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The language of the death songs is not only replete with

flowery metaphor and analogies but also contains
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abundant references to the material culture and the
agricultural rhythms of life of the Hmong in their
traditional geographic setting: that is, the high mountain
ridges of mainland Southeast Asia. References abound
in the texts to specific flora and fauna, to specific
relationships to and between topographical features—
the rivers, the streams, valleys and mountain passes, to
agricultural implements and tools and methods of food
preparation, to heroes and heroines of legend and myth
located in their specific geographical settings, and to

specific aspects of domestic architecture. ( ibid )4¢
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The important works of world literature never find their
chosen translators at the time of their origin; their
translation marks their stage of continued life . . . (And
for this reason) . . . the range of life must be determined

by history rather than by nature.(ibid)
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66. (The concept or term) “apprenticeship, is discussed by Stoller (1987) and
Carlos Castaneda ([1969]1998). Ethnographers generally consider them-
selves students or like children—learning other cultures through their
fieldwork. Few make explicit use of the term “apprenticeship”in ethno-
graphic practice” (Chien 2009).
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Transcription and Translation of
Hmub Antique Songs:
A Song Master’s Manuscript, Knowledge,
Space and Landscape

Chien Mei-ling
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National Chiao Tung University

Abstract: Following the legacy of Boas and Malinowski, ethnographic
studies and writings are closely related to cross cultural construction of
knowledge and cultural translation. Cultural translation is also embed-
ded in the methodology of ethnography. Besides translation, there is
also the task of transcription of the fieldwork. According to linguistic
anthropologists, various versions of translation and transcription can be
created or constructed from the sounds and voices. In line with such
theoretical point of view this paper will explore the constitution of
knowledge and the cultural space and landscape through the study of
the manuscripts by an antique song master of the Hmub from Southeast
Guizhou, and his transcription and translation works. Sangt Jingb, an
educated song master of the Hmub, had experienced the Cultural
Revolution in China and can write the Hmub language. I was learning
Hmub antique songs from him for several months during my ethno-
graphic fieldwork in Southeast Guizhou from 1999 to 2000. Sangt Jingb
spent more than a decade to compile the Hmub antique songs that were
circulated in Taijiang area of Southeast Guizhou. According to the topics
of these songs he wrote twelve manuscripts. Travel Over Land and Water
(Nangx Eb Jit Bil) was the third one. The two-hundred-page manuscript
included paintings, cover page, summary, preface and one hundred and
forty one folk songs. The nearly 2,000 lines of lyric of the antique songs
were transcribed according to actual oral performance depicting the an-
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cestors’ migration from the north to Guizhou. On the left page of the
manuscript was the Hmub language and on the right the meaning in
Chinese. Although Sangt Jingb tried to achieve an accurate, clear and el-
egant translation, there were inconsistencies, which is intriguing, in
some of his transcription and translation. The variations of the transla-
tion demonstrated the consciousness and the visibility of the translator.
The lyrics of the antique songs and the life history of the song master
are the two axes that form the analytic discussion base of this paper. It
will discuss how the transcription and translation of the manuscript
created the hybridity of the antique Hmub songs in the modern knowl-
edge and cultural space, and the emergence of one single person who is
a translator, a writer, an editor and also a song master.

Key words: transcription, translation, folklore, space and landscape,
Hmub, Southeast Guizhou.



