
UNIVERSIDAD DE QUINTANA ROO 

División de Ciencias Políticas y H uma nidades 

TRANSLATION OF FIVE TALES FROM THE BOOK 
"CUENTOS, LEYENDAS Y TRADICIONES DE LA ZONA 

MAYA" 

MONOGRAFÍA 
Para obtener el grado de: 

LICENCIADA EN LENGUA INGLESA 

Presenta 
Ariadne Trinidad Ayuso Sánchez 

Chetumal, Quintana Roo, México, septiembre de 2018. 

• UNlVERSIDAD DE 
~ (JljiNTANA ROO 

CONTROL ESCOLAR 
TITULACIONES 



UNIVERSIDAD DE QUINTANA ROO 

División de Ciencias Políticas y Humanidades 

Monografia elaborada bajo la supervisión del comité del programa de 
Licenciatura y aprobada como requisito para obtener el grado de: 

LICENCIADO EN LENGUA INGLESA 

COMITÉ DE MONOGRAFÍA 

Asesora: Dra. Caridad Macola Rojo 

Asesora: MTI. Ar elia Peña A uilar 

Chetumal, Quintana Roo, México, septiembre de 2018. 

• UNIVERSIDAD DE 
~ Q!}lNTANA ROO 

CONTROL ESCOLAR 
TITULACiONES 



3 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
A Dios, por amarme y concederme una segunda oportunidad. 

A mis padres, por ser mi luz y mi ejemplo a seguir. 

A mi familia, por ser mi más grande tesoro. 

A Ernesto, por impulsarme a concluir este proyecto y por su amor incondicional. 

A la Dra. Caridad Macola Rojo, por su infinita paciencia, cariño y por compartir conmigo su 

profunda sabiduría. 

Al Prof. Marcos Xiu Cachón por aquella mañana de amena plática y por contarme los secretos 

tras su hermoso libro de hermosas historias mayas. 

Al Prof. Francisco Hoil por permitirme el uso de sus bocetos en esta monografía. 

A la maestra Rosalía Mena Guerra (QEPD) por apoyarme en los trámites para la realización de 

este trabajo 

A mis maestros Isabel Hernández y Alfredo Marín por animarme y conducirme para realizar este 

proyecto. 

A las maestras y amigas Argelia Peña y Floricely Dzay por concederme su tiempo y aportar sus 

opiniones para la conclusión de esta monografía. 

A la maestra Georgina Vela Chuc, por compartirme su voz para imprimirla en la terminología 

maya de esta monografía. 

A Alba y Grisel por adoptarme en sus corazones tan plenos de luz. 

 

 



4 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

 
 PAGE 
 
 
1.Introduction 
 

 
 
6 

1.1 Objectives 
 

8 

2. Theoretical framework 
 

11 

3. Methodology 
 

23 

4. Translation 
 

27 

5. Analysis 
 

41 

6. Conclusions 
 

47 

7. Glossary 
 

50 

8. References 
 

59 

9. Attached documents 
 

65 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 



6 
 

 
BACKGROUND 

The book “Cuentos, leyendas y tradiciones de la Zona Maya” (see: Attached 

Documents section) is a compilation of five short tales, three legends, and a set of 

traditions where we can find relevant information that Mayan people have transmitted to 

their children through generations.  The compilation was achieved in the context of a 

program called “Los Aruxes” which aimed to bring different occupational alternatives for 

families in the Mayan region of Quintana Roo, Mexico in the year 1986.  The program 

included activities such as sports, nutrition, handcrafting and arts. 

Preserving legends, songs, dances, and traditions from the Maya region were 

important tasks for the aspect of arts within the program.  The five short tales translated 

in this monographic work are a small part of what children and families from the Maya 

region brought to “Los Aruxes” program.  In fact, in the prologue of the book it is 

explained that children themselves interviewed their grandparents and other old people to 

conform the compilation.  This aspect of the book makes it valuable since it represents 

the voice of old people and brings us a wider scope of Mayan oral traditions in the 

Yucatan Peninsula. 

Allan F. Burns, who is a professor in the Department of Anthropology College of 

Liberal Arts and Sciences in the University of Florida, worked in the Yucatan Peninsula 

compiling stories and conversations from common people in different environments to 

analyse their language and ways of transmitting old stories and anecdotes to other people.   

He wrote a very interesting book called An Epoch of Miracles: Oral Literature of the 

Yucatec Maya in which he explains how oral traditions are followed in everyday and 

common life: 
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The brief exchanges at the marketplace, the greetings on the street, the stories told 

on the park benches at dusk, and the secret myths told late at night make up a rich 

tapestry of oral literature that is as strong today among the Maya as it has been in 

the past. The Maya are well attuned to the soundscape of their culture. Theirs is a 

culture which pays close attention to the sounds that surround them, the sounds of 

unseen birds in the jungle, the sounds of the wind that bring rain, and the sounds 

of animals in the night. (Burns, 1983, p. 1) 

Professor Marcos Santiago Xiu Cachón, who is the compiler of “Cuentos, 

leyendas y tradiciones de la Zona Maya” (see: Attached Documents section) did a very 

similar work to that achieved by Allan F. Burns. In a brief interview carried out in the 

small city of Felipe Carrillo Puerto, Quintana Roo, he explained that oral tradition in the 

Mayan culture is a heritage that goes from old generations to new ones.  In the same way 

Allan F. Burns did, Professor Marcos and the team of “Los Aruxes” program, gathered 

experience and anecdotes from people in different towns related to a variety of aspects of 

their daily lives.  

Relevant information including legends, traditions, and stories, was compiled in a 

series of books that capture the knowledge and the wisdom of the Mayan people.  

However, all the material has remained forgotten and useless in old libraries or local 

government offices and there has been no effort in spreading this valuable information. 

Evidently, nature and mysticism are clearly engaged in all Mayan stories, legends, 

and conversations.  Unfortunately, as Professor Marcos Xiu expressed in a short 

interview, modern life and technology have changed in some way the dynamics of oral 

traditions in small villages, since young generations prefer the use of social networks and 
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other virtual means to communicate, and therefore demonstrate less interest in hearing 

old stories.  Correspondingly, it is very important that oral traditions are preserved in 

written documents, such as this work, and concede future generations the gift of reading 

about ancient Mayan literature.   Additionally, Burns explains in his book An Epoch of 

Miracles: Oral Literature of the Yucatec Maya that people in these little towns are proud 

of their story tellers since they are helpful in bringing culture to a wide audience. 

Translation is “a way to facilitate communication between people who don’t 

speak the same language” (Macola, 2008, p.2).  Therefore, translation work is a very 

helpful process to bring information to people who are interested in Mayan oral traditions 

and American literature; especially if we take into account that these stories are full of 

Mayan terms that need to be “digested” into meaningful information.  Correspondingly, it 

is very important that readers obtain faithful data since they trust in what we do in our 

jobs as translators.  

   

1.1 OBJECTIVES 

Translation has been a necessary task for a long time in the History of humankind.  

It has been necessary to bring religion to different parts of the world and it has helped in 

several areas of human knowledge like medicine, politics, or literature, for instance.  

Translators indeed have had the important task of connecting cultures through language 

(Gómez, 2015).  History of translation can be tracked to the epoch of Cicero when he 

made used of Greek to Latin translation to improve his oratorical abilities; or to Jerome, 

who is in fact considered the father of translation itself, thanks to his translation of the 

Bible.  Jerome’s work has been the spearhead in this activity since he introduced the 
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definition of “sense for sense translation”, which implicated the use of syntax.  His work 

was absolutely remarkable in the religious field in History to enhance evangelization 

around the world. (Robinson, 2002).     

Within the anthropological field, there is relevant information to be rescued and 

valued particularly talking about oral traditions of American peoples.  In the Yucatan 

peninsula, for example, there exist dozens of beautiful stories and legends that only a few 

writers have immortalized in written forms.  Hence, the main objective of this 

monographic study is to rescue literary work from Quintana Roo, Mexico, through the 

translation of five tales from the book “Cuentos, leyendas y tradiciones de la zona maya” 

(see: Attached Documents section) in order to disseminate it among English language 

readers, mainly those from Zona Escolar 001 in the southern region of the state of 

Quintana Roo.  The secondary school where I work belongs to this specific southern area 

and it would be easier to share the material among young readers and teachers. 

Additionally, it is important to translate the texts in a pertinent way in order to 

transmit the ideas and feelings of each story using appropriate strategies for literary 

translation.  This is a great opportunity to transmit important features of Mayan literature 

to all readers and to make them bearers of ancient oral traditions of such an amazing 

culture. 
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La traducción es una actividad aislada mediante la cual el traductor, como dice Alfonso Reyes, realiza una “tarea 
humilde y dócil como el servir, y a la vez un peligroso viaje […] sobre dos caballos de desigual carrera”, un viaje 
en el que el traductor debe mantenerse en equilibrio sin dejar que ningún caballo se desboque. (Reyes, 1962, p. 
147) 

 

Jixing Long, who is an Associate professor in the School of Foreign Languages in 

Guizhou Normal University, Guiyang, China, wrote an interesting article called Translation 

Definitions in Different Paradigms in which he considers the definition of translation from three 

different criterions such as the linguistic, cultural, and social-psychological. 

The linguistic paradigm considers that translation is always regarded as the exchange of 

messages between languages (Long, 2013).  In this linguistic context, we can find three 

important authors who give us their definition of this very amazing process: John Cunnison 

Catford, Eugene Albert Nida and Peter Newmark.  Firstly, Catford proposes that “translation is 

an operation performed on languages. In other words, it is a process of substituting a text in one 

language for a text in another” (1965, p.1).   

As a second definition we have that, according to Nida (1964), who is considered a very 

important character in the world of translation, this process can be understood as a scientific 

subject where “the transference of a message from one language to another is a valid subject for 

scientific description” (Nida, 1964, p.3).  Furthermore, Nida proposes a dynamic definition for 

translation and considers it as “the closest natural equivalent of the source-language message, 

first in terms of meaning and secondly in terms of style.” (Nida, 1964, p.12). 

Peter Newmark’s is definitely a third quite important definition to be mentioned.  This 

author states that translation is a craft consisting in the attempt to replace a written message 

and/or statement in one language by the same message and/or statement in another language 

(Newmark, 1982, p.7). 
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Cultural paradigm considers other definitions from four renowned translators such as 

André Lefevere, Susan Bassnett, Else Vieira and Edwin Gentzler, as well as Walter Benjamin 

and Jacques Derrida, since they have influenced the thought and perspective of an important 

number of translators around the world. 

Starting with André Lefevere, translation gets a meaningful definition in his book 

Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame, where he views this discipline as 

the fact of rewriting a message into another language. In his words, translation becomes “a 

rewriting of an original text” (1992, p vii).  His work was especially oriented to literature 

translation, and he disagreed quite much with specialists who based their translations on theory 

rather than experience. 

In a second place, there is Susan Bassnett who has a remarkable influence and reputation 

on the study of translation.  Bassnett does not define this task without taking culture into 

consideration.  She states that languages are as different as culture itself; therefore, “there are no 

two languages sufficiently similar” (Long, 2013, p.111).  The idea of giving such a special place 

to culture in the field of translation is precisely the heart of her thoughts when she states, together 

with Lefevere, who was quoted in previous lines, that “translation is not a mere linguistic 

transfer but a cross-cultural activity” (Long, 2013, p.111). 

In a third place, we find Else Vieira’s and Edwin Gentzler.  These two authors have based 

their definitions of this discipline through studying translation in fiction writing.  Vieira rethinks 

the definition of translation and, differently from other authors, under the traditional view who 

emphasize fidelity, she regards translation as a creative activity (Long, 2013). 

Gentzler centers his attention in Latin America and analyses works from different authors 

namely Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel García Márquez and Mario Vargas Llosa.  In his analysis, 
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Gentzler broadens the horizon of translation by taking into account the view of these three 

authors in translation issues, and concludes that fiction and theory when blended with translation, 

offer us a new perspective for us to see the world.  In conclusion, he offers us a perspective in 

which translation forms our identity (Long, 2013). 

Finally, Walter Benjamin and Jacques Derrida (Long, 2013) situate translation in a more 

literal perspective.  Benjamin (1923) specifically considers that translating a text must not need 

to be covered or blocked.  He compares translations with paintings or poems and affirms that 

translators should not worry about those who might read the products, since artists never worry 

about those who watch or read their works.  On the other hand, Derrida (2001) sees translation as 

a conversion that goes from the body of literalness to the ideal interiority of sense, as Venuti 

translated in a chapter of Derrida’s book What is a Relevant Translation? (Long, 2013). 

Two more definitions of translation are considered within the last paradigm that professor 

Jixing Long proposes in his article.  Social and psychological paradigm includes a definition by 

Sherry Simon (2006) and Emily Apter (2006), and a new definition brought by Edwin Gentzler 

(Long, 2013) who was mentioned already in the cultural paradigm.  Thus, Sherry Simon 

proposed a definition of translation, which is different from those presented in countries with one 

dominant language.  Sherry Simon chose the city of Montreal where both English and French are 

spoken, carried out a language research and concluded, as professor refers in the article, that 

translations are “manoeuvres that represent shifts in cultural history or which consciously exploit 

the limit, raising the temperature of cultural exchange” (Simon, 2006, p.16).  

As the years have gone by, dozens of definitions of Translation have given us an idea of 

what translating implies.  They represent different perspectives and different ways of watching 

the texts to be translated as well as the possible results that we translators can get when finishing 
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the work.  Each author will defend his or her view, and each writer will see translation from a 

different angle, depending on their backgrounds, on the research studies they have followed, on 

the specific language or languages they study, and of course on the discipline to which the 

original text belongs. 

In this way, and taking into account the source texts in this monograph, another important 

definition has to be presented: literary translation.  Everybody can call “literature” to any kind of 

writing.  However, it is important to understand that literature involves superior written artistry 

of lasting value.  They are not only tales or poems; they are pieces of work that were created to 

open our eyes and show us a wide world beyond our own.   

Translation of literature is very different from other forms of translation. We cannot 

expect fidelity to the original work. Anyone who translates literature must get into the soul of the 

author in order to transmit the feelings and heartbeat of the work and not just literal meaning. 

When translating works of art, it becomes quite important to understand them so we can discover 

the personality of the writer and his relation with his social environment and epoch.  Moreover, it 

allows us a deeper comprehension of both the artistic aim and ideological direction of the author.   

Considering the experience and remarkable works in the field of literary translation, it 

becomes important to deal with André Lefevere and his point of view about the essence of this 

specific matter.  Lefevere (Venuti, 2000, p. 235) describes rewriting as "the adaptation of a work 

of literature to a different audience, with the intention of influencing the way in which that 

audience reads the work."  He truly finds in literature pieces the opportunity to rewrite to a 

certain ideology or to a certain poetics, and usually to both.  
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Translating literature involves more than just knowing both the source and the target 

languages very well.  This discipline engages a great ability to understand deeply the piece of 

work to be translated and to “feel” and “perceive” what the author intends to transmit.   

Translators and linguists have written entire pages related to these abilities when 

translating literature.  Thus, I find particularly important to consider the act of “rewriting” when 

working with this kind of texts.  Just as Lefevere states in his book Translation, History and 

Culture: all rewritings whatever their intention, reflect a certain ideology and a poetics and as 

such manipulate literature to function in a given society in a given way (1992, p.xi).  

“Rewriting”, as quoted by W.J.F. Jenner in his article The Manipulation of Poetics in 

Literary Translation, refers to a variety of processing of literary texts such as anthologizing, 

criticizing, editing, adapting and translating. In the same way, Lefevere confirms that translation 

involves trust, since the audience, which does not know the original, trusts that the translation is 

a fair representation of it.  For this reason, some authors deny the necessity of transforming the 

source to be translated.  Daniel Hahn, who is a British editor and translator, published an 

interesting article about literary translation for the British Council web page where he advises 

that taking something living and fresh and transforming it into something dull and dead in 

another language doesn’t seem like genuine faithfulness (2014).  So, literary translation means 

giving the readers the closest structure of the original, but keeping the feeling and essence that 

the writer printed to the piece of work. 

Apart from defining the term translation, it becomes very necessary to have a look at the 

different schools that have given shape to what we know these days as Translation Studies.  First 

of all, it is important to mention that the main schools of thought have remarked the use of key 

theoretical concepts namely “equivalence” which according to the Russian tradition refers to a 
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one-to-one correspondence between linguistic forms or a pair of authorized technical terms or 

phrases.  In the French tradition of Vinay and Darbelnet, the same term, however, is understood 

as the attainment of equal functional value, generally requiring changes in form.  This idea of 

equivalence involved the use of procedures, techniques or strategies as a solution to some 

translation problems. 

In her article La traducción y el otro. El acto (invisible) de traducir y los procesos de 

colonización, Nair Anaya Ferreira (2010) quotes three research groups that have become the 

most important within translation studies.  The first of them is represented by Itamar Even-Zohar 

and Gideon Toury from Tel Aviv and their theory sees literature as a “polysystem” formed by 

interconnected rules that limit the strategies and possibilities to the translator.  The second group 

located in Netherlands and Belgium includes theorists like James Holmes and André Lefevere 

and considers translation as a form of rewriting in the frame of a literature phenomenon which 

involves aspects like criticism, editing and literary historiography.  The third group can be found 

in England and it is represented by Susan Bassnett, who explored the logical consequences of 

translation, mainly in English speaking countries.  She also analysed the form in which cultural 

rules regulate what texts must be translated, as well as how and why. 

 In fact, the history of translation theory can be imagined as a set of changing relationships 

between the relative autonomy of the translated text, or the translator’s actions, and two other 

concepts: equivalence and function (Venuti, 2004).  Equivalence is understood as accuracy, 

adequacy, correctness, correspondence, fidelity or identity, and function, meanwhile function is 

the potentiality of the translated text to release diverse effects, beginning with the 

communication of information and the production of a response comparable to the one produced 

by the foreign text in its own culture (2004). 
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 In his book, The Translator Studies Reader, Lawrence Venuti displays chronologically 

how the translation theory has been perceived by translators, either because of the necessities of 

that epoch or because of the influence of culture or social values.  So, between the 1900s and the 

1930s translation is seen basically as an interpretation, which necessarily reconstitutes and 

transforms the foreign text.  Some theorists like Friedrich Schleiermacher and Wilhelm von 

Humboldt, treat translation as a creative force in which specific translation strategies might serve 

a variety of cultural and social functions, besides being a focus of theoretical speculation and 

formal innovation (Venuti, 2004). 

 Between the 1940s and the 1950s, translation theory is dominated by the fundamental 

issue of translatability.  Philosophers, literary critics and linguists from this time, ask themselves 

if translation can reconcile the differences that separate languages and cultures.  It is the decade 

when translation methods are formulated with precision (Venuti, 2004).  

 The decade between 1960 and 1970 was highlighted by the concept of equivalence.  

During these years, the literature related to this term is normative and aims to provide analytical 

tools to describe translations as well as standards to evaluate them.  Equivalence is hence 

submitted to lexical, grammatical, and stylistic analysis and it is established on the basis of text 

type and social function (Venuti, 2004).  

 Susan Bassnett leads the decade of 1980 with her book Translation Studies which 

consolidated various strands of translation research and filled the need for an introductory text in 

the translation classroom, especially in English-speaking countries.  Bassnett’s work allowed 

translation studies to become a separate discipline, perhaps overlapping with linguistics, literary 

criticism and philosophy, but exploring unique problems of cross-cultural communication.  Her 
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approach emphasizes on literary translation and her theoretical assumption relies definitely on 

the relative autonomy of the translated text (Venuti, 2004). 

 Finally, but not less important, the decade of 1990 marks a worldwide proliferation of 

translator training programs besides a flood of scholarly publishing.  The conceptual paradigms 

during this decade became a mixture of the theories and methodologies from preceding decades, 

but also involved some new trends namely polysystems, skopos (understood as the purpose of 

translation), poststructuralism, and feminism.  

Even though translation studies have suffered important changes along decades during 

the twentieth century, there are methods or procedures of translation that have survived through 

the years and have been tremendously helpful in some translation tasks.  Such procedures were 

proposed by Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean Darbelnet in their Methodology for Translation.  These 

authors introduce the terms of direct and oblique translation, where direct are represented by 

borrowing, calque and literal translation; and oblique include transposition, modulation, 

equivalence and adaptation. 

In the first group of procedures we can find borrowing which is the simplest of all 

translation methods and it consists in the use of foreign terms in the source language to give a 

stylistic effect, especially in literary translation.  For example, in the Yucatan Peninsula, some 

typical foods, drinks and fruits are kept in the same form in the daily written and oral language: 

papadzul, balché, huaya.  This monograph contains a considerable amount of borrowings to 

maintain the feeling of the Mayan traditions that the author wanted to transmit in the original 

book. 

Secondly, we have the calque procedure that is a special kind of borrowing but that 

translates literally each of its elements.  After a period of time, many of these borrowings 
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become an integral part of the language.  For example, the English word supermarket has been 

calqued into Spanish as supermercado. 

Finally, in the group of direct procedures, there is the literal translation.  This procedure 

consists in the direct transfer of a source language into a grammatically and idiomatically 

appropriate target language text.  It is very common when translating between two languages of 

the same family.  For example: He has been very kind and Él ha sido muy amable. 

The second group of procedures is the oblique, which includes transposition.  It involves 

replacing one word class with another without changing the meaning of the message.  There are 

two distinct types of transposition: obligatory transposition and optional transposition.  Good 

examples of transpositions are those when grammar situations need to be adjusted because the 

structure cannot be translated literally:  I can play the guitar and Sé tocar la guitarra. In this 

example the word “can” is a modal verb that means “to be able to; have the ability, power or skill 

to” but also means “to know how to”.  In Spanish, the verb “saber” implies having the ability to 

do something. Furthermore, the verb “play” means “perform on a musical instrument”.  If we 

translated the phrase literally, we should take “play” as “jugar” which is not appropriate to the 

sense of the sentence. So the best option is “Sé tocar la guitarra” instead of “Puedo jugar la 

guitarra”, if our intention is to say that the person has the ability to play the guitar.  

Modulation consists in using a phrase that is different both in the source and target 

language, but they convey the same idea. Such a change becomes necessary because the 

translation is grammatically correct, but sounds awkward.  For example: An idea crossed his 

mind and  Le asaltó una idea ; or Snow Ball and Baile de invierno.  In this example there is a 

play on words since the phrase “snow ball” represents a ball of snow and a dance (ball) at the 
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same time.  In Spanish it does not make sense to say “bola de nieve” to represent a dance so, it is 

more appropriate to give the readers the idea of a dance in winter season.  

Equivalence is used when certain phrases or words cannot be translated by means of a 

calque.  This applies especially for idioms, onomatopoeia, clichés, proverbs, nominal or 

adjectival phrases, etc.  A good example is the idiom in English It’s raining cats and dogs and its 

equivalence in Spanish Está lloviendo a cántaros, to express that it is raining heavily. 

Adaptation is the last of oblique procedures, and it represents the extreme limit of 

translation.  It is used in those cases where the type of situation being referred to by the source 

language message is unknown in the target language.  This is especially necessary when we 

come across cultural situations that can be embarrassing for the target language readers or can 

distort the original idea.  It is widely used in movies or songs to make titles more attractive to 

people.  A case that comes to my mind is the movie Poltergeist.  The word in English implies a 

supernatural phenomenon, but the situation was unknown in the Spanish language, especially in 

Mexico where supernatural experiences are more related to spirits and death.  The producers 

decided to avoid all the explanation and preferred to use the name Juegos Diabólicos which 

resulted much more interesting for horror movies fans. 

Five procedures from the list presented above will be useful for the kind of literary 

translation done in this monograph work: 

a) Borrowing 

b) Literal 

c) Transposition 

d) Modulation 

e) Equivalence   
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 I find these techniques more appropriate for the kind of texts I decided to translate.  They 

provide elements that can be useful to translate certain structures in Spanish, as well as 

probable idioms or local expressions.  It is also important to consider that the texts contain an 

important variety of word in Maya language, so the borrowing technique could be very 

useful. 

 This task will be a great challenge considering that English is not my native language.  

Nevertheless, I am sure that the techniques mentioned previously, as well as the appropriate 

guide along this work will lead me to success and at the end I will be able to achieve an 

accurate translation that can show English language readers the beauty of Mayan stories in 

Quintana Roo. 
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 In order to accomplish an effective task, translators need to know about the theory of 

translation.  However, this activity also implies a wide knowledge of the languages involved in 

the process as well as writing skills and an ability to solve language obstacles.  Depending on the 

type of translation, tools like glossaries or dictionaries might be needed.  Literary works like the 

one translated in this monograph require having knowledge of the vocabulary and oral traditions 

that surround the stories.  The book Cuentos, Leyendas y Tradiciones de la Zona Maya contains 

an important amount of Mayan words.  Most of them are of common knowledge in the Yucatan 

Peninsula, some others, especially fruits or trees, involve showing pictures or explaining the 

meaning, since they are very regional or endemic elements and people who do not know this 

region at all, could misunderstand them easily.  

The first step in this monograph was to read the five tales carefully in order to identify the 

words that could be difficult to translate into English and include them in a glossary.  In fact, the 

original book contains an interesting list of terms to express certain onomatopoeia or explain 

specific facts mentioned in the stories.  On line Mayan dictionaries were necessary to revise the 

spelling and meaning of words, for instance Diccionario Cordemex, Diccionario Introductorio 

de la Lengua Maya (published by UQROO), and Diccionario Básico Español/Maya (designed 

by UADY).  After identifying the words, I started an analysis of expressions that could be very 

typical of Yucatan Peninsula region.  However, I found that the stories had been written in a 

standard style, so it was not necessary to make a list of specific typical expressions.  

Peter Newmark states that literary translation is the most testing type of 

translation, because the word, as well as the line itself, requires continuous compromise and 

readjustment (1988, p. 162).  Although his definition refers to serious literature, I considered 

these aspects very relevant when doing the translation of the five tales, especially the 
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readjustment factor, for example in the case of the opossums (see glossary at the end of the 

translated stories), since the text contains elements that need to be explained and clarified for the 

audience. 

 Some research was necessary in order to clarify specific terms such as the ones related to 

water sources in the state of Quintana Roo, Mexico.  Pictures were included in the glossary at the 

end of the monograph to bring the readers visual clues of how these water sources look like so 

they have a clear image in their minds of the scenario of the stories. 

 In order to give the monograph an additional value, I interviewed the compiler of the 

stories.  During this interesting chat, Professor Marcos Xiu Cachón spoke about the reason for 

compiling the stories and traditions of the state of Quintana Roo.  The interview gave me a closer 

idea of what to rescue and maintain in the translation so as to transmit this same feeling to the 

audience.  

 

Professor Marcos Xiu Cachón, compiler of the five tales  
from the book Cuentos, Leyendas y Tradiciones de la Zona Maya. 

 

A third step was the first revision of translation to check spelling, coherence, and mainly 

if the product in English had maintained the touch from the source text.  This part of the work 

was demanding, due to the fact that the translation needed to match the register and the style in 
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which the stories were written.  The compiler chose a very simple language, which is generally 

used by peasants and ordinary people in the country areas of the state of Quintana Roo, Mexico. 

The following task was to determine which techniques were used to translate the stories 

in the monograph.  Due to the literary nature of the texts, literal translation was not appropriate 

for the whole translation, so a variety of techniques were necessary to give the product a good 

shape and a natural tone.  After compiling the examples, it was important to classify them into 

the different types of techniques and include them in two columns charts where the left column 

will show the source language and the right side will show the target language.  This type of 

chart was implemented to organize translation examples in the different methods used to 

translate. 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

  

 

 

Once the analysis was done, I wrote the conclusions with the results of the whole 

monograph.  In fact, far beyond the technical results, the conclusions were very focused on the 

satisfaction of being able to rescue such a very important material which was written and created 

in the state of Quintana Roo, in a proudly Mayan region, with the help of children and old people 

willing to share with new generations what a great community like theirs has in their Mayan 

hearts.   
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TRANSLATED TALES
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OCHIL 

(Land of Opossums1  ) 

People say that, many years ago in a very poor country home in a remote village of the Mayan 

Region, there lived a man who worked in the arduous task of the milpa2 land.  One morning, 

when he arrived at the plantation, he realized that his beautiful bean plantation had been 

diminishing gradually.  He was very worried and angry for losing his sacred crops, so one night 

while having supper by the fireside, he told his wife: “Woman, we are running out of beans in 

the milpa”; “Really?” answered his wife; “Yes!” said the husband, “I think some kind of animal 

is eating the crops.  I will crouch in the fields and bust that thief immediately.”  As soon as he 

finished supper, he took his shotgun and his machete, and went directly to the milpa.   

He arrived at the milpa without hesitation. He considered the wind direction and climbed 

a leafy Chicozapote3 tree which had miraculously been saved from the fire that was set to 

prepare the land for planting.  He made himself comfortable among the branches of the tree and 

waited patiently for the intruder.  He remained quiet, with his ears attentive, and let the time go 

by.  After midnight, he heard a noise… pik’ich… pik’ich4 coming from the edge of the field.  

He prepared the shotgun, pricked up his ears and calculated the direction from where the sound 

was coming.  Being watchful under the light of the stars, he noticed a huge mother opossum 

under the tree followed by six anxious and hungry baby opossums who hurled themselves upon 

the bean plants to devour them noisily.  “What’s wrong?” the peasant asked himself, “I know 

opossums do not eat beans.  This is so weird…” He left the shotgun and moved slowly towards 

the low branches.  Watchful and intrigued, he waited for some minutes.  The peasant was just 

about to climb down the tree when he saw the baby opossums around their mother shouting with 
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clear voices “A story, a story, a story!”  Mother opossum wasn’t paying attention, so baby 

opossums insisted until they got her attention.  Then she said “well, listen carefully my children, 

you know that the Great Tatich5 of nearby towns is dying.  He has a serious foot illness which 

no healer has been able to cure.  However, I’m going to tell you a secret, I know the right 

medicine to cure him.  Listen, if anyone catches a Green tolok6 , removes its brain, rips its legs 

off and gives all of it to the Tatich to rub his feet with this medicine, he will surely be cured.  Do 

not tell anybody, and let’s go because it’s getting late. 

As soon as the opossums disappeared, the clever peasant climbed down the tree and ran 

immediately to tell his wife what he had heard.  The lady, who was also very clever and knew 

the lord of the region was indeed very sick, encouraged her husband to try the recipe.  Next 

morning the peasant found a green tolok, killed it with a rock, removed its brain and ripped its 

legs.  He put everything in a bag and went to the Tatich’s house and offered to cure him.  The 

Tatich accepted the remedy and, full of hope, rubbed it on his feet.  He was happily cured, so he 

endowed the peasant with riches and luxuries, which the peasant took back home joyously.  The 

peasant’s wife was very surprised to hear about the good news and being thoughtful said to him, 

“we must look after those opossums.” 

Time went by and another great disaster came upon the village.  This time, a terrible 

drought finished with the water sources where people used to get clean water.  The wells, the 

haltunes7 , the cenotes8 and even the Chultunes9 dried up. All dried up. 

The situation became so desperate, that the Tatich asked everyone to pray and bring 

offerings to please their gods, who were punishing them so cruelly.  Offerings were made and 

sacred sanctuaries were visited, but no result could be seen.  The thirst suffered by both people 

and earth was just awful. 
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One night, the peasant’s wife remembered mother opossum’s recipe and asked her 

husband to spy on the animals again.  The convinced peasant walked to his milpa once again, 

climbed the chicozapote tree looking for the lowest branches, and patiently waited for the time to 

go by.   It was almost midnight when he heard pik’ich… pik’ich and the lively noise of the little 

opossums followed by their mother walking into the bean plants, which were dry and dying.  

After sniffing all around, the little opossums gathered around their mom and shouted, “A story, a 

story, a story!”  The coddling mother opossum said, “Well, well, listen carefully my children… 

you know the village is having a terrible problem.  The village is thirsty to dead and nobody has 

found a remedy, but I know the solution.  Listen, if someone asks the Tatich to bring down the 

great Ceiba10 tree in the middle of the town, they will find a deep hole which is a water hole 

with clear and transparent waters.  It will never dry, and those waters can save the village… but 

let’s go my children.  I’ve felt a strange smell, so we will change our usual route.  And they ran 

away very quickly after saying this. 

The peasant climbed down the tree anxiously and ran without stopping right to the 

Tatich’s house.  The Tatich heard him desperately and ordered his men to bring down the great 

Ceiba tree which remained luxuriant and still in the middle of the town.  When people finally 

brought down the huge trunk, they were very surprised to find a deep hole in which they found 

fresh and crystal water.  Excited and happy, everybody celebrated the miracle and thanked the 

peasant with praises and offers.  The happy man went back home satisfied and moved. 

The peasant tried to hear the opossums on later occasions. He waited in vain because the 

mysterious litter never appeared again.  The humble man thanked the opossums so much, that he 

called the place Ochil, which means land of opossums in Maya language. 
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Compiled by HORTENSIO MAY CAHUICH 

Tourist guide in Noh-Cah, Quintana Roo, Mexico. 
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JUNTUL TOPA’AN KOS 

(A Clever Hawk) 

Once upon a time, there was a peasant who had three sons and a chili11 plantation in the 

milpa.   One day he noticed that something was eating his plants, so he asked one of his sons to 

keep an eye on the field and told him, “you will watch the chili plants tonight”.  Take some 

cigarettes and some Balché12 in your calabazo13 so you don’t fall asleep.”  The son took 

all the things with him and went to the field.  He climbed up a tree and when he had made 

himself comfortable, he lit a cigarette and drank the first swig of balché.  Time went by.  It was 

almost midnight when the boy started feeling sleepy and finally he fell asleep. 

As dawn broke, the boy woke up and noticed that something had already eaten some chili 

fruits, so he decided to go back home.  When his father arrived he asked his son if he had killed 

the animal that had been eaten the chili fruits.  The son answered that there was nothing in the 

fields, and that he couldn’t see anything because he had drunk too much and had fallen asleep.  

So the father asked the middle son “It’s your turn to go to the fields tonight.  What do you want 

to take with you?”  The middle son also asked for cigarettes and Balché to spend the cold night.  

That night he also climbed up a tree, made himself comfortable, lit up a cigarette and drank the 

balché.  It wasn’t midnight yet when he was already deep asleep.  When he woke up it was 

already dawn, so he went back home and told his father the same story. 

The father was very desperate and asked himself, “Who shall I send now?”  The youngest 

son told his father, “Father, I want to watch the chili field and kill the animal that is eating the 

plants.”  His father answered: “No, you’re too young.”  But the boy insisted so much that he let 

him go and said: “Well, so you’re going to the fields tonight.  What do you want to take with 
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you?”  The boy answered: “Just a shotgun and my little dog.”  Having his father’s permission, he 

walked to the field to accomplish his task.  When he arrived in the field, the boy hid himself 

under a huge rock, hugged his little dog and waited. 

Siete Cabrillas14 stars could be seen in the sky when the boy felt terribly sleepy.  He 

was about to fall asleep when the dog started growling.  The boy got on his feet, grabbed his 

shotgun immediately and waited with open eyes.  Suddenly he heard a noise similar to a big bird 

coming down to the ground very close to him.  He left his hiding place silently and approached a 

great Kos15 who was eating some chili fruits quietly.  The boy pointed at the bird with the 

shotgun.  He was just about to shoot when he heard someone speaking: “Don’t kill me.  Let me 

live and I’ll make you powerful.”  The boy was surprised to hear the voice and said: “Is it you 

speaking?”  “Yes” the Kos answered.  The bird climbed down the chili plant, came closer to the 

boy and told him: “I will do you a favor.”  The Kos took a tick from his feathers and killed it.  

Next, he rubbed the blood on the boy’s shotgun and on the small dog.  Then he disappeared. 

The boy was frightened and when he got home told his father part of what had happened.  

He assured his father he had killed the animal that had been eating the chili plants and as a proof 

of his story, he showed his father the blood on the gun and on the small dog.  At that moment, 

the father grabbed a stick and hit his two other sons for not killing the destructive animal.  Since 

then, the youngest son rests while his brothers work hard. 

 

Compiled by ALEJANDRO CAN TZUC 

Tourist guide in Chanchén Comandante, Quintana Roo, Mexico. 

Told by the boy SANTOS N. CHI CAN, 11 years old. 
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KON WAYUMO’OB 

(Huaya16  Fruit Vendors) 

Once upon a time, there were three brothers who lived in a small village.  One day they 

commented: “I think we should sell the fruits of our Huaya tree.  The oldest brother told his 

father: “I’m going to sell huaya fruits.”  “Good! Go and sell them!” answered his father.   

The young man filled his basket with huayas, took some tortillas17 , some pozole18 , 

and travelled to the next village.  When he was in the middle of his journey, he was hungry and 

sat down on one side of the road to have something to eat.  He was eating the tortillas, when he 

saw a little boy coming with his mom.  He was crying.  When the woman approached, she asked 

for some food for her little boy.  She said he was very hungry.  The young man answered: “I’m 

sorry woman, but I don’t have enough food to give away.”  After hearing such an answer the 

woman never asked about the food again, however she made him another question: “Where are 

you going young man?” and he answered: “I’m going to the nearest village to sell some rocks.”   

When the young man arrived to the village somebody asked him: “What are you 

selling?”: “I’m selling huaya fruit” he answered.  However, when he uncovered his basket, he 

only found rocks in it.  The young man thought it was the result of cheating the woman and the 

little boy he had met during his journey.  When he arrived home, he was asked for the money he 

had earned but he answered that he couldn’t sell anything and that he had given away all the 

fruit. 

The second brother said: “I’m going to sell huaya fruit too.”  He took some tortillas, 

pozole and a basket of huaya fruit.  In the middle of his journey he felt tired and sat down on one 

side of the road.  Suddenly, he saw the woman and her child.  They asked the second brother for 
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food, as they did with the previous young man but he also refused to help them.  When they 

asked him where he was going, he answered the same phrase: “I’m going to sell rocks.” 

When the young man arrived in the village, some people asked him: “What are you 

selling?” “Huaya fruit” he answered, but when he uncovered the basket, he only found rocks in 

it.  When he returned home he was asked for the money he had earned. He answered that he 

couldn’t sell them either, and that he had given all of them away. 

The youngest brother was the one left to do the task.  He stated courageously: “I am 

going to sell all the huaya fruit, you’ll see!”  He had some tortillas, some pozole prepared and 

the basket full of huaya fruit.  Just like his brothers, he also felt tired and hungry.  He sat down 

under a tree on one side of the road and he was ready to eat when he heard a little boy crying.  

The young man asked the little boy why he was walking alone in the wild forest, and told him: 

“Oh, you must be very hungry!”  Suddenly, the woman who usually came along with the little 

boy asked the young man for food because they both were very hungry. 

The youngest brother gave them some food and also some huaya fruit.  When the three of 

them had already eaten their food, they asked him where he was going and he answered: “I’m 

going to sell huaya fruit to a nearby village.”  When he arrived to the town, people asked him: 

“What are you selling?”  He answered: “Huaya fruit”.  He sold everything he brought in the 

basket, so he returned home very happy. 

When he arrived home, he gave his father all the money he had earned.  The old man 

scolded his two sons for not being able to sell the fruit the same way their brother had done.  The 

old man sent his youngest son right away to fetch him a stick to hit his sons.  When the young 

brothers heard this, they ran as fast as they could and no one saw them ever again. 
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Compiled by ALEJANDRO CAN TZUC 

Tourist guide in Chanchén Comandante, Quintana Roo, Mexico. 

Told by the boy SANTOS N. CHI CAN, 11 years old. 
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CHAN ARUX 

(Little Man) 

Wise old men say that a long, long time ago there existed some suspicious people who, 

jealous with their belongings, appealed to the enlightened, powerful and well known  

J’meno’ob19 to bestow them with  an Arux20 .  After agreeing on the method of payment, 

the J’men made use of their power and knowledge, and every Friday of every week they made 

with Sujuy K’at21  a doll not more than 30 centimeters high with the characteristics of a Mayan 

little boy.  On the seventh Friday, when the work had been finished, a ceremony was celebrated.  

It was a delicate ritual called Loj22 , where gods and spirits from the wild forest, from the 

winds, from the temples and from the caves, were invoked to give life to this little man who 

received the gifts thus becoming the loyal and relentless guardian of his master’s belongings. 

And that’s how the Aruxo’ob were created. They were small elves made of clay that woke 

up in the middle of the night and slept the whole day in dark caves or in ancient temples within 

the wild forest.  Their task was to avoid strange people from coming close or invading their 

master’s fields.  In case any absent-minded person invaded the lands, he was warned through 

some whistling coming from the wild forest.  However, if the person didn’t notice the warning, 

he was thrown earth or rocks.  The wise persons would turn around and go on their way.  Others 

received severe warnings, especially ambitious hunters who came around these lands.  The elves 

pulled their shirts, made thrilling hisses, made the hunters’ ears blow, or made dogs bark so that 

people could realize they were real.  Elves could make hunters’ preys run and thus make them 

feel frustrated.  However, if behind all these warnings the hunter didn’t leave, there came a 

worse punishment: a terrible fever that made him feel really sick for days. 
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Aruxes treated the hunters and the thieves really bad when they reached their lands.  It 

was also said that when their masters were having a terrible harvest, the Aruxes changed the bad 

fruit by taking the best ones from other lands.  This way, every land that had an Arux always had 

the best harvests. 

If there was an elf in abandoned neighborhoods, or in deserted houses, it was very 

dangerous for the traveller to stay the night because he would surely listen to the whistles of the 

Aruxes and all his personal stuff would be moved from one place to another.  It would not be 

strange either, that he didn’t find his shoes when waking up because the naughty little man 

enjoyed hiding them in the backyard, or losing them in the wild forest. 

In exchange for his service and protection, the Arux asked the master to celebrate a 

simple ceremony every Friday: to go to the depths of the wild forest and take a fresh drink made 

of corn called Saka23 and a small bag with Xunan Kab24  honey-smeared tortillas.  The 

master had to place everything next to a tree previously chosen by the Arux.  In case the master 

didn’t accomplish these rituals, the Aruxes would claim for their rights sending some slight 

fevers for the master or his family. 

Dear reader: get into the exuberant wild forests of Quintana Roo where you can find 

mysterious secrets and hidden spells that no one has been able to solve.  But be careful when you 

walk these lands.  If you ever hear strange whistles do not go ahead.  Bow your head to 

Aruxo’ob, for they are sending you their messages. 

 

Compiled by MARCOS XIU CACHÓN 

Former coordinator of Los Aruxes Social Program 

in Quintana Roo, Mexico. 
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KOLNAL 

(MAIZE GROWER) 

Old people say that there was a little house outside the village where an old woman lived.  

One day, she was very worried because her husband didn’t come back on time from his fields.  

“Why hasn’t he come back?  It’s already dark and he’s never late” she wondered.  Suddenly she 

saw someone coming and carrying something on his back.  It seemed to be her husband in the 

middle of the darkness, but his way of walking was somehow different.  When the man reached 

the little hut, he left his load on the floor and said with hoarse voice, “I’m tired, hurry up and 

come to bed.”  “Ok” the woman answered and she furtively saw into the bag and noticed there 

were bones in it. 

When they went into the hut, the woman stopped boiling the nixtamal25 and started 

boiling a big cauldron of water.  She approached the hammock where the strange man that 

looked like her husband was resting, and lay next to him.  Suddenly, with the light coming from 

the fire, she saw with horror that the person next to her had a long tail.  Scared but quiet, she 

waited for the unknown to fall asleep; then, slowly and trying not to move abruptly -and trying 

not to wake the man up- she stood up, hugged her sleeping child, hid him under a large pan and 

took the boiling cauldron from the fire.  She came closer to the hammock and with one fast 

movement she threw the water on him. 

She dropped the cauldron, took the shotgun and started running towards the middle of the 

village.  Horrible yells from the man followed her saying, “Wait, wait!”  The woman noticed that 

the man was almost reaching her, so she climbed a big mamey26 tree desperately.  The 

horrifying man came near the tree howling, his eyes like fire and his mouth slobbering.  He said 
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to the woman, “Oh, so here you are!” and he started jumping with great leaps trying to frighten 

her.  The woman was still grabbing the shotgun, so she started shooting him but she noticed that 

bullets didn’t hurt him.  He continued jumping and making strange noises to make her climb 

down the tree.  When she ran out of bullets, the woman started throwing him some fruits from 

the mamey tree to defend herself from the attack. 

She was getting weak when the roosters announced dawn.  People in the village –already 

up- wondered about the scandal they had heard during the night.  “Let’s check out” said the 

determined ones and walked to the place where they heard the shooting.  When the woman saw 

the people coming she asked them for help and told them a terrible Kolnal27  wanted to eat 

her.   “He escaped and followed that path” said the woman.  “Let’s follow him!” said the 

villagers and took their shotguns and ran to get the beast. 

They saw him disappear in the woods into a dark cave.  But they were cautious and didn’t 

want to get in the cave to get him.  Then someone proposed, “Let’s burn him!”  And then 

everybody answered, “Good idea!” and they spread in the forest and got enough dry branches 

that they threw into the cave and set it on fire.  Later on, they heard a desperate howling and then 

a dying roaring, and finally nothing...  A fetid smell came from the cave and chased them away.  

Meanwhile, the woman climbed down the tree and ran back home to get her child.  When she got 

home, she found her boy sleeping quietly under the large pan.  The villagers came back and told 

the woman they had finished the beast that killed her husband and tried to kill her too.  They 

were all happy in the village so they made a big party to celebrate they had killed the kolnal. 

 

Compiled by HORTENCIO MAY CAHUICH 

Tourist guide in Noh-Cah, Quintana Roo, Mexico. 
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ANALYSIS 
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 The book “Cuentos, historias y leyendas de la Zona Maya” was originally compiled in 

Maya language by Professor Marcos Xiu Cachón, who then translated all the work into Spanish. 

The work in Spanish itself had syntax errors as a consequence of the linguistic interference 

between Maya and Spanish, as well as very long sentences which I had to divide into shorter 

ones because ideas expressed in English are usually concrete and precise. Another problem 

which represented a challenge when translating the text was the inappropriate use of negatives in 

Spanish; for instance “También no sería raro…” which should be “Tampoco sería raro…” It was 

necessary to “correct” the idea of the sentence in Spanish first, and then translate it into English 

so the reader had the appropriate and correct idea. 

 I used five translation techniques from the Vinay and Darbelnet taxonomy, namely: 

borrowing, literal, transposition, modulation and adaptation, because I considered them useful to 

translate literary works.  Examples are presented in charts that contain the sentences in the 

Source Language (Spanish), their translations into Target Language (English), and below them 

the reason why such techniques were applied in each specific case. 

 The original book contains a glossary which which was enriched with pictures and 

descriptions of certain fruits, dishes and plants which are very typical of the Yucatan Peninsula 

and not common at all in English speaking countries. The use of electronic dictionaries was very 

helpful to achieve the task of translating this work, since they display a wide variety of options 

and examples which helped me decide the most appropriate ideas to what the author wanted to 

transmit. 
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BORROWING 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

…el gran Tatich de los pueblos de esta 

comarca se está muriendo. 

…the great Tatich of nearby town is dying. 

In this example the word Tatich is kept in the Maya language to give the story the context 

of a very important person who is sick. The Tatich represents the town and he is a wise 

and respected person, so it is very important to help him and cure him.  

 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

…un Tolok verde… …a green Tolok 

The word Tolok in the Maya language is widely used even these days among people from 

the Yucatan Peninsula. I decided to keep the word in the original language to maintain the 

feeling of the author when speaking of this specific reptile which is, by the way, a very 

common one in the region. 

 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

Venteros de huayas. Huaya Fruit Vendors  

I decided to keep the original name in this case because it represents the fruit in the way it 

is known in the Yucatan Peninsula. The picture can be found in the glossary, as well as the 

description of the fruit. 

 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

…y hasta los chultunes se agotaron. …and even the chultunes dried up 
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The word chultunes was a difficult one to be translated into English, since there is no 

equivalent word for this type of water source. Besides maintaining the feeling of the 

original text, I decided to keep the word because it represents a specific kind of water 

source that is formed in some limestone in the Yucatan Peninsula. 

 

LITERAL 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

“¡Sí!” afirmó el marido “Yes!” said the husband. 

In this example, literal translation was a very obvious technique to be applied, since the 

structure of both languages (Spanish and English) matches perfectly in all elements of the 

sentence.  

 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

…en el centro del poblado. …in the middle of the town. 

In this case it is very evident the use of literal translation to explain the location of a tree in 

the town. All elements match in form and meaning. 

 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

…limpias y transparentes aguas. …clear and transparent waters. 

In this example there is also a good opportunity to translate through the use of literal 

translation. In fact, the author uses a specific order of adjectives before the noun in 

Spanish, which makes the right order to translate the same message into English. 
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MODULATION 
 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

¿Qué pasa? What’s wrong? 

¿Qué pasa? in the Spanish language is used when we want to know why something 

happened. It is not appropriate to translate this expression into English as What happens? 

It is better to say What’s wrong? since it is the most simple and common form to ask when 

something is not going well. 

 
SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

A medio camino… In the middle of his journey… 

The expression in Spanish “A medio camino” contains a preposition that expresses a place, 

but it does not have the references “between” this or that to complete the idea. Therefore, I 

decided to complete the idea by using the expression “In the middle of his journey” to 

explain that something happened while the person was travelling. 

 
SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

…enanito… …little man… 

This Word represented a special case of modulation for me because all the examples I 

found for “enanito” referred to European mythical creatures that do not match at all with 

the Mayan cosmogony. So, I decided to use the simplest idea and description of this being 

by saying “little man”, since “enanitos” (aruxes), in fact, look like human beings but they 

have a very short height. 
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ADAPTATION 
 

SOURCE LANGUAGE TARGET LANGUAGE 

zorros opossums 

Without any doubt, the case of “zorros” needed this type of technique because the word is 

used incorrectly by speakers in the Yucatan Peninsula. People call opossums “zorros”. 

However, in the rest of the world, everybody knows “zorros” as foxes. For this reason, it 

was extremely necessary to rename the word “zorros” into the correct option in English 

which is “opossum”.  
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CONCLUSION
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The task of translating is an amazing process.  Especially when we can see, like those 

brilliant people who can see patterns in the universe and nature, those specific patterns that 

linguistics and grammar can give us.  Having the work translated in our hands becomes a 

revelation.  Likewise, working with words and sharing unpublished stories to English language 

readers is an opportunity that can give us a lot of satisfaction. 

The work “Cuentos, leyendas y tradiciones de la Zona Maya” (see: Attached Documents 

section) represents a remarkable challenge to me because I am not a Maya language speaker.  

Additionally, English, which is the target language of this monograph, is not my native language 

either, so the process requires a harder effort.  Fortunately, nowadays electronic means can help 

us find almost everything online and paper dictionaries have become obsolete in many cases.  

Therefore, the use of electronic means facilitate the task of translating, since there is a wide 

variety of definitions and examples to clarify concepts or show us visually the image of certain 

objects that are totally unknown.  In fact, it is the idea of “showing” that inspired me to enrich 

the work through pictures and a glossary, which in fact is included in the original work in 

Spanish.  

The translation itself was not difficult, but it was a very demanding investment of time 

and concentration.  It was necessary to find the right idea, the right equivalent, or the right 

adaptation so that the English reader would be able to understand and feel the mysticism of the 

story.  This is the same mysticism the compiler wanted to print in the original work every time 

he found a new story in those beautiful Mayan villages he visited many years ago. 

Before I started translating the stories, I thought it would be extremely difficult to deal 

with some expressions and mistakes, since the original text was compiled and recorded in Maya 

language before being written in Spanish.  The process of translating was not that difficult for 
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me.  However, the challenge of keeping the tone of the stories was a little hard due to the fact of 

fighting with both the correctness of the text and the style in which the translation should be 

written.  So, I decided to focus more on feeling than correctness to give the stories the right 

touch…. In the end, I cannot say that I found so many difficulties in the path of translating the 

stories.  I would rather say I found the regular ones namely specific words for specific water 

sources; or those related to the way we call certain types of animals in the Yucatan Peninsula but 

they have a different name in the rest of the world.  Perhaps it was also an easier task because, in 

all cases, there was always a solution for the obstacle, and the wise advice of my advisor who 

made wonderful suggestions that showed me the correct path to be followed. 

The use of techniques is extremely important, since they are like the “casts” where we 

can give shape to our translations. Perhaps Vinay and Darbelnet may seem a little bit old-

fashioned, nevertheless their classifications of techniques are always necessary to organize the 

whole task of translating.  I used five of these techniques, and I was surprised to observe that 

most of them prove to be very useful in specific translation cases. 

The interview with the compiler Professor Marcos Xiu Cachón in the city of Felipe 

Carrillo Puerto, Quintana Roo became an interesting and rewarding encounter where I 

understood the vision he had when he compiled the stories.  He really captured traditions and a 

wide variety of descriptions related to food and fruits from the region.  When I first read the 

stories, I truly imagined how everything looked like in each scenario; how tall or green the trees 

were; how the Aruxes behaved; therefore, all of this needed to be told in my translation. 

I hope I have achieved all of this in the end.  And I hope too, that every person who reads 

these stories can take in his heart a piece of the Mayan culture, and thus contribute in the 

preservation of oral tradition over the years. 
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1. Opossums : People from Yucatan Peninsula call opossums “zorros” although these 

animals have a completely different appearance from actual foxes.  They are called 

“tlacuaches” in the rest of Mexico. 

 

2. Milpa : Plantations of corn or beans.  In this particular story the compiler refers to a 

bean plantation. 

3. Chicozapote : Refers to the latex tree that is known as Sapodilla Tree in North America. 

 

 

 

4. Pik’ich : Mayan speakers represent with this onomatopoeia the sound of green branches 

when being cracked on the ground. 
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5. Tatich : This name refers to an ancient denomination given to town leaders in the Mayan 

Region. 

6. Tolok : Green lizard with a crest on the head which is very common in the Yucatan 

Peninsula. 

 

7. Haltunes : In the Mayan Region there are water-holding holes in limestone bedrock 

called haltunes where people used to get water from.  

Retrieved from http://www.backyardnature.net/yucatan/geology~.htm  

 

http://www.backyardnature.net/n/10/100314ha.jpg 

8. Cenotes : A cenote is a natural hole in limestone bedrock -- a sinkhole -- with water at 

the bottom of it.  Retrieved from http://www.backyardnature.net/yucatan/geology~.htm 

 

http://www.backyardnature.net/yucatan/geology~.htm
http://www.backyardnature.net/n/10/100314ha.jpg
http://www.backyardnature.net/yucatan/geology~.htm


52 
 

 

 

9. Chultunes : A chultun (plural chultuns or chultunes, chultunob in Mayan) is a bottle-

shaped cavity, excavated by the ancient Maya into the soft limestone bedrock typical of the 

Maya area in the Yucatan peninsula.  Retrieved from https://www.thoughtco.com/chultun-

ancient-maya-storage-systems-171589   

 

http://www.pangea-project.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/2-chultun.jpg 

 

10. Ceiba : Any of various tropical silk-cotton trees (genus Ceiba)  (Agnes, M. (2000). 

Webster’s New World College Dictionary. Foster City, CA:Webster’s New World).  It is 

considered a sacred tree by the Mayan people in Yucatan, Mexico because it represents 

underworld, earthly life and heaven from the roots to the leaves.  Retrieved from 

https://www.maya-archaeology.org/pre-

https://www.thoughtco.com/chultun-ancient-maya-storage-systems-171589
https://www.thoughtco.com/chultun-ancient-maya-storage-systems-171589
http://www.pangea-project.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/2-chultun.jpg
https://www.maya-archaeology.org/pre-Columbian_Mesoamerican_Mayan_ethnobotany_Mayan_iconography_archaeology_anthropology_research/sacred_ceiba_tree_flowers_kapok_spines_yaxche_incense_burners.php
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Columbian_Mesoamerican_Mayan_ethnobotany_Mayan_iconography_archaeology_anthro

pology_research/sacred_ceiba_tree_flowers_kapok_spines_yaxche_incense_burners.php 

 

11. Chili : Peasants in Yucatan grow a kind of chili called Habanero, which is commonly 

used to prepare and spice a great variety of dishes. 

 

12. Balché : A drink used in Mayan ceremonies, made from the Balché tree bark and 

sweetened with honey. 

 

http://www.playasmexico.com.mx/IMG/arton5120.jpg 

 

https://www.maya-archaeology.org/pre-Columbian_Mesoamerican_Mayan_ethnobotany_Mayan_iconography_archaeology_anthropology_research/sacred_ceiba_tree_flowers_kapok_spines_yaxche_incense_burners.php
https://www.maya-archaeology.org/pre-Columbian_Mesoamerican_Mayan_ethnobotany_Mayan_iconography_archaeology_anthropology_research/sacred_ceiba_tree_flowers_kapok_spines_yaxche_incense_burners.php
http://www.playasmexico.com.mx/IMG/arton5120.jpg
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13. Calabazo : Water gourd. It is commonly used by peasants in Yucatan, Mexico to take 

drinking water. 

 

Personal collection. 

14. Siete Cabrillas : A cluster of stars in the constellation Taurus, including six bright stars 

(Agnes, M. (2000) Webster’s New World College Dictionary. Foster City, CA:Webster’s 

New World). The author refers to these stars in the story to make us realize it is already late 

at night. 

 

15. Kos : Mayan word for hawk. 

16. Huaya : tropical fruit with a sweet taste which is common in the Yucatan Peninsula. 
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Huaya fruit 

 

 

Huaya fruit tree. 

17. Tortillas : A thin, flat, round cake of unleavened cornmeal or, often, of flour, baked on 

a griddle or, originally, a flat stone. (Agnes, M. (2000) Webster’s New World College 

Dictionary. Foster City, CA:Webster’s New World) 

18. Pozole : Refreshing drink made with corn.  It is served cold and is a supplement food, 

very much appreciated at midday when the heat is embarrassing.  The author refers to the 

drink “pozol” in this story. He made a mistake by writing “pozole” which is a soup made of 

corn and pork. Retrieved from: http://www.wordmeaning.org/spanish/Pozol.htm 

19. J’meno’ob : Characters in the Mayan communities who have accumulated ancestral, 

pagan-religious knowledge from pre-hispanic ceremonies.  They know much about plants, 

http://www.wordmeaning.org/spanish/Pozol.htm
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insects, animals and all kinds of natural indicators that have to do with rains and agricultural 

cycles.  It is equivalent to a medicine man in other tribes.  

20. Arux : It is the name that Mayan peasants from Quintana Roo give to mythical elves 

that protect milpas and archaeological vestiges. It is pronounced with an “R” and not with an 

“L” as it is done in Yucatan, Mexico. 

21. Sujuy K’at : It means virgin clay in Maya language.  The compiler describes it as a 

little figure made of this clay, which is 30 centimeters (12 inches) high, and with Mayan 

characteristics.  

 

22. Loj : It is a ritual ceremony celebrated to chase away the bad spirits. 

23. Saka : Fermented drink made with semi-cooked corn.  It is said that dead people take 

this drink with them on their journey to the underworld.  Retrieved from: 

https://es.slideshare.net/jmartinb/maz-en-amrica-8567560 

 

https://es.slideshare.net/jmartinb/maz-en-amrica-8567560
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http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-

N9sV4a4WYng/Vftp_vXeicI/AAAAAAAAIp8/ZNwkuFnzYvE/s1600/pozol%2B2.jpg 

 

24. Xunan Kab : A kind of wild bee that lives in hollow trees, where it makes its 

honeycomb and produces delicious honey of yellow and light texture. 

 

25. Nixtamal : Limed kernels of corn that is ready to be ground into masa (dough).  

Retrieved from: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/nixtamal 

26. Mamey : an evergreen tree (Mammea americana of the family Guttiferae) native to 

the West Indies and tropical America that has an ovoid fruit with thick russet leathery rind 

and yellow or reddish juicy sweet flesh.  Retrieved from: https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/mamey 

 

27. Kolnal : Mayan word for peasant.  Retrieved from: 

http://www.mayas.uady.mx/diccionario/k_maya.html 

  

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-N9sV4a4WYng/Vftp_vXeicI/AAAAAAAAIp8/ZNwkuFnzYvE/s1600/pozol%2B2.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-N9sV4a4WYng/Vftp_vXeicI/AAAAAAAAIp8/ZNwkuFnzYvE/s1600/pozol%2B2.jpg
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/nixtamal
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mamey
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mamey
http://www.mayas.uady.mx/diccionario/k_maya.html
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