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Chief Editor’s Note
The present issue, the fiftieth published by the Translation
Quarterly since its inception in 1995, brings together four articles
that are as different from each other as can be imagined, showing
the manifold directions that translation research has taken. There
is Roberta Raine’s discussion of the translation of Chinese
idiomatic expressions into English, and her case study is the bestknown of contemporary women writers in Hong Kong, Yi Shu.
Issues of explicitation and implicitation in translated texts are
addressed in Wang Jianguo’s article, which draws on a wide
range of linguistic approaches to translation, most notably Sperber
and Wilson’s relevance theory, to explain the twin phenomena.
Wang Shuhuai and Wang Weiping expound a “structuralist”
approach to translation pedagogy, based principally on J. S.
Bruner’s theories; systematically they lay out plans for new
models of translation teaching. Finally, Zhang Baohong, through
a dialogue with Jin Chunsheng, reconsiders the question of how
formal equivalence can be attained in the translation of poetry
from Chinese into English.
For once, this note will be brief. We allow the five authors to
speak for themselves.
Leo Chan
December 2008
v

Translating Idiomatic
Expressions in Hong Kong
Popular Fiction:
With Special Reference to
Yi Shu’s Stories
Roberta Raine

Abstract
This paper discusses the translation of idiomatic expressions
as seen in the works of Hong Kong popular fiction author Yi Shu.
Very little research has been published in the area of translating
popular fiction, especially how this differs—if at all—from the
translation of “high” or “serious” literature. While some may argue
that figurative language such as idiomatic expressions should not
be handled any differently in popular literature, this paper argues
that, due to the complexities of Chinese-English translation, the
tremendous gap between the source-language and target-language
cultures, the style of popular fiction writing, and the expectations of
the target readers of translated popular fiction, this is not always
defensible in practice. A variety of different methods for handling
the translation of Chinese idiomatic expressions are presented and
then applied to the translation of specific examples taken from Yi
Shu’s short stories.
1
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Introduction
In the field of translation studies, very little research has been
published on the translation of popular fiction. Indeed, popular fiction
is often seen as being a somehow inferior product, one that is hardly
worthy of a translation scholar’s time and energy. In fact, however, it
poses particular challenges to the translator which deserve further
investigation. These challenges include: (1) how to analyze, in terms of
both content and style, a large corpus of works by an author for the
purpose of translation; [1] (2) how to translate the style of popular fiction
writing such that the reader appreciates the text in a manner concordant
with his or her expectations of translated popular fiction. This paper
will focus on one such difficulty related to style, namely the handling of
figurative language such as idiomatic expressions, a problem that is
especially acute when dealing with such linguistically dissimilar language
pairs as Chinese and English.
Although it is not uncommon for English-language popular fiction
to be translated into foreign languages—one obvious example is the
popular Mills & Boon romance novels, which are translated into 23
different languages—Chinese popular fiction is very seldom the object
of either study or translation. [2] Regardless of whether the works
originate in the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, Singapore, Hong
Kong, or elsewhere, translators of Chinese fiction tend to focus primarily
on the most prominent or “high-brow” authors of that region.
In Hong Kong—a city with its own unique cultural and literary
traditions—the translation of literature is a marginal activity at best.
One reason for this is that there are very few outlets for such translations,
despite the fact that Hong Kong is an international city with a large
population of non-Chinese speakers. Given the dearth of literary
translations in general, it is no surprise that local popular fiction
2
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translations hardly ever see the light of day. This is unfortunate, because
popular fiction has the ability to reflect a wide range of cultural, social
and historical concerns and trends, particular in the case of highly prolific
authors who have been publishing over a long period of time.
, a female writer who began her
One such author is Yi Shu
writing career in the 1960s and who has, to date, published over 250
books of short stories, middle-length stories, essays and novels. One of
Hong Kong’s most well-known writers, Yi Shu has been referred to as
one of the city’s two “marvelous flowers” (Luo 1993: 26), the other
being her brother, Ni Kuang, a popular science fiction author. Although
Yi Shu writes about a wide range of topics, the search for love is a
recurrent theme, particularly in her earlier books. For this reason, there
is a general impression that Yi Shu’s novels are written for female readers
(Ni 1984: 7). Apart from writing about love and romance in contemporary
Hong Kong, Yi Shu deals with other common topics like the problems
of young people in Hong Kong, divorce, loneliness, working women,
contemporary social issues, ghosts and other supernatural phenomena.
Some years ago, I carried out a comprehensive study of Yi Shu’s
popular fiction, focusing specifically on her short stories, which by 1999
numbered over 700 (Raine 1999). I examined how the stories changed
over time and developed a systematic method for analyzing the content
of the stories, as well as the selection criteria used in translating them
for a Western audience. The study also included an in-depth textual
analysis of Yi Shu’s style, which was necessary before one embarks on
the translation of a selection of her stories. One of the difficulties
found during the course of the textual analysis concerned the handling
of idiomatic expressions, particularly in relation to the expectations of
a Western reader of translated popular fiction.
Drawing on the framework of the above study, the present paper
begins with a discussion of how popular fiction may be identified and
3
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defined, after which a brief description is given of the translation
protocols established for the purposes of translating Yi Shu’s works.
The remainder of the paper focuses on questions of style in general
and on the translation of idiomatic expressions in particular. It should
be noted that, in this paper, I will not be analyzing existing translations
of Yi Shu’s works, but rather positing how they might be translated for
a notional audience.

Defining Popular Fiction
Although literary critics, both East and West, often dismiss popular
fiction as “low-brow” whilst elevating other types of fiction as “highbrow”—often on no more basis than their own predispositions and
prejudices—scholars in the field of popular culture studies tend to define
popular fiction according to certain objective characteristics. To Gelder
(2005), for example, one key feature of popular fiction is it consists of
works produced in large quantities by the same author over a relatively
long period of time. Gelder cites romance writer Catherine Cookson,
who published well over 100 books in her lifetime; Western novelist
Louis L’Amour, who has over 120 books to his credit; and the Belgian
novelist Georges Simenon, who was famous for his detective character
Maigret and had written more than 200 novels by the time he was 30
(2005: 16). Gelder sees popular fiction, as distinct from “literature” (a
word which he prefers to “highbrow” or “high” fiction), in terms of the
logic and practices deployed by the writers in the making of their
“product,” which is a commercial endeavour (2005: 12). “Literature,”
on the other hand, is an artistic endeavour and is thus produced in an
entirely different manner.
Gelder discusses another, intriguing characteristic of popular
4
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fiction which is related to the author’s attitude towards his or her
readership. Referring to the theories of French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu, who characterised “high-brow” works as being “autonomous”
or indifferent to the reading public, Gelder maintains that such authors
are “often openly contemptuous of the marketplace and the demand
for profit, underwritten by a sense of ‘creativity’ and ‘originality’, and
using the language or discourse of ‘art’” (2005: 13). Popular fiction, by
contrast, is considered to be “heteronomous” in that its authors are
both open to and conscious of the needs and demands of their reading
public, often even going so far as to be “determined to please them”
(Gelder 2005: 13).
Roberts (1990) discusses yet another key distinction between “highbrow” literature and popular fiction: the former is often found to have
a set of primary texts or other materials which “challenge, supplement,
complement, or explain” those works (1990: 189). Roberts writes, “when
we add to any text the commentary it has received we have what is
known as … the ‘text cum notis variorum’: the text with critical and
scholarly commentary” (ibid.). He states that nothing like these “variorum
objects” exists for popular fiction genres. In general, works of popular
fiction have no commentary more sophisticated than “reviewers’ brief
recommendations and warnings” (Roberts 1990: 190).
Finally, a feature of popular fiction works is that they are often
produced as part of a “system” rather than written as individual works
(Roberts 1990: 160). The more one reads within that system, the more
one understands about the writer and his world view. In this way, “the
individual stories create, over time, richer volumes of meaning than
any one of them can carry” (1990: 160-61). Roberts also points out
that systems are always changing, and that “in reading the new stories
… we are following the changes in that system” (1990: 151).
In summary, “popular fiction” refers to those books that are
5
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produced in large quantities over a period of time, with no variorum
objects attached to them, written within a system, and whose authors
are conscious of their readers’ needs. It is helpful for the translator to
have at his or her disposal such a definition, for the elements that make
up popular fiction also, in turn, affect the choices that a translator makes,
both in analyzing content and style, and in determining which stories (or
novels) to translate for a given audience. Yi Shu’s writing meets all four
criteria in our definition.

Translation Protocols
Before examining the style of Yi Shu’s writing and the translation
of idiomatic expressions in the stories, a brief synopsis of the translation
protocols, or guidelines, established for this study will be provided. The
first and most basic guiding protocol is one according to which the
translator should use a target-oriented, communicative approach that
emphasizes the needs of the reader of the translated text, while remaining
as faithful as possible in style and content to the original.
A second protocol concerns how to meet the expectations or
conventions of the target audience towards a popular fictional text by
referring to Christiane Nord’s (1991: 103) suggested five-part procedure
for analyzing the audience. [3] In the course of this study, four out of
Nord’s five suggestions can be adopted: analyzing existing translations
of Hong Kong literature; reading critiques of translated Hong Kong
literature; reading widely in translation theory; and receiving input from
Western readers of my translations. Only the fifth (performing
multilingual comparisons of the same translation) is not used, as there
are no such publications available. This entire process, which according
to Nord should be followed by all literary translators, establishes a base
6
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of knowledge that is essential in making translation decisions related to
audience expectations, such as those pertaining to the translation of
idiomatic expressions.
Two potential audiences for Yi Shu’s short stories in translation
are posited for this study: (1) Westerners living in or visiting Hong Kong
or China and (2) Non-Chinese speakers living in the West who are
interested in Hong Kong or China. It is assumed that both groups are
unable to read the Chinese language but have a considerable interest in
things Chinese. It is also posited that although Yi Shu’s target audience
reads her stories primarily for entertainment, Westerners will read Yi
Shu in translation primarily to educate themselves about contemporary
Hong Kong life, culture and values, and only secondarily as entertainment.
Nord’s discussion on how much of the “strangeness” of the source
text one should keep for specific audiences helps us establish the third
basic protocol:
If, for example, according to the constitutive translational conventions
to which they are accustomed, the members of a particular culture
community expect a literary translation to reproduce the “strangeness”
of the original (which, of course, is “strange” only for the target
readers, not for the readers of the original, who may find the story
rather “ordinary”), the translator will leave the setting and the proper
names of persons and places unchanged or even stress the “local
colour” of the scene by reproducing the original forms of address (e.g.
“signora”) instead of following the target culture conventions. (Nord
1991: 100-101)

This advice is particularly relevant to translating a popular fiction writer
such as Yi Shu, whose original audience may indeed find the stories
rather ordinary. However, due to the vast differences between Chinese
7
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and Western culture, what the original readers find ordinary may indeed
appear strange (and therefore of interest) to the target audience. If the
primary purpose of reading Hong Kong popular fiction in translation is
to learn about Hong Kong life and culture, then the translator should
carefully handle cultural items within the translated text. Therefore, the
third protocol is to retain as much “local color” as possible.

General Style
Yi Shu’s fictional writing style has been described as fast-paced,
simple, concise, clear, lively and straightforward (e.g. Yan 1996: 46; Luo
1993: 26-29). Ni Kuang notes that Yi Shu’s writing style is “direct,
candid, straightforward and simple. She rarely loads her work with fancy
phrases. In her works, the atmosphere is created from her acute
descriptions, the distinct personalities of her characters, and the twists
and turns of her plots” (Ni 1984: 8). Chen Yongkang describes her
writing as “succinct, lively and frank” (1993: 22) and to Pan Yetun, “her
dialogue is wonderful and lively, her language precise. … In particular,
her writing is fast-paced, fresh, lively, and humorous, and gives one a
feeling of the rhythm of this extremely wealthy city” (1989: 288).
To achieve this particular style, Yi Shu uses both short sentences
and paragraphs and makes frequent use of four-character phrases, short
and pithy common sayings and idiomatic expressions, repetitions of
key phrases, and strings of adjectives or nouns. These techniques,
combined with middle-level, informal diction, give her writing the direct
and easy-to-read style which has become her hallmark. In general, Yi
Shu devotes very little space to describing the settings of her stories,
emphasizing instead narrative flow and dialogue. According to Pan, “not
much explanation of the modern background to the stories, [and] not a
8
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lot of description of the social environment or of the natural
surroundings. … Her stories depend almost entirely on dialogue and
simple, short narration interspersed with commentary” (1989: 287).
Two main effects of this style can be discerned. Firstly, the stories
have a friendly, non-threatening tone. In some cases, the tales are told
as though they are bedtime stories, thus both comforting and familiar.
Secondly, the stories are straightforward and easy to read. The diction
is seldom difficult and there are few complicated structures that might
impede the reading process. The overall result is an extremely effective
form of rhetoric that ensures clear and direct communication between
the author and reader. By creating an intimate relationship with her
readers, Yi Shu is able to skillfully present her own advice and opinions
on a wide variety of issues, in a way that they can be readily absorbed
and accepted.
These techniques of style, taken as a whole, constitute a general
rhetoric used for a particular purpose, and they should preferably be
accounted for and reproduced in the target text. As Said Shiyab and
Michael Stuart Lynch state in their paper “Can Literary Style Be
Translated?”:
Style constitutes the most intrinsic component of every literary
translation act. … Without proper translation of style, the textoutcome will be incomplete and ineffective, failing to convey what
may have been the very elements that motivated the translation in the
first place. (2006: 262)

Indeed, in the case of translating Yi Shu, it was her engaging, lively and
concise style of writing that is crucial. In addition to first analyzing
before translating the style of any given author, the translator must also
take great care in translating specific figures of speech, such as metaphors
9
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and idiomatic expressions. Boase-Beier echoes this view, stating that “it
is highly important for a translator to be as stylistically aware as possible,
and to use the style as the basis and focal point for a translation” (2006:
112).

Style and Idiomatic Expressions
While not all studies of rhetoric (e.g. Corbett 1990) consider
idiomatic expressions and proverbs to be rhetorical devices or figures
of speech, Newmark (1988) considers both to be forms of metaphor.
According to Newmark, the term “extended metaphor” includes not
only whole sentences or paragraphs containing multiple metaphorical
phrases but also all idioms, proverbs, and allegories (1988: 104). Stockwell
(2002) also extends his consideration of metaphor to include simile,
analogy and extended metaphors such as allegory (2002: 107-8), and,
one assumes, idiomatic expressions, which are often metaphorically rich.
Abrams defines figurative language in general as “a deviation from what
speakers of a language apprehend as the ordinary, or standard
significance of words, in order to achieve some special meaning or
effect” (1988: 63). Based on this definition, idiomatic expressions can
be considered figures of speech, and therefore elements of style that
must be dealt with in translation. Yi Shu employs both idioms and
proverbs in her writing to such a great extent that they are an important
aspect of her style; in addition, they have a rhetorical function.
The idioms, sayings, and proverbs found in Yi Shu’s short stories
take many forms, ranging from familiar, everyday expressions to
traditional proverbs that have been used for centuries. Examples of the
(“what you think about during the
former are
(“turn big
day, you dream about at night”) and
10
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problems into small ones and small ones into nothing”). The rhetorical
effect of such familiar, everyday expressions is to create the tone of
friendliness and comfortable predictability that is so common in the
stories.
Many of the idiomatic expressions are four-character set phrases
(literally, “a breeze blowing past one’s ear”), which
such as
means to not take heed of someone’s advice. Four-character phrases
are an important aspect of the clear and straightforward style of the
stories. Apart from four-character phrases, Yi Shu also employs more
complex phrases and traditional proverbs such as
(“leave the mountains untouched and there will always be
firewood to burn”). This type of proverb imparts an element of
“Chineseness” to the stories and serves to remind the reader that he is,
after all, reading Chinese literature.
While Yi Shu’s frequent use of idioms and proverbs creates a
friendly, familiar tone and contributes to her overall concise, pithy, direct
writing, to Western readers of the stories in translation, idioms and
proverbs introduce an element of “Chineseness”. Indeed, both idioms
and proverbs are often so rich in imagery and cultural materials that the
translator should try to retain them as much as possible. In a study on
how to handle the translation of figurative expressions such as idioms,
Diri I. Teilanyo confirms this view:
Figurative language is of significant interest in the translation of literary
works since the figurativeness of the language is crucial to the literariness
of (the language of) the work. Hence, a literary translation would be
expected to retain in the target text (TT) the level of literariness in the
source language (SL) of the source text (ST). Accordingly, we expect
the literary translator to be discreet in handling this area such that he
neither diminishes nor unduly improves the literary texture of the ST.

11
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(2007: 310-311)

There is no disputing that figurative language is an essential element
of any literary work—whether it be “highbrow” or popular fiction—
and that the translator must pay attention to the literary texture of a
work. However, Teilanyo’s next statement illustrates the dichotomy that
can exist between theory and practice for the translator of popular
fiction:
… we argue that any form of alteration is a literary disservice to the
source text, the source culture and the target audience. We propose
that the literary translator should do his utmost to retain the figurative
level of the source-text language in the target text, even if this involves
literalism and some other violation of the basic code of the target language while
annotations and glossaries may be freely employed. (2007: 309, italics added)

While this may be both desirable and achievable for translations
of serious or “high” literature, when translating popular fiction, the
translator must also heed the expectations of the target audience
regarding what is appropriate in a popular text. Furthermore, to retain
and reproduce the personal writing style of the source-language author—
in Yi Shu’s case, one that is lively, concise, fast-paced, and succinct—
must be one of the key tasks of the translator. Thus, if the translator
of popular fiction follows Teilanyo’s advice and insists on “retaining the
figurative level of the source text in the translated text even if this involves
literalism and some other violation of the basic code of the target language”, he or
she will be clearly violating the first protocol above: that the translation
should be target-oriented and should emphasize the needs of the reader
of the translated text, which means that the translated text should be
smooth and easy to comprehend.
12
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Furthermore, especially in popular fiction, footnotes and glossaries
should be avoided at all costs, unless deemed absolutely necessary, for
they interrupt the reading and violate the second basic protocol: that
the translator should observe the expectations and conventions of the
target audience for the kind of translation on which he is working.
Western readers of popular fiction written in English would surely not
expect to find footnotes explaining difficult phrases or ideas; why then
would they accept such encumbrances in translated popular fiction? In
general, in translated works of classical Chinese literature we find more
extensive use of footnoting. In translations of popular or modern Chinese
literature, footnotes are normally kept to a minimum, if they are used
at all.
Thus, we can see that the protocols established for translating Yi
Shu are at variance with Teilanyo’s advice for translating literary texts—
and, despite what one may think about popular fiction, it is still a literary
art form. Indeed, when actually undertaking the translation of popular
fiction, we may find that following Teilanyo’s dictum is neither possible
nor desirable. This will be illustrated in the following two sections, which
first present other theoretical methodologies for translating idiomatic
expressions, particularly in relation to Chinese-English translation, and
then apply those methodologies to examples of idiomatic expressions
from Yi Shu’s short stories.

Methods for Translating
Chinese Idiomatic Expressions
In translation studies, only a handful of scholars have discussed
the difficulties of translating idiomatic expressions in general (that is,
without regard to specific language pairs), with Baker’s (1992) work
13
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being the most comprehensive. As for the translation of Chinese
idiomatic expressions, there is more literature available. To Guo
Jianzhong, for example: “it is universally accepted that idioms, idiomatic
phrases and proverbs are difficult to translate” because they arise out
of certain linguistic and social environments and are closely related to
national culture, history and geography (1995: 1060). Shen Dan called
idiomatic expressions a “peculiar case” of Chinese-English translation,
and “one finds it most difficult to come to terms with the substitution
of a receptor-language’s equivalent for the source-language message”
because, in translating idiomatic expressions, “unlike elsewhere, the
receptor-language’s equivalent may bear little resemblance to the original
in formation” (1995: 573). Lu Ruichang considers idioms and proverbs
(idiomatic expressions), that is, set phrases
to be two types of xiyu
or short sentences that have come into currency in a language, usually
having a fixed structure (1993: 137). He also states that translating
them can be complicated; however, providing that one pays attention to
their meaning and content, connects the idiom or proverb to the other
words and phrases around it, and avoids “dead, fixed” (i.e. overly literal)
translations, Lu believes that these difficulties can be overcome (1993:
137).
Idioms and proverbs pose a particular challenge to the translator
when they bear a heavy cultural load. On those felicitous occasions
when the expression has an obvious English equivalent—providing it is
equivalent both in meaning and in usage—there is no difficulty. However,
in Chinese-English translation such instances are extremely rare. Because
of the complexities inherent in translating Chinese idiomatic expressions,
having methods or guidelines to follow that are language-pair specific is
important. Unlike most textbooks on Chinese-English translation, Lu
devotes an entire chapter to this topic, in which he presents six methods
for translating Chinese idiomatic expressions into English:
14

Translating Idiomatic Expressions in Hong Kong Popular Fiction

(1) Direct or literal translation. This can be used for metaphorical
images when one wants to retain the special style of language used by
minorities and special groups, or in particular localities.
(2) Translation of meaning only. When direct or literal translation
does not work because the result is incomprehensible to the targetlanguage audience, one may use “semantic translation” to render the
meaning of the idiom. Using this method, one retains the content but
sacrifices the image.
(3) Partial translation. Chinese idiomatic expressions often consist
of two parts placed together, and both parts convey a similar meaning.
In these cases, one can choose to translate one part only. These are
usually four-character set phrases with repeated two-character
components, or two four-character phrases which are connected.
(4) Borrowing an equivalent English idiom. Often one can use an
equivalent idiomatic expression in the target language—if it exists.
(5) Direct translation plus expansion. If one wishes to use direct
translation and retain the original image, it may be necessary to add
words of explanation to bring out the implied meaning in the target
language.
(6) Direct translation plus footnote. One can directly translate the
expression and use a footnote to explain the historical background (Lu
1993: 138-143).
These six methods for translating idioms and proverbs are helpful
both because they cover most options available to the translator and
because they have been formulated in relation to Chinese-English
translation. It is interesting to note that Lu only recommends literal
translation of idiomatic expressions when the translator wishes to retain
certain characteristics of minority languages or reproduce the speech
of a particular locality. Nowhere does he state that literal or direct
translation is preferable to the other methods.
15
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Shen Dan takes a rather more nuanced approach, remarking that,
in some cases, there is justification for translating “the constituent words
of an idiom” rather than translating it as a “single word” or idea, as is
often the case in Chinese-English idiom translation (1995: 575). Shen
cites several reasons for translating idiomatic expressions word for word.
Firstly, the constituent words may be able to “convey some sense which
may have a certain association with a referent of the idiom.” Secondly,
“within the idiom kingdom, the constituent words of some idioms are
more meaningful than others, especially when contextualized. Many
idioms are fossilized metaphors, implying points of similarity between
one entity and another” (Shen 1995: 575). Thirdly, although some idioms
will sound peculiar when translated literally, they may be absorbed into
the target language if they are “vivid,” “meaningful,” and free from
spatial and temporal references. Fourthly, when an idiom contains local
cultural references, it may have difficulty getting adopted by the receptor
language. The local color itself, however, may “constitute sufficient
interest for the receptor-language reader and hence make it worth
presenting” (Shen 1995: 576).
In summary, Shen’s view is that when the constituent words of
an idiom are “not very arbitrary and meaningless,” but are instead “vivid”
and “striking,” carry “local color,” embody the “popular wisdom of the
source language”, and are possibly absorbable into the target language,
attempting to render them literally may be appropriate. In addition,
Shen remarks that translating the exact words of an idiom “may prove
helpful to language learners” (1995: 576). Shen’s advice is in line with
the translation protocol related to the target-language audience’s
expectations and needs, since Shen states that only if all the above
conditions apply should literal translation of idioms be used.

16
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Idiomatic Expressions (1):
Four-Character Idioms
Although there are various types of idiomatic expressions in
Chinese, this paper will focus on the two main forms found in Yi Shu’s
short stories: four-character idioms and proverbs. Many Chinese fourcharacter phrases have a fixed meaning and form. In Chinese writing in
general, these are extremely common and are used to describe a wide
variety of situations. The difficulty in translating them in Yi Shu’s popular
fiction lies in their frequency in the stories and in the fact that English
has few short, pithy expressions that are equivalent in both meaning
and style. Since conciseness is a key characteristic of Yi Shu’s style, and
since four-character phrases are by nature concise, the translator should
certainly make every effort to translate the phrases as they are.
A general rule is thus formulated for this study of the translation
of idioms: where it is possible to translate them directly and still retain
both the image and meaning, the translator should do so, provided that
the translated version is not overly wordy or clumsy. An idiom from Yi
, literally, to
Shu’s stories to which this rule can be applied is
“treat human life like straw” or, in more plain language, “to have no
respect for human life.” Apart from the reasons cited above for
translating such an idiom literally, by reducing it to its most basic meaning
without retaining the image, one would be preventing the reader from
appreciating it. One would thus be faithful neither to the reader nor to
the original author.
Unfortunately, instances such as the above are rare, and the
majority of the idioms encountered in Yi Shu’s short stories cannot be
translated directly. In some cases this is so because the images are too
remote for Western readers to understand, such as the phrase
(literally, “the color blue comes from indigo”), which means that a “pupil
17
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has surpassed his teacher”. To translate this literally would be out of the
question, for, in Shen’s words, the constituent words of the idiom are
both “arbitrary and meaningless” (1995: 576). In fact, this four-character
idiom is half of a two-part expression, the second half of which reads
(literally “and exceeds indigo”). The entire two-part idiom
may be directly translated as “the color blue comes from indigo, but is
even better than indigo.” Although this should be a candidate for Lu’s
third method of partial translation, translating half of the idiom would
make even less sense than translating it in full. Here the only option is
to use Lu’s second method: to translate the meaning only.
Another example of an idiom that defies direct translation is
. A literal rendering of this phrase is “in a melon patch or under
a plum tree.” Chinese readers will immediately be reminded of the
longer expression “don’t tie your shoes in a melon patch or adjust your
hat under a plum tree.” Even such a rendition, however, is too vague—
though it is both colorful and suggestive. The actual meaning of the
phrase, “not to do anything suspicious,” is so far removed from the
original imagery that the “translate meaning only” approach is the sole
option, unless footnotes or parenthetical explanations are to be added.
The above two examples illustrate a referential problem involved
in translating Chinese idioms: the fact that they are often shortened
versions of longer expressions. This means that the translator must
know the longer expression, understand its relationship to the shorter
version, figure out the entire meaning of the two phrases together, and
then render it into a concise and equivalent expression in the target
language. While the same may be said of the translation of English
idioms (for example, “don’t count your chickens” is the first part of a
longer, well-known expression, often uttered conversationally on its own),
due to the concise, terse nature of the Chinese language, one tends to
find such truncated idioms more frequently in Chinese than in English
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writing.
Further difficulties arise—either when two four-character idioms
occur close to one another or when idioms require lengthy explanation.
In the former case, if two pithy, image-filled idioms occur in the same
sentence, reducing them both to their meaning only drastically alters the
style and tone. We find an example of this in a story by Yi Shu of two
women friends who compete for the attention of a man in their office.
When the women finally realize that the man has been encouraging the
rivalry and therefore decide to stop pursuing him, the narrator makes
the following statement:
. In one short sentence there are two interesting idioms:
and
.
The first translates literally as “fight the wind and drink vinegar,”
but its semantic meaning is “to fight out of jealousy.” The second phrase
translates directly as “stir up water and grab fish” or “it’s easy to grab
fish in stirred-up water.” This second idiom is a more likely candidate
for some measure of literal translation because its meaning is not as
hidden as that of the first and because its imagery may be understood
in context: the references are to rivalry (stirred-up water) and to taking
advantage of that rivalry (grabbing fish). Considering that the two idioms
occur in the same sentence, the translator should try to retain the imagery
of at least one. The suggested translation for the entire sentence is:
“When women fight over a man out of rivalry, the advantage always
goes to the man. In stirred up water it’s easy to grab fish.” In context, it
is not difficult to grasp the meaning of the second idiom.
The final example is one which requires substantial explanation:
. This common colloquial expression is a shortened version
. Literally rendered,
of a longer idiomatic expression:
the short phrase is “eat looking-back grass” or “eat regret grass” and
the longer expression is “a good horse does not eat regret grass”; however,
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the connotative meaning is more than mere “regret”. It describes a very
specific type of regret where a person tries something once, such as a
job, later leaves and tries another, and later still changes his mind and
regrets leaving the first job. Thus, a good (wise) person does not feel
this type of regret. In context, the idiom is uttered by a woman who is
talking to her friend about a relationship that has recently ended. She
remarks that if her old boyfriend returns, she will not see him; she must
get on with her life and cannot “eat regret grass.” Here literal translation
is insufficient, and translating the meaning only, as done above, is too
complicated. Direct translation plus expansion would be cumbersome.
According to Lu, two other options are available: find an equivalent
target-language idiom, or translate the idiom directly and provide a
footnote. Since footnotes should only be used when there is no other
choice, the first option should be attempted.
There is an English idiom that is semantically close: “don’t cry
over spilt milk.” However, in consideration of our basic protocols, it
would mislead the target-language reader if this English expression is
—especially when milk is not a staple
used as a substitute for
part of the Chinese diet! Another alternative is to use the simple English
expression “look back with regret,” which fits well in this context. It is
not an idiom but rather a colloquial expression that contains an imagery
(“looking back”) similar to the original and carries a similar meaning. It
is also short and direct, so it helps the translator capture the overall style
of Yi Shu’s writing.

Idiomatic Expressions (2): Proverbs
The definition of a proverb (
) is “a short statement that
expresses an obvious truth” (Huang 1998). Very often Chinese proverbs,
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like those of other countries, have a long history and strong cultural
roots, and, for this reason, they are of considerable interest to the
translator. Following the protocols established for this study, we should
attempt to retain as much of the “Chineseness” or local flavor of the
proverbs as possible in order to provide the reader with cultural material.
According to Shen, literal translations should be used in these cases
whenever possible, due to their vividness and local color. If such passages
are not translated directly, language learners and those with an interest
in Chinese culture will be deprived of an opportunity to enrich their
knowledge.
However, literal translation of proverbs, in practice, very often
proves impossible. One characteristic of proverbs—Chinese and
others—is that their meaning is not always apparent or obvious from
the constituent words alone: one often understands their meaning only
through experience and familiarity. An example of an English proverb
of this type is “a stitch in time saves nine.” To a Chinese speaker, if this
proverb were translated literally it would be entirely nonsensical. In
translating proverbs found in Yi Shu’s stories, then, difficulty arises
when literal translation produces something that makes no sense to the
reader, even in context. In these cases, when the meaning of the proverb
is relatively hidden or obscure, some degree of expansion or alteration
is required.
In a story entitled “Upstairs, Downstairs,” the narrator muses
over the problems in his relationship with a particular girl. He ends his
. A literal
musings with this statement:
rendering would produce the following: “But I mustn’t lose hope. Let
the one who tied on the bell take it off.” Chinese readers know immediately
that “the bell” in this proverb refers figuratively to “tying the bell on a
tiger” and that the full proverb reads: “Let he who tied the bell on the
tiger take it off” or, semantically rendered, “let he who started the trouble
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end it.” Even if the reader is given the missing information with a full
translation of the proverb, the target-language reader may find it difficult
to make the metaphoric and figurative leap necessary to understand the
meaning in context. The proverb has nice local flavor and an interesting,
vivid image, but a literal translation would violate the second protocol
of meeting audience expectations. In addition, since the proverb occurs
in a character’s inner dialogue with himself, it would be illogical to provide
additional information to aid the target-language reader, such as adding
the words “as the proverb says.” Thus, the translator has no choice but
to translate the meaning only.
Other proverbs require more intervention on the translator’s part.
In a story entitled “A Flash of Youth,” the narrator spends much time
reflecting on her life, her marriage and her career. Many rhetorical
devices, idioms and proverbs are used to convey the story’s philosophical
tone, and there is very little dialogue. At one point, the narrator thinks
about how loneliness is, after all, quite a frightening thing. Then this
. Direct translation yields
sentence appears:
the following: “Once you’ve dug your way into a bull’s horn, it’s hard to
pull yourself out again.” Even in context, in translation the proverb’s
meaning is obscure and could be interpreted in several ways.
To Chinese readers, however, this is a common adage that means:
once one has become stuck in a certain emotional state or way of
thinking, it is difficult get out and see the situation clearly. One’s thinking
becomes narrowed, like the end of a bull’s horn. Since this complex
meaning is not made obvious through literal translation, either expansion
or alteration is necessary. The imagery has vivid local color and is very
striking, but how does one retain that the image while keeping the meaning
clear? Since the expression appears in the midst of the narrator’s own
reflection, as in the above example, it would be illogical for the narrator
to use the proverb and then explain its meaning, as if she herself did
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not know what was meant. In this case, an alteration that retains as
much of the image as possible is recommended, as in: “Loneliness is,
after all, quite a frightening thing. Once you’ve dug yourself deeply into
that state of mind, it’s as difficult as finding your way out of the end of
a bulls’ horn.” The method used here is a creative use of Lu’s fifth
method of direct translation plus expansion.
Another example of a proverb that defies literal rendering is the
: “It’s better to be at a chicken’s
colorful adage
mouth than at an ox’s rear.” This rhyming two-part saying comes from
a man who tells his new wife what his life with his wealthy ex-wife was
like. He explains that although they were rich, he had to cater to his
wife’s and children’s needs and was not master of his own house. The
meaning of the adage is that it is better to have a low position while
remaining independent, than to have a high position but controlled by
someone else. If the translator wishes to keep the cadence and brevity
of the adage as well as the imagery, he is faced with a difficult task
indeed.
A literal rendering will produce an absurd statement that simply
cannot be fathomed by the target reader and that bears little relationship
to its actual meaning—or, as Shen states, contains words that are both
“arbitrary and meaningless”. However, once an explanation is given,
the reader can see the logic of the imagery—imagery that is interesting
enough for one to want to bring over in translation. In this case, we
have an additional option not available in the previous examples:
expansion which involves explaining the adage to the hearer. This is
possible because there is no logical problem here. Therefore, one
possibility is for the translator to keep the imagery and explain the meaning
while keeping the dialogue as smooth as possible, as in this version: “It’s
better to have a low position with independence than a high position
without, or, as the proverb says, it’s better to be at a chicken’s mouth
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than at an ox’s rear.”

Conclusion
Through examining the difficulties inherent in translating Chinese
idiomatic expressions in popular fiction, we see that, in order to follow
the basic protocols that we have established for translating the works
of Yi Shu, it is often neither feasible nor desirable to render figurative
expressions literally. Indeed, in the above examples, it can be argued
that the alterations neither substantially diminish nor “unduly improve
the literary texture” of the source text, as Teilanyo admonishes us against
doing. Rather, because the translator is translating within the context of
popular fiction and is attempting to reproduce the author’s personal
style of writing, these minor alterations are both necessary and
appropriate.
It is certainly possible that, for language pairs that are more
linguistically similar than Chinese and English, a translator may be able
to literally translate many proverbs and idioms. Similarly, if the source
and target cultures share a common background and history, more
concordance may be achievable and less intervention on the translator’s
part may be required. And, if one is translating “serious” or “high”
fiction rather than popular fiction, the translator may be able to resort
to footnotes more freely and thus avoid or reduce such instances of
intervention.
However, in the case of translating Hong Kong popular fiction
into English, both the linguistic and cultural divides are so great that the
translator has little choice but to make certain alterations to the source
text. Furthermore, because of the heavy use of dialogue in Yi Shu’s
stories in particular, and in popular fiction in general, the translator
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must take extra care to translate the meaning in a way that sounds
natural. As the examples above illustrate, the translator of Chinese
popular fiction must be prepared to occasionally make compromises
between, on the one hand, retaining the “local color” and “strangeness”
of the source text and, on the other hand, providing a smooth, easily
comprehensible translation that meets the target-language reader’s literary
conventions and expectations.

Notes
[1]

The author will deal with this point in a separate paper.

[2]

The only article that I have located on translating Chinese popular fiction
is Esteva (2007), which addresses the particular difficulties that arose from
the author’s translation of Chen Sue’s (aka Chun Shu) novel, Beijing wawa
(Beijing Doll). Howard Goldblatt (2004) also briefly mentions his
translation of this same novel, but does not analyze the specific difficulties
as extensively as Esteva.

[3]

Nord’s five-part procedure is: Firstly, the translator analyzes existing
translations of a similar nature to ascertain what procedures have “worked”
and what have not; secondly, the translator reads translation criticisms,
which may give him or her a general idea of expectations; thirdly, the translator
should be well-read in translation theory and methodology; fourthly, the
translator may receive input from readers regarding the appropriateness of
his or her translation; and fifthly, the translator may perform multilingual
comparisons of the same translation to check how various difficulties are
dealt with in the different cultural environments (Nord 103).

References
Abrams, M. H. (1988). A Glossary of Literary Terms. New York: Holt, Rinehart

25

Translation Quarterly No. 50

and Winston.
Baker, Mona (1992). In Other Words: A Coursebook on Translation. London and
New York: Routledge.
Boase-Beier, Jean (2006). Stylistic Approaches to Translation. Manchester: St.
Jerome Publishing.
Chan, Sin Wai, and David Pollard, eds. (1995). An Encyclopedia of Translation:
Chinese-English, English-Chinese. Hong Kong: Chinese University Press.
Chen, Yongkang (1993). “Yi Shu – Jia Loulo.” Dong zhoukan. December 8: 2026.
Corbett, Edward (1990). Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student. New York:
Oxford University Press.
Esteva, Sara Rovira (2007). “Translating Chinese Pop Fiction.” Perspectives:
Studies in Translatology 15.1: 15-29.
Gelder, Ken (2004). Popular Fiction: The Logic and Practices of a Literary Field.
London and New York: Routledge.
Goldblatt, Howard (2004). “Blue Pencil Editing: Translator as Editor.”
Translation Quarterly 33: 21-29.
Guo, Jianzhong (1995). “Translatability in CE/EC Translation.” In Chan and
Pollard, 1057-1067.
Huang, Chongshan, ed. (1998). Bookman’s Concise Handbook of Rhetoric and
Language (An English-Chinese Edition). Taipei: Shulin Publishers.
Lu, Ruichang, ed. (1993). Hanying fanyi jiaocheng [A Chinese-English Translation
Textbook]. Hong Kong: China Books Press.
Luo, Fu (1993). Nandou wenxing wao: Xianggang zuojia jianying [Literary Stars of
the South: Sketches of Hong Kong Writers]. Hong Kong: Cosmos Books.
Newmark, Peter (1988). A Textbook of Translation. Hertfordshire: Prentice
Hall.
_____ (1982). Approaches to Translation. Hertfordshire: Prentice Hall.
Ni, Kuang (1984). Wo kan Yi Shu xiaoshuo [Reading Yi Shu’s Fiction]. Hong
Kong: Cosmos Books.

26

Translating Idiomatic Expressions in Hong Kong Popular Fiction

Nord, Christiane (1991). “Scopos, Loyalty, and Translational Conventions.”
Target 3.1: 91-109.
Pan, Yetun (1989). Xianggang zuojia jianying [Sketches of Hong Kong Writers].
Fujian: Haixia wenyi chubanshe.
Raine, Roberta (1999). “Translating Hong Kong Popular Fiction: A Study of
the Short Stories of Yi Shu.” Ph.D. thesis. City University of Hong
Kong.
Roberts, Thomas J. (1990). An Aesthetics of Junk Fiction. Athens: University
of Georgia Press.
Shen, Dan (1995). “Literalism.” In Chan and Pollard, 568-79.
Shiyab, Said, and Michael Stuart Lynch (2006). “Can Literary Style be
Translated?” Babel 52.3: 262-274.
Snell-Hornby, Mary (1988). Translation Studies: An Integrated Approach.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
Stockwell, Peter (2002). Cognitive Poetics: An Introduction. London and New
York: Routledge.
Teilanyo, Diri I. (2007). “Figurative Language in Translation: A Study of J. P.
Clark’s The Ozidi Saga.” Meta 52.2: 309-325.
Yan, Chungou (1996). “Yi Shu shanxie duhui nuzi” [Yi Shu Specialises in
Writing about City Women]. Ming Bao Monthly (April issue): 45-46.

About the Author
Roberta Raine holds a Ph.D. in Translation from City University of
Hong Kong. After completing her degree in 1999, she worked as a
translator for human rights organizations for eight years, and in
2007 began teaching in the Department of Translation at Lingnan
University, Hong Kong. Her current research interests include
translation in Tibet, minority languages in translation, and
translation history.

27

Abstract
A Study of Explicitation and Implicitation, with Reference to
Formal Changes in Translation (by Wang Jianguo)
This paper begins with a description of the types and
constraints of formal changes in translation. In light of the
findings, the author argues that there exist some normative,
descriptive and explanatory issues to be tackled in the study of
implicitation and explicitation in translation, and puts forward
some recommendations.

[1]
[2]

28

29

procedural
meaning
conceptual meaning

[3]

explicitation

implicitation

30

2003

2005

2005: 306

31

Levy 1967
Zhong 2001

2005

2006

2006

32

2006

(1)a.
b.

Blakemore

1992

Shuttleworth &
Cowie 1997: 55

explicitation
Klaudy & Károly 2003

implicitation

33

(2)a1.

Did your treatment for stammering work?

b1. Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled pepper.
a2.

How amazing!

b2. Yes, b-b-but th-th-that’s not s-s-something I v-v-very often
w-w-want to s-s-say.
(Sperber & Wilson 1986/1995: 178)
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b
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because

(3)a.

Because I don’t know what you have done before, I am sorry
for my misunderstanding.

b.
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4b
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6b
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6c

topic marker

5c
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(4)a.

He was a nonsmoker and a teetotaler.

b.
c.

(5)a.

He came in, looked around, went to the table and took a seat.

b.
c.

*
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(6)a.

These girls, they know nothing. (Martin Amis: Money: A
Suicide Note)

b.
c.

(7)a.
b.

He came in, looked around, went to the table and took a seat.

c.

*He came in, then looked around, then went to the table and
then took a seat.

8b
(8)a.

I like playing basketball and table tennis.

b.

9c
(9)a.

b.

Reading calls for painstaking efforts if it serves an academic
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purpose, such as passing an exam, writing a thesis or pursuing
a degree. [4]
c.

*Reading calls for painstaking efforts if it serves an academic
purpose, passing an exam, writing a thesis, pursuing a degree.
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Abstract
On the Structuralist Perspective in Translation Teaching (by
Wang Shuhuai and Wang Weiping)
One of the solutions to the problem of completing the huge
volume of translation theory teaching and practical training in a
limited time is to implement structuralist methodologies.
Structuralist teaching emphasizes a disciplined structure, advocates
a spiral curriculum and discovery learning, thus it greatly improves
teaching efficiency and economy. This paper first introduces J.
Bruner’s structuralist teaching theory, then explores how to teach
translative procedural knowledge through a spiral cirriculum and
declarative knowledge through discovery learning.
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Abstract
Rethinking Formal Equivalence in Chinese-English Poetry
Translation (by Zhang Baohong)
This paper argues against Jin Chunsheng’s article “My View
on Formal Equivalence in Chinese-English Poetry Translation”
published in Issue 2, 2007 of Chinese Translators Journal. The
author rethinks Schlepp’s English translation of Ma Zhiyuan’s
Autumn Thoughts from the perspectives of imagery, the meaning
suggested by imagery, rhythm and poetic feelings, contentoriented point of view and target readers’ acceptance. It aims to
improve upon our prevailing cognitive studies on Chinese-English
poetry translation.
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Schlepp

[1]

Schlepp
Schlepp

Tune to “Sand and Sky” – Autumn Thoughts
Dry vine, old tree, crows at dusk, /
Low bridge, streaming running, cottages, /
Ancient road, west wind, lean nag, / The sun westering /
And one with breaking heart at the sky’s edge.
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Lewis 1947: 17

2003: 402

1999: 76

79

2003: 51

1

2

1

2
2003: 235-

237

80

the
west wind

(1) Ancient highway, gaunt horse / in western wind. (tr. Burton
Watson)

(2) Down a worn path, in the west wind, / A lean horse comes
plodding. (tr. Ding Zuxin & Burton Raffel)

(3) An ancient road, west winds, a lean horse (tr. Wai-lim Yip)

the west wind

autumn wind

the west wind

81

Schlepp
lean nag lean
nag
2003: 1131

Schlepp
the sun westering

the sun

westering

westering

And one with breaking heart at the
sky’s edge

lean nag
lean

thin in a healthy and attractive way: lean
82

and athletic looking Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English
lean

lean

Each word when used in a new context is a new word
J. R. Firth

lean

ancient road west wind the sun westering breaking heart

primacy effect
dry old low

ancient

lean
1998: 290-291

lean

(1) Let me have men about me that are fat, / Sleek-headed men, and
such as sleep o’ nights: / Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry
look; /

Julius Caesar

(2) That Lean and Hungry Look.

Suzanne Britt Jordan
Newsweek
Skinny People Are Dull and Crunchy Like Carrots
83

1982

2002: 68

lean

skinny

lean
thin people

thin people

narrow

wizened shriveled surly mean hard

lean

bony

lean

hungry
as lean as a rake

lean

Schlepp

lean

skinny
nag
J. Swift

Gulliver’s Travels

“ A Vo y a g e t o t h e C o u n t r y o f t h e
Houyhnhnms”

nag

(3) In this employment, a sorrel nag, one of the under servants, was
very ready to assist me. (Chapter 3)

(4) And his Honour ordered one of his servants, a strong sorrel
nag, very honest and good-natured, to be my guard, without
whose protection I durst not undertake such adventures. (Chapter
8)

(5) Being one day abroad with my protector the sorrel nag, and the
weather exceeding hot (Chapter 8)

84

nag
nag

Westering

(6) I found the sun already westering, wherefore (not minded to be
caught in the dark) I rose and … set out on my return. (J. Farno:
Black Bartlemy’s Treasure, Chapter XXVII)

(7) The low westering sun shone right on the shoulders of the old
Binton Hills (G. Eliot: Adam Bede, Chapter LIII)

(8) and I could distinguish, by the shine of the westering sun up the
valley, a concourse thickening … (E. Bronte: Wuthering Heights,
Chapter XVI)

westering

sun

westering
west wind

Gill 1985: 46
85

w

A.
Tennyson

A. H. Hallam

Break, Break

Break,

break
G.

Byron

When We Two Parted
break

When we two parted /

In silence and tears, / Half broken-hearted / To sever for years, /
W. Scott

The Maid of Neidpath
break

He came—he pass’d—an heedless gaze, /…/ The castlearch, …/ Could scarcely catch the feeble moan / Which told her heart
was broken

Right Here

Waiting
break

Whatever it takes or how my heart

breaks / I will be right here waiting for you
My Heart

breaking heart
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Breaking

1991: 41-42

1999: 134

the sky’s edge

Schlepp

87

Schlepp

Schlepp

88

1987: 253

467

2002: 27

89

L. Simpson 1975: 3

2007: 8-9
Schlepp

ia

Schlepp

90

dry vine old tree
r ug ged tree
bridge

stream running
sun westering

withered vine
low

small/little bridge

running stream
The westering sun
Schlepp

92

The

dry vine old tree
r ug ged tree
bridge

stream running
sun westering

withered vine
low

small/little bridge

running stream
The westering sun

Schlepp

92

The

2002: 94

2001: 95

93

S. Jenyns

2001: 120-121

33
2004: 25

94

2005: 61

Schlepp
Schlepp

Schlepp

2001: 179
2004: 183
disembodiment
1985: 253-254
95

1991:
179
1986
1990
Schlepp

19

H. A. Giles
20

A. Waley
sprung rhythm
Schlepp

Schlepp

11
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R. Browning
Meeting at Night
The grey sea and the long black land; /
And the yellow half-moon large and low; /
And the startled little waves that leap /
In fiery ringlets from their sleep. /
As I gain the cove with pushing prow, /
And quench its speed i’ the slushy sand. /
Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach; /
Three fields to cross till a farm appears; /
A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch. /
And blue spurt of a lighted match, /
And a voice less loud, thro’ its joys and fears, /
Than the two hearts beating each to each.

97

W. C. Williams

Spring and All

G. Snyder

K. Rexroth
20
286

Schlepp
Schlepp
W. Bynner

A hundred

mountains and no birds, / A thousand paths without a footprint; / A
little boat, a bamboo cloak, / An old man fishing in the cold river
snow
B. M. Wilson

The setting moon, a cawing

crow, the frost filled the sky; / River maples, fisherman flares, and
troubled sleep
Peaks, /
Turbulent sea with monstrous breakers white, / Or galloping steeds /
In the heat of the flight
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100
2006
2006
Schlepp
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