
FOCUS:  Languages, Translations, and
Translators in the Spotlight

[In this occasional section we feature accounts of particular languages, translation
programmes or translators. While the specific situations discussed may not be
immediately applicable to all translators, they are offered in the hope that they will
broaden our appreciation and understanding of the wider task we are engaged in
around the world. In the following, Dr Daud H. Soesilo, UBS Asia-Pacific Area
Translation Coordinator, provides a comparison of Malagasy, the only language of
Malayo-Polynesian origin in Africa, with its closest relative in S. E. Asia.]

The Lord’s Prayer in Malagasy and in Maanyan

Introduction

In this article I present a comparison of the Malagasy Common Language (CL)
and the Maanyan CL Bible translations, using a short and familiar passage, one
that has been memorised by many Christians: “the Lord’s Prayer” from Matt
6.9-13. I also discuss the influence of major translations, in either national or
international languages, as models for other translations, and how a CL
translation communicates the meaning of the message in the original
languages more efficiently than a more formal, literal translation.

This article has been prepared primarily from library research as, in the
preparation, I did not get the chance to meet with native speakers of either of
these two languages prior to my arrival in the capital of Madagascar,
Tananarive (literally means “land of a thousand people”). However, I did find
it fascinating how much I could learn by referring to the reference materials
that are available. In the absence of native speakers of the two languages, I used 
the Statistical Glossing Tool that comes with Paratext 6 to produce interlinear
glosses of the two passages, in order to be able to comment on their respective
translations of the Lord's Prayer. 

Malagasy

Malagasy is the official language of Madagascar and is classified as
Austronesian, Malayo-Polynesian. It is spoken in the central part of the island.
It is also spoken in Comoros, Réunion. There are loan words from Bantu
languages, Swahili, Arabic, English, and French. It is a Verb-Object-Subject
(VOS) language. Dialects of Malagasy include Merina, Betsileo, Sihanaka,
Bezanozano, and Tanala. 

Experts on Malagasy recognise the plurality of the origins of the Malagasy
people, language, and culture. One source states:

Malagasy, like the people who use it, is a living synthesis of Indonesian, African,
and Arabic elements. It is one of the two official languages of this island nation of
15,000,000. The British missionaries attempted to codify this lyrical language,
using the letters of the English alphabet. The Malagasy alphabet is therefore quite
similar to the English alphabet. Malagasy is the only Polynesian-African culture
in the world.

(FLW, Inc. [1997-2005]. Malagasy. http://www.flw.com/languages/ malagasy.htm)
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The closest language to Malagasy that is spoken outside of Madagascar is
Maanyan, which is spoken in south Borneo (Kalimantan, Indonesia). Maanyan
and Bajau from Borneo have been suggested as being among the possible
origins of, or influences on, the Malagasy language. However, scholars of
Malagasy do not agree about either how many Malay words may have entered
the language directly since it separated from the Malayo-Polynesian world, or
the chronology of influences, either before or after the coming of Islam to
Indonesia. 

The quest for the Malagasy cultural identity was discussed at length at the
International Congress on Madagascar at Leiden University, March 28-29,
1994, by Wolfgang Marschall, Otto Dahl, Alexander Adelaar, Pierre Vérin,
and Narivelo Rajaonarimanana. Further research still needs to be done into the
various theories of the origins of Malagasy. 

Similarities and differences between Malagasy on the one hand, and
Maanyan and Indonesian on the other, can be seen in the following list of
terms:

Malagasy English Maanyan Indonesian

salàma “g’day” salamat salam, selamat 
kabàry discourse kabar  kabar
làlan(a) road lalan  jalan
àho I aku aku 
zànak son anak anak
zànako my son anakku anakku
tàona year taun tahun
bòky book buku buku
tàny earth tane tanah
òlona people ulun orang
ràno water ranu ayir
vòlo(ny) hair wuluni bulu
vòlana moon wulan bulan
hianào you sg. hanyu
àry and anri
vàovào new wau baru
lànitra sky langit langit
(vehi) vàvy woman wawei
rày (ìsa) 1 isa satu
ròa 2 rueh dua
tèlo 3 telu [tiga]
èfrata 4 epat empat
dìmy 5 dime lima
ènina 6 enem enam
fìto 7 pitu [tujuh]
vàlo 8 walu [delapan]
sìvy 9 suei [sembilan]
fòlo 10 sapuluh sepuluh
zàto 100 jatu seratus
arìvo 1000 saribu seribu
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Old Malagasy Bible versions

Both the Roman Catholic and Protestant Malagasy Bibles are very old and very
literal. The first Protestant portion was published in 1828, the New Testament
was published in 1830, and the full Protestant Bible was first published in 1835
and revised in 1887. The Roman Catholic edition of the New Testament was
published in 1884, and the Old Testament in 1924. 

Many of the older people in the churches do not want a new Bible, as they
have become so familiar with the style and language of their old Bible. 

Malagasy Common Language Bible

The Malagasy CL Bible translation project was conducted under the auspices
of the Malagasy Bible Society. There were three full-time translators. A
Rome-trained Catholic priest, Father Ramboasolomanana Bonaventure, had
been involved full-time in translating the Bible into modern Malagasy since
1984, along with two translators from other churches. Their work was checked
by eight reviewers, two from each of the four largest churches: the Roman
Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, and Episcopal Churches. Another thirty
reviewers were drawn from the smaller churches, so that all church leaders had
the opportunity to see the new translation as it was being prepared and to make
their comments.

Father Bonaventure stated, “This translation is a Common Language
Interconfessional Bible especially for young people. When we compare the old 
and new translations, we now have a Bible which is much clearer and easier to
understand.”

Since French is the first foreign language spoken in Madagascar, the
model text for the translation of the Malagasy CL Bible was the French CL
Bible Français Courant (1982) which was the counterpart of the English Good
News Translation (GNT), formerly known as Today’s English Version (TEV
1976).

The full text of the Lord’s Prayer from the Malagasy CL Bible is included
below, followed by an English gloss of the same text. 

Maanyan Common Language New Testament 

Maanyan is spoken in Kalimantan, Indonesia. It is classified as Austronesian,
Malayo-Polynesian. The dialects include Samihim (Buluh Kuning), Sihong
(Siong), and Dusun Balangan.

The Maanyan NT translation commenced in 1985 under the auspices of the 
Indonesian Bible Society. There were two translators, Rev M. Bandrang and
Rev Timotheus Ngepek, and four reviewers. It was published in 1999.

The model text for the translation of the Maanyan CL Bible was the Alkitab 
Kabar Baik (Good News Bible in Today’s Indonesian), published in 1985.

Comparison of the Malagasy and Maanyan CL texts 

As part of the Paratext 6 package there is a little-known program, the Statistical 
Glossing Tool. This operates on two Bible text databases, matching words and
sequences of words by their frequencies of occurrence and location in the text.
This allows the user to produce a word-for-word (or sometimes
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phrase-by-phrase) interlinear gloss of the text of a language as compared to a
standard text. The glosses are given colours to indicate whether they are
“good,” “average,” or “weak” in terms of statistical likelihood. One important
application of this is to give translation officers an insight into the text they are
checking, independent of the back translation provided to them. This may
allow them to ask more appropriate and targeted questions. But we use the tool
here to allow us to compare the translation of the Lord's Prayer in the two
languages, Malagasy and Maanyan. 

Note: The colour-grading system will not show in this print display.
Square brackets indicate a lemma or root form of a word which may be
inflected here. E.g., [sing] could include sing, singing, sung. Phrases detected
are shown by hyphenated words.

Matthew 6.9-13, Malagasy Common Language Bible,
with Interlinear Gloss

Matthew 6.9-13, Maanyan Common Language Bible,
with Interlinear Gloss
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Koa mivavaha toy izao àry ianereo : << Ry Rainay any an-danitra
so pray like be then you you [father] in [heaven]

ô , hohamasinina anie ny anaranao ;
you be-honoured [may] your-name

Koa mivavaha toy izao àry ianereo : << Ry Rainay any an-danitra
so pray like be then you you [father] in [heaven]

ô , hohamasinina anie ny anaranao ;
you be-honoured [may] your-name

ho tonga anie ny Fanjakanao ; hatao anie ny sitraponao , eto
come [may] your-kingdom be-done may your-will here

an-tany tahaka ny any an-andanitra .
on-earth like in [heaven]

Omeo anay anio ny hanina sahaza anay ,
give our today [food] [need] our

avelao ny helokay , ary tahak izany koa no amelanay izay meloka
forgive our-sins and [like] this also we forgive who [sin]

taminay ;
to-us

aza avela ho azon ' ny fakampanahy izahay , fa manafaha anay
do-not [let] will allow into-temptation us but keep us

amin ' ilay Ratsy ! [ Anao ny fanjakana sy ny hery , Anao ny
safe evil-one yours kingdom and [power] yours the

voninahitra mandrakizay !* Amen .]
[glory] for-ever amen

Jari badoaleh kalayiti , ‘ Ambah kami sa hang surga : Hanyu Alatalla
so pray [say] our-father who in-heaven you god

sa tungkan . Hanyu sa nasambah nelang nahormat .
who the-only you who worshipped and respected .



Observations 

This comparison of the Malagasy and Maanyan CL translations allows us to
make some observations on the text.

Verse 9a

In v. 9a, both Malagasy and Maanyan CL translations have done the best
they can to translate the prayer meaningfully as they find it in Matthew.
The Maanyan CL did not try to make its translation of the Matthew version
of the Lord’s Prayer conform to the formal version that is already in use in
the church in the national language, Indonesian. 

The Malagasy CL is closer to the Lukan version of the Lord’s prayer,
in addressing God as “You, Father” rather than the Matthean “Our Father.”

Some languages have two words for “we, us, our”: the inclusive
pronoun includes the person with whom one is talking and the exclusive
pronoun does not. The exclusive one is used in this prayer, since here God
is being addressed.

To avoid any possibility that readers and hearers think the prayer is
addressed to an earthly father who has died and gone to heaven, we can
also translate it as “God our Father, you who live in heaven” or “Our Father 
God, whose place is heaven” or “God in heaven, who is (like) a Father to
us.” 

Verse 9b

In v. 9b, Matthew uses “name” to refer to God without mentioning him.
“Name” is often a substitute for the person spoken of. It is the biblical way
of referring to God as he has revealed himself in history, and it indicates
the very presence of God. “Name” is preserved in the Malagasy CL
version, but it is spelled out in the Maanyan CL as Alatalla “God,” just as
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Hanyu Raja Kami . Wuah hanyu marentah hang ambau tane , nelang
you king our [do] you rule in on-earth and

kabahumennu ngalut nuu kala hang surga .
your-will obeyed as in-heaven

Ami ma kami hang anrau yiti kutaen sa na parlu daya kami .
give to-us in today food that [need] for we

Ampun kami teka kahalaen kami , kala kami haut ngampun ulun
forgive us from wrong us as us [have] forgive people

sukat bakahalaen anri kami .
steps [wrong] to us

Ada maladar kami kawawian kaparisayaan tawuk kami napurija ,
do-not lot us lose faith when us tempted

kude sanepah kami teka kuasa sa jahat . [ Hanyu Raja sa bakuasa
but set-free us from power that evil you king that [power]

nelang mulia hampe kalalawahni . Amin .]’
and [glory] until for-ever amen



in the Indonesian CL version: “You are the only God, may you be
worshipped and honoured.”

Verse 10

In v. 10, the Malagasy CL appears to have translated more literally: “your
kingdom come and your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” The
Maanyan CL translated the meaning rather than the form of the words,
requesting that God establish his reign for us: “You are our King, you rule
on earth, and your will be obeyed as in heaven.” It should be noted that the
second phrase, “your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” is not part of
the Lukan version of the Lord’s Prayer.

Verse 11

Verse 11 is short but difficult to understand, because the Greek word
epiousios, translated as “daily,” has many meanings: “necessary for
existence,” “for today,” “for the following day,” or “bread for the future.”
Since this word only occurs here, not all scholars agree on these four
possible meanings. It suffices to say that the last two meanings are less
probable than the first two. It is interesting to point out that a few of these
possibilities are reflected in the footnotes of various translations including 
the Malagasy CL. Unfortunately, the Maanyan CL edition does not have
any footnotes.

It is encouraging to see how both the Malagasy CL and Maanyan CL
translated the Greek word for “bread” as food. This is quite appropriate.
To retain “bread” literally will convey the meaning of “snack” for many
readers and hearers in quite a few Asian and perhaps African cultures. In
these contexts, the request for bread would appear to be not only for staple
food, but also for the extras.

Verse 12

In v. 12, the Greek word which is often rendered literally as “debts” has
been translated meaningfully as “sin” in the Malagasy CL (but is thus
brought closer to the Lukan version, Luke 11.2-4), and as “wrong” in the
Maanyan CL. These are wrongs against God.

Verse 13

Verse 13 is the hardest one to interpret. The sense of temptation here can be 
either “to tempt to do wrong” or “to test or try.” It is good to see that both
the Malagasy CL and Maanyan CL have tried to translate it meaningfully.
Following the Indonesian CL, the Maanyan CL rendered it as “Do not let
us lose faith when we are tempted.”

Although scholars are divided whether the Greek word rendered as
“evil” refers to evil or the Evil One, that is, the Devil, both the Malagasy
CL and Maanyan CL chose the latter.

Finally, a number of ancient manuscripts, but not the best or the most
ancient, include a benediction at the close of the Lord’s Prayer. Numerous
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standard modern translations include the doxology in the footnotes. Both
the Malagasy CL and Maanyan CL have it in the body of the text, but in
square brackets to alert the readers that this doxology is missing in the best
and most ancient manuscripts.

Existing Bibles in major national and international languages
certainly influence translation into other local languages. In this case, we
can observe the positive influence of the French CL Bible Français
Courant on the Malagasy CL translation. Likewise we can see the
influence of the Indonesian CL translation as a good model for the
Maanyan CL translation.

Conclusion

The model translations such as Français Courant and the Indonesian CL
contributed positively to the readability of the Malagasy CL and Maanyan CL
respectively.

On the basis of this limited comparison, I observe some connection
between modern Maanyan and modern Malagasy in this short passage from
Matthew. In addition, I also found there are numerous cognates between
Malagasy and Indonesian, and also Javanese.

Definitely, further research needs to be done to determine the connections
between Malagasy and Maanyan and other Malayo-Polynesian languages.
This will enrich the study of the origins of the Malagasy people, language, and
culture.

REVIEW

Scholz, Vilson. Novo Testamento Interlinear Grego-Português. With the
collaboration of Robert G. Bratcher. Barueri, SP: Sociedade Bíblica do Brasil,
2004. xii + 979 pp. Hardcover, R$ 84,00. ISBN 85311-0564-1.

At last, an interlinear Greek-Portuguese New Testament! This book will fill a
long-felt void among Portuguese-speaking students of the Bible.

Graduated from Concordia Seminary, in St. Louis, Missouri, Vilson
Scholz (S.T.M., Th.D.) has taught New Testament at both the Brazilian branch
of Concordia Seminary and the Lutheran University of Brazil since 1993. In
1996, he joined the Bible Society of Brazil (BSB), where he serves as
translation consultant. This volume, written in collaboration with Robert G.
Bratcher, expert in Greek and translation consultant with the United Bible
Societies (UBS) for almost forty years, was published under the BSB’s
auspices. Organized in 1948 and a UBS member since the following year, the
BSB has already published two full translations of the Bible in Portuguese, a
couple of revised editions, and several Bible dictionaries and concordances.
This interlinear New Testament is certainly BSB’s major New Testament
reference work in Portuguese.

The book starts with a preface in which Scholz presents the main
characteristics of his work, and explains how the reader can benefit from it.
This is followed by a short, introductory discussion of the Greek language, its
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