. Few works that deserve mentioning 
are Bhattarai (1997), Karmacharya and Ranjitkar 
(2002), and Adhikari (2012), which, however, are 
almost exclusively descriptive, lacking in in-depth 
and critical analysis from the perspective of 
cultural and political relationships between 
translating and translated languages, and  
creativity displayed by the translators.    

2. Translation from Sanskrit into Nepali 

The tradition of literary translation in Nepal dates 
from Shakti Ballav Arjyal's translation of 
Mahabharat Virat Parva in   1771.  Arjyal's 
translation was followed by the translation of 
other Sanskrit texts such as Hitopadesh Mitralav 
(1777) by Bhanu Datta, Hasyakadamva (1789) by 
Shakti Ballav Arjyal, Gitgovinda (1832) by 
Hinvyakarani Vidhyapati, the Ramayana (1842–
54) by Bhanu Bhakta Acharya and some others.  

The texts translated into Nepali in the early phase 
were exclusively from the Sanskrit language. In 
Bhattarai's (1997) observation the translation of 
Sanskrit classics into Nepali is of great 
importance. His observation holds valid because it 
is these classics that laid the adamant foundation 
for Nepali literature on the one hand and it is 
those early translators such as Shakti Ballav 
Arjyal and Bhanu Bhakta Acharya who served as 
models for many generations of Nepali writers 
and translators.   

These translations are characterized by overt 
translation, transcreation, and adaptation. For 
instance, the seminal translations of 

Hasyakadamva,  the Ramayana and Ram Gita, 
which lay the foundation for the canon of  Nepali 
literature, display a high degree of subjectivity, 
creativity, and what Holmes calls " the translator's 
poetics " (Holmes, 1988, p. 87). 

3. Translation from English into Nepali  

English is a relatively late comer in the 
multilingual land of Nepal compared to its entry 
into other Asian countries. Historically, its arrival 
can be traced to the establishment of the British 
Residency in Kathmandu in 1802, the Treaty of 
Sugauli in 1816, Prime Minister Junga Bahadur 
Rana's visit to England in 1850, and establishment 
of Durbar English School, the first Western mode 
school where English was introduced in 1854.  
These historical events as Thapa argues "must 
have done their part to deepen the language's hold 
in a few power centers" (1999, p. 297).  

English-Nepali translational contact did not begin 
until Ayton's writing of A Grammar of the Nepali 
Language in 1820 (Sharma, 2012).  Though 
written in the English language itself, Ayton's 
work is a specimen of covert or mental 
translation.  Ayton's work also includes three 
fables translated from English into Nepali.  Overt 
translation from English into Nepali began with 
the translation of the Old Testament as Dharma 
Pustak in 1878 and as Shrerampur Bible in 1884. 
These two translations stand out in the tradition of 
Nepali-English translation, as they first time 
opened the direct route of translation between 
these two languages.  

English-Nepali literary translation proper began in 
the early 1940s with the translation of Haggard's 
She as Shi (1941) by Pushkar Shamsher. Other 
literary texts of international recognition that 
entered Nepali literature by the translational route 
in the 1940s are Folk Tales from Greece and 
Rome, Stories by Tolstoy, A Collection of World 
Stories, Arthur Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes, 
Models of European Literature, and A Collection 
of Famous Essays.   
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Now Nepali translators, Bhattarai (1997) 
observes, were not confined to Sanskrit classics 
alone.  It seems that they realized the limitation of 
Sanskrit classics as a sole source for the 
enrichment of Nepali literature and hence they 
turned to "the literature of the world" (Bhattarai, 
1997, p. 12) for the models of modern literary 
writing. Bhattarai (1999) further notes that 
translation from English into Nepali moved into 
high gear with "the purpose of 'transporting' new 
ideas and noble thoughts from richer literary 
heritage" (p. 64) of the English language. More 
precisely, translational flow from English to 
Nepali was geared towards enriching and 
modernizing Nepali literature and "producing 
sufficient materials in the vernacular so that a 
university could be established" (p. 64). That is, 
literary translation from English into Nepali was 
instrumental in addressing literary and educational 
needs of the Nepalese society.  

4. Nepali literature in English translation  

The overthrow of the Rana Regime and 
introduction of democracy in Nepal in 1950 
proved to be a milestone in the history of Nepali 
literature in English translation. Politically, the 
nation was first time open to the international 
community. Academically, the long-cherished 
dream of institutionalizing higher education 
materialized with the establishment of Tribhuvan 
University in 1959. The decade that followed saw 
the establishment of Royal Nepal Academy (now 
called Nepal Academy) in 1960 and Sajha 
Prakashan (Cooperative Publication) in 1664. 
Translation from and into the Nepali language 
became one of the institutional objectives of both 
Academy and Sajha.  

With the introduction of westernized education in 
Tribhuvan University, the practical scope of 
translation widened significantly. Instructional 
materials in the disciplines such as education, 
sociology and anthropology, journalism and mass 
communication, library science, language and 
linguistics, and political science, to name but a 
few,  started to be written in the Nepali language 
with translational flavor. On the other hand, 
several English literary texts were directly 
translated to fulfill the immediate needs of Nepali 
coursers in western literature.  Some of the 

literary texts translated for the academic purpose, 
for example, are Aristotle's Poetics, T. S. Eliot's 
Sir Phillip Sidney, and George Lucas's Literary 
Theory translated by Lila Prasad Sharma, and I. 
A. Richard's Principles of Literary Criticism 
translated by Madhav Lal Karmacharya and Lila 
Prasad Sharma. These translations are the 
precursor to the early as well as contemporary 
Nepali literary criticism 

Unlike Tribhuvan University, Nepal Academy is 
involved directly in Nepali-English translation. It 
has taken translation as a means of attaining the 
twin goals of translating foreign literary texts into 
Nepali and introducing Nepali literary texts to the 
global readership in English. Likewise, Sajha 
Prakashan, a government publishing institution, 
attempted to revive the flagging vitality of 
translation in the post-revolution years. 
Principally, translation was one of its main 
priorities. However, the efforts and money it 
invested for the promotion of the field were not 
satisfactory. The number of translations it 
published from this institution has hardly crossed 
a dozen.  

 Apart from the institutionalization of higher 
education, academic and publishing activities and 
its positive impact on translation, the political 
change that the nation underwent in the 1950s has 
had seminal effects on literary writing and 
translation.   From the perspective of literary 
writing, aspirants who otherwise were confined to 
classical Sanskrit literature turned to the Western 
literary tradition for inspiration and direct 
translation in their vigorous attempt to modernize 
the national literature. The political, academic and 
literary events contributed to the entrenchment of 
English in Nepali soil. The gradual deepening and 
spread of English instigated bidirectional 
translation between Nepali and English.  
Historically, we can presume two broad 
interrelated factors as to the beginning of 
translational flow from Nepali to English. First, 
the post-democratic Nepali literature was in a 
position to claim its presence in the outside world 
in terms of its "vision and composition" 
(Bhattarai, 1999, p. 68). Second, there was a 
gradual flow of Nepali-English bilinguals into 
Nepali translation who had their higher education 
in India. It was with the vigorous involvement of 



Adhikari / 3 

 
 

such Nepali and other foreign scholars that the 
voice and vision of Nepali literature could travel 
across linguistic borders.   

Laxmi Prasad Devkota, famed as Great Poet in 
Nepali, is one of the scholars who is credited with 
initiating translational journey of Nepali literature 
into English.  Under his academic and creative 
leadership, for instance, two issues of the literary 
journal Indreni (i.e. the Rainbow) were rendered 
into English and published in the year 1957.  
Indreni is the first and probably the last literary 
journal to be published in Nepali and English 
versions together. Other translators who worked 
with Devkota in the journal were the poet Bhim 
Darshan Rokka and the critic Ishwar Baral 
(Regmi, 2006, p. 75). 

Himself a poet in English, Devkota rendered some 
of his own poems into English which were 
published posthumously in 2009 in the form of a 
collection under the title of The Lunatic and Other 
Poems.  The collection contains the thirty of his 
poems written and translated in different times. In 
a similar vein, Devkota also introduced through 
translation some works of other poets in English.  
Shyam Das Vaisnav is one of such poets whose 
poetry collection Upahar was rendered as Present 
in 1963. This collection bears a historical 
significance in Nepali-English literary translation 
for its being the first Nepali literary title to reach 
the English readers. 

Since then nearly a hundred literary titles of core 
genres such as poetry, novel, short story and essay 
have made their entry into 'the world literature' 
through English translation.  

5. Translation of Nepali fiction into English  

Nepali fiction is presumed to have made its way 
into modernism in the mid 1930s with the novels 
Rupmati (1935) by Rudra Raj Pandey of 
Kathmandu, and Bhramar (1937) by Rup Narayan 
Sigh of Darjeeling, and the short story Nasho 
(1936) by Guru Prasad Mainali. These works of 
fiction were creative attempts to move away from 
devotional and traditional writings and to express 
social and individual experiences. Influenced by 
contemporary Hindi and Bengali writing, early 

modern Nepali fiction was preparing itself to 
eschew "the didactic, moralistic, and miraculous 
tales of earlier Nepali fiction" (Hutt, 1993, p. 174) 
to embody social and psychological realism. Hutt 
traces the roots of the new trend of Nepali short 
fiction to "Western literatures, probably via Hindi 
and Bengali" (1993, p. 174).  Historically, 
Western literary writing had reached the edge of 
modernism and was about to make a leap to 
postmodernism during the years when Nepali 
writing had just begun to experience modernism 
in  form and content. 

5.1 Nepali short stories in English translation  

Translation of Nepali short fiction into English 
began with the Nepalese Short Stories in the early 
1970s i.e. nearly four decades after the first 
appearance of modern writing in Nepali.  
Translated in the year 1971 by Karunakar 
Vaidhya, this collection was followed by Ramesh 
Vikal's In Search of Shangrila in 1997 by 
Niranjan Bajracharya, Sheet of Snow in 1997 by 
Nagendra Sharma and Yuyutsu Sharma R. D., and 
B. P. Koirala's Faulty Glasses and Other Stories 
in 1998 by Kesar Lall. 

 The first decade of the 21th century saw a 
substantial rise in English translation of Nepali 
short stories.  Manjushree Thapa translated 
Ramesh Vikal's stories under the title A Leaf in a 
Begging Bowl in 2000. Famed as a progressive 
writer, Vikal's stories are best remembered for 
their stylistic simplicity and thematic 
subversiveness. Kesar Lall's translation The Black 
Serpent published in the year 2001 comprises the 
stories by Indian Nepali writers. Next year Royal 
Nepal Academy published another collection of 
Nepali stories in English titled Stories from Nepal. 
Edited by Madhav Lal Karmacharya and Phillip 
H. Pierce, the collection, which comprises thirty-
nine stories, one story by one writer, is claimed to 
be the representative of Nepali short story writing.    
Another anthology of stories under the title of 
Beyond the Frontiers: Women's Stories from 
Nepal came out in 2006 after the interval of five 
years. Exclusive to women writing and hence the 
first collection of its type, the work speaks out 
experiences, voices and visions of Nepali women 
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writers.  Published under the editorial of 
Padmawati Singh, the anthology comprises thirty 
stories, two from each writer.   

Stories of Conflict and War (2007) translated and 
edited by Govinda Raj Bhattarai distinguishes 
itself from other anthologies of short stories in 
Nepali and English translation both. It is the first 
attempt in Nepali literature to present the stories 
that tell the harrowing experiences of Nepali 
society inflicted by a decade-long armed-
insurgency. Bhattarai's footsteps were followed in 
by Ramchandra KC (2011), who compiled, 
translated and edited Rebel, a collection that 
comprises fifteen stories, one creation from each 
writer. Apart from these, anthologies of short 
stories published in English translations are 
Contemporary Nepalese Stories (eds. Parashu 
Pradhan & Chandra Prakash Bhattarai, 2012), 
Selected Stories from Nepal (trans. Govinda Raj 
Bhattarai, 2004), Stories of Bhawani Bhikshu 
(trans. Bharat Kumar Pradhan, 2012), 
Contemporary Short Stories from SAARC (2012), 
After Sunset and Mosaic (trans. Damodar Sharma, 
2012).  

Short stories have occupied a substantial space in 
other translated works which comprise short 
fiction with other genres such as poetry, play and 
extracts from novels. Most notable of them are 
Himalayan Voices: An Introduction to Modern 
Nepali Literature (trans. & ed. Michael Hutt, 
1991), Modern Literary Nepali: An Introductory 
Reader (trans. & ed. Michael J. Hutt, 1997), 
Nepalese Literature (eds. Madhav Lal 
Karmacharya & Govinda Raj Bhattarai, 2005), 
The Country in Yours (trans. Manjushree Thapa, 
2009), and Gorkhas Imagined: Indra Bahadur Rai 
in Translation (trans. Prem Podar & Anmol 
Prasad, 2011).  

Roughly divided into three sections as poetry, 
short story, and a brief historical analysis of each 
genre, Hutt's (1993) collection comprises eighteen 
stories by fifteen writers along with eighty poems. 
Another mixed anthology of poetry, short story, 
play and novel extracts that came out in 2005 
under the editorial of Karmacharya and Bhattarai 
comprises eight representative stories from eight 
different writers, namely Guru Prasad Mainali, 
Pushkar Shamsher, Bhawani Bhikchhu, Govinda 

Bahadur Malla 'Gothale', Vishweshwar Prasad 
Koirala, Ramesh Vikal, Parashu Pradhan and 
Manu Brajaki. Likewise, translated and 
introduced by Manjushree Thapa (2009) The 
country is yours subtitled as Contemporary Nepali 
Literature has fourteen stories along with forty-
nine poems. The stories in the anthology are 
organized in four sections under different themes: 
the perplexity of living, the right to desire, the 
imminent liberation, and visions. The translator 
and editor claims that these stories depict the 
immense volatility, and the many struggles and 
gains of Nepal's past fifteen years (Thapa, 2009, 
p. vii).    

These anthologies and collections of short stories 
in English translation represent the tradition of 
Nepali short story that began in the early 1930s 

and journeyed through subsequent decades to 
arrive at the present.  Nepali short story has come 
of age over the eight decades. Maturity in writing 
of Nepali short story is evident in thematic and 
regional diversity, complexity of plots and play 
with language.  These translations, albeit not 
substantial  in quantity, are the representatives of 
social realism (as in the stories by Guru Prasad 
Mainali), regionalism (as in the stories by 
Bhawani Bhikchhu and Daulat Vikram Bista), 
Freudian psychology (as in the stories by B. P. 
Koirala and Vijay Malla), women consciousness 
(as in the stories by Parijat), socialist idealism and 
political progressivism (as in the stories by 
Ramesh Vikal and Narayan Dhakal),  war 
psychology, post-war trauma, and desire for 
reconciliation and peace (as in the stories  
collected in Stories of Conflict and War), 
postmodern consciousness in plot and use of 
language (as in the stories by Indra Bahadur Rai).  

5.2 Nepali novels in English translation  

To follow the general consensus among critics, it 
was Rudra Raj Pande's Rupmati (1935) that 
ushered Nepali long fiction in modernism.  The 
number of novels written in the Nepali language 
is presumed to have crossed one thousand 
(Subedi, 2007). There are not more than two 
dozen titles rendered into English, however. 

The tradition of translating Nepali novels into 
English began with the translation of Parijat's 
Shirishko Phool by Sandra Zodenstein and Tanka 
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Villas Varya as Blue Memosa in 1972.  There was 
no translation of any novel for another decade. 
The year 1984 saw the translation of two novels, 
namely Khairini Ghat by Shankar Koirala, and 
Seto Bagh by Diamond Shamsher Rana, both 
translated by English native speakers. Khairini 
Ghat translated by Larry Hartsell under the same 
title typifies regional and social realistic writing in 
Nepali fiction, while Seto Bagh translated by 
Greta Rana under the title Wake of White Tiger is 
the archetype of Nepali historical fiction.  

English translation of Nepali novels took a 
momentum in the 1990s with the involvement of 
Nepali as well as foreign scholars.   Larry Hartsell 
alone came up with the translations of four 
novels: Taranath Sharma's Ojhelparda as 
Blackout (1990), Lil Bahadur Chettri's Basain as 
Lost Homestead (1993), Kavita Ram Shrestha's 
Bakpatra as Confession (1995), and Govinda 
Bahadur Malla 'Gothale''s Pallo Gharko Jhyal as 
The Window of the House Opposite (1998). 
Hartsell's selection of novels demonstrates 
diversity in terms of themes and geographical 
origins of writers. Lost Homestead and The 
Window of the House Opposite can be a case in 
point. Lost Homestead is by an Indian Nepali 
writer which is held as an archetype of social 
realism in Nepali literature. On the other hand, 
The Window of the House Opposite is by a 
Kathmandu-based writer which is celebrated as a 
masterpiece for its in-depth penetration of woman 
psychology in a broader social context of a 
Newari community.  

 Other novels translated in the decade are Bharat 
Jangam's Kalo Surya and Rato Surya as The Black 
Sun (1990) and The Red Sun (1991) respectively 
both by Saroj Kumar Shakya, and Dhruba 
Chandra Gautam's Alikhit as Unwritten (1992) by 
Phillip Pierce. Rudra Raj Pande's Rupmati reached 
the English readership in the year 1999, after four 
and a half decades of its publication in the source 
language. Translated by Shanti Mishra, Ruptmati 
reached among the English readers forty five 
years after the end of modernism in English 
literature.   

In the last decade, translational flow of Nepali 
novels into English is gaining ground. The recent 
years have seen the substantial increase in the 
translation of novels into English. The number of 
translated works of fiction has crossed a dozen, 
the number is equal to the number of novels 
translated in three decades from the 1970s. The 
translation of novels in the early years of the 
century was slow and it did not pick up speed 
until the mid years of the decade. Phillip H. 
Pierce, nearly a decade after his first translated 
work in 1992,  rendered Vijay Malla's Kumari 
Shova under the same title, and Dhruba Chandra 
Gautam' novella Phulko Atanka under the title of 
Terror of Flowers in the years 2001 and 2005 
respectively.  Terror of Flower is an experimental 
work that underlines the postmodern ethos of 
fragmentation, chaos, ambiguity and small 
narratives. B. P Koirala's two of the critically 
acclaimed and widely read works Sumnima 
(2005) and Modiayan (2012) reached the English 
readership, thanks to the contribution made by 
Taranath Sharma and Jaya Raj Acharya 
respectively. Recently Koirala's another trend-
setting work of fiction Hitlar ra Yehudi has been 
translated as Hitler and the Jews by Nagendra 
Sharma. Koirala is best remembered for his 
uncanny ability to employ the textual space to 
juxtapose philosophy, spiritualism, carnal desires, 
and pragmatism of everyday life.  To the list of 
the translated Nepali novels was added Peter J. 
Karthak's self-translated work Pratek Thaun, 
Pratek Manchhe under the title Every Place, 
Every Person in 2005.  

Michael Hutt, a British scholar acclaimed for his 
scholarship in Nepali literature, came up with the 
second English version of Lil Bahadur Chhetri's 
Basain under the title  of Mountain Painted with 
Turmeric in 2008. It is the same novel translated 
by Larry Hartsell back in 1993. Of the translated 
novels, Narayan Wagle's Palpasa Café  translated 
by Bikash Sangraula under the same title (2008) 
and Govinda Raj Bhattarai's Sukaratka Paila 
translated by Bal Ram Adhikari under the title of 
Socrates's Footsteps (2010) deserve a special 
mention for the reasons of contemporariness in 
their themes and in translation. First, written in 
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the mid of first decade of this century both novels 
revolve round the decade-long armed insurgency 
that the nation faced and the fresh wound it left 
behind. Second, both novels reached the English 
readers through translation in the same decade. 
That is, the translated novels turn out to be the 
contemporaries of their source versions.     

Other works of fiction that made their way into 
English are and Govinda Raj Bhattarai's Muglan 
(2011) by Lekhnath Sharma Pathak, Indian Nepali 
writer Bindhya Subba's Unfathomable (2010) by 
Man Prasad Subba from India, Pradeep Nepal's 
21th Century's Sumnima (2008) by Rajan Ghimire, 
Padmawati Singh's Parallel Sky (2011) by 
Anuradha Sharma, Unnati Shila Bohora's Two 
Sides of A Coin (2008) by Dilli Bikram Idingo, 
and Sharmila Khadka's children novel Sani's 
Valor (2010) by Sampurna Devpati.  Thus, so far 
about two dozen titles of long fiction have been 
translated into English in the last three and a half 
decades.  

The first three decades of novel translation was 
characterized by direct involvement of foreign 
translators and their collaboration with Nepali 
translators as well as editors. Their surging 
interest in Nepali fiction communicates much 
about creativity and experiment burgeoning in 
Nepali literature. The involvement of target 
community translators is believed to be vital to 
the proliferation of the national literature beyond 
linguistic and cultural borders. It is because 
translations as argued by Torry "are facts of target 
cultures" (Toury, 1995, p. 29). From the utilitarian 
perspective "translation is, in effect, initiated by 
the target culture, as a way of filling in gaps in 
relation to other cultures" (Roberts, 2002, p. 436).  

Target language scholars' involvement has, 
however, waned in the last decade and the 
involvement of Nepali speaking English 
translators has waxed. This has, in effect, created 
a situation which is a theoretically paradoxical but 
practically justifiable situation. Theoretically, the 
trend runs against the UNESCO recommendations 
on the directionality of translation that "a 
translator should as far as possible translate into 
his or her own mother tongue or into a language 
of which he or she has a mastery equal to that of 
his or her mother tongue" (1976).  Conversely, the 

UNECSCO recommendation itself runs against 
the widespread reality of English bilingualism and 
the substantial increase in the number of 
translators working from their mother tongues to 
English as their second tongue. On practical 
grounds, it is hard to find English native speakers 
possessing translational competence in the minor 
languages like Nepali. Making recourse to 
McAlister (1992), Hatim aptly observes that 
"there is a pressing demand for translating from a 
minor language (e.g. Finnish) into a major one 
(e.g. English). Yet the demand usually exceeds 
those who are native speakers of English and who 
also have Finnish as a second language (2001, p. 
165). Given the dominant presence of English in 
Nepali academia and the practical considerations 
of Nepali-English translation, the years to come 
will see the substantial flow of Nepali speakers 
translating from their mother into the other tongue 
i.e. English. By implication, contemporary Nepali 
translation is and will be typified by inversa i.e. 
the translators translating from mother tongue into 
other tongues.   

6. Conclusions 

The following conclusions can be drawn from the 
above discussion:  

 The early period was exclusively and the 
developmental period was dominantly inclined 
to the Sanskrit language. The flow of 
translation in the early period was vertical and 
unidirectional. 

 English-Nepali translation has remained at the 
heart of Nepali literacy and literary tradition 
apart from its direct contribution to the 
expansion and modernization of the Nepali 
language and higher education. 

 Nearly a hundred literary titles of Nepali 
literature have appeared in English translation 
in a period of five and a half decades.  

 Nepali and foreign translators have 
contributed to the dissemination of Nepali 
literature through translation.  

 Translation of Nepali literary works into 
English is yet to be institutionalized for its 
entry into World Literature. 
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