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This article is devoted to the problems of translating cultural realities met in Chinese 

parables into English and Russian. These difficulties appear because of the cultural speci-
ficity of the Chinese nation, their worldview and linguistic peculiarities. In the article the 
definition of cultural realities is given, several main problems of this process are consid-
ered and there are described a few ways how to cope with it and make the translation as 
clear and understandable as it's possible. There are presented some striking examples of 
translating Chinese realities into Russian and English.  
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The cultural folklore tradition of China has always attracted the attention 
of readers and researchers of Chinese literature. However, the perception of 
Chinese culture is hampered by a number of factors relating to daily philoso-
phical and literary life, which differs significantly from the traditions of other 
countries. Many realities of the Chinese world are not only difficult to convey 
by Russian language units, but even hard to explain to the reader through the 
texts that are familiar to him. In the process of translating cultural and histori-
cal realities, onomastic realities (names and proper names), it is important to 
understand the fact that the recipient of the transfer belongs to a different na-
tional and cultural community. And one of the main aims for the translator, 
working with Chinese texts, is to make them available to a reader who has not 
previously studied the language and is not familiar with the cultural character-
istics of the Chinese nation. That’s why the problems of translating cultural 
realities in Chinese parables into English and Russian have been chosen as the 
topic of this research. 

Translation of folklore texts is not only a translation of a work from one 
language into another, but also a transfer of it from one national culture to an-
other. It plays a big role in the exchange of thoughts between different peo-
ples and spreading the treasures of world culture. Thanks to the translation of 
folklore texts, many people comprehend spiritual wealth, cultural values, in-
cluding literary masterpieces of other peoples, because not everyone can af-
ford to get acquainted with significant works of other cultures in the original. 
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Priceless works of folk art become available to us through the creative efforts 
of translators. 

Cultural realities have been reviewed by different linguists but we have 
used the ideas presented in works of Ekaterina Misuno and others; so we con-
sider cultural realities as words, collocations and phrases that describe cultural 
means relating to a particular society, its ideas, customs, and art [1]. They re-
flect national and historical peculiarities and, as a rule, do not have exact cor-
respondences (equivalents) in other languages, and therefore cannot be trans-
lated on general basis, requiring a special approach. Realities as units of trans-
lation can be divided into words, collocations and phrases. At the same time 
realities can be classified as geographical, ethnographical and socio-political. 

If to talk about Chinese realities and problems of their translation into Rus-
sian and English, let’s pay attention to the genre we are planning to analyze – 
fairy tale. Most noteworthy is the fact that Chinese tales do not quite corre-
spond to what we understand by «fairy tales»; their stories are more like par-
ables and fables, which are always very short and enlightening. Parable is a 
brief, didactic story that illustrates one or more instructive lessons or princi-
ples [2]. It differs from a fable in that fables employ animals, plants, inani-
mate objects, or forces of nature as characters, whereas parables have human 
characters. But in the Chinese stories there are as humans, as animals. It is 
necessary to keep in mind this feature, which is the first problem of transla-
tion. 

The second problem occurs when it comes to choose a way of translation. 
Relying on existing methods, described by Viktor Slepovich, there are 4 ways 
that can be used to translate realities: 1) transcription/ transliteration; 2) loan 
translation; 3) search for a functional analogue; 4) descriptive translation [3]. 

After analyzing 4 parables («To play the guzheng to a cow», «Cang Jie and 
grain rain», «The Fox exploits the Tiger’s might», «Draw legs on a Snake»), 
we have selected several examples, corresponding to each of the listed points. 

Transcription / transliteration assumes the introduction into the text of 
translation with the help of graphic means (of the language of translation) of 
the relevant reality with the maximum allowed by these means phonetic ap-
proximation to its original phonetic form, e.g. 公明仪 (Gōngmíng Yí) – 

Gongming Yi – Гунмин И; 仓颉 (Cāng Jié) – Cang Jie – Цан Цзе. 
Loan translation is a word or phrase borrowed from another language by 

literal, word-for-word or root-for-root translation. This way of translation is 
not widely used in translation of folklore texts. The main reason, as we think, 
derives from the remoteness of events – at the time when the parables were 
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created there was nothing to loan into English or Russian from Chinese as all 
these three nations were not in touch. Examples of loan translation can be 
黄帝 (huángdì) – Yellow Emperor (mythological emperor of China, 2697–2597 
BC) – Желтый император; 谷雨 (gǔyǔ) – Grain Rain (6th of the 24 solar terms, 
20th April – 4th May), but many translators from Chinese into Russian use the 
version «хлебные дожди», which is not identical to the English version. So, 
in translation from Chinese into Russian the functional analogue, which is 
more understandable for Russian-speaking audience, was used.  

The search for a functional analogue in the language and culture of 
translation, the use of an approximate translation in some cases, that is, a 
close (but not identical) reality, for example, replacing the national musical 
instrument with another (as it happened to the guzheng and the lute), under-
standable to the recipient of the translation (another subject performing the 
same function), for example:  

• 高深 (gāoshēn) – lit. «high and deep» (about knowledge or study), but 
we use «in-depth» – «углубленный»;  

• 心血来潮 (xīnxuè láicháo) – lit. «mental strength» + «incoming wave» 
= «to take it into one's head» – «взбрести в голову»; 

• 百兽之王 (bǎishòu zhī wáng) – lit. «King of a hundred animals», but 
it’s often used in English and Russian like «the king of all animals». And, 
what is interesting, when we hear about the king of all animals, we basically 
imagine a lion. But Chinese people think about a tiger as the standard of 
greatness and power; 

• 画蛇添足 (huàshé tiānzú) – lit. «to draw legs on a snake». In English it 
can be translated as «to need like a hole in the head» or «to be as good as a 
headache» but when we translate it into Russian we use the analogue «пятое 
колесо в телеге» or «как собаке пятая нога». In the Russian translation 
there is the same notion about an extra limb, but in the English version we can 
see a relevance to a kind of illness.  

Descriptive translation means the disclosure of the value of an equivalent 
lexical unit using the expanded word combinations, e.g. for 干瞪眼 (gāndèn-
gyǎn) there is an English word «gawk», but if we really translate it like this 
we’ll get a semantic discrepancy, because the meaning of this English word is 
«to stare openly and stupidly», when in Chinese this idiom means «to look on 
in despair». And there is the same situation with the Russian translation – if 
we use familiar «вытаращить глаза» it’ll be a mistake too, because we use 
this phrase to describe astonishment, but it has no connection with despair as 
it is in Chinese [4]. 
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So, using only one form of translation isn’t enough for «a common man in 
the street» to understand the meaning of these words and a brief description is 
necessarily needed. Based on this, we can conclude that several methods of 
translation are often combined to make the translation as understandable as 
possible. 

The desire to achieve lexical equivalence is associated with the solution of 
a great number of translation problems: the existence of realities and lingua-
cultural concepts in the text in the source language, the concepts of the origi-
nal language that are not lexicalized in the target language, semantically com-
plex lexical units of the source language, differences in the shades of the 
meaning of the word in the source language and language of translation, dif-
ferences in expressive meanings and etc., which will be will be the area for 
our next research. 
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