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Abstract: In the course of rendering the British Cassell Dictionary of English Idioms, the writer fairly

often comes across a good few idioms which are hard to comprehend or render.
him to employ many a translation technique to work out a solution for them.

It is necessary for
In the present article, he

cites a great number of concrete examples to illustrate and prove the intrinsic value of the theories and
guiding principles of translation put forward by Eugene A. Nida and the four circles (or layers) of

meaning advocated by Geoffrey Leech.
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In the spring of 2002, at the invitation of the
Chinese University Press of Hong Kong, the writer
had a joyful occasion to compile and translate the
British Cassell Dictionary of English Idioms”. The
dictionary takes a fresh look at some 10 000 English

¥ The compiler of this dictionary is Rosalind Fergusson, a senior freelance
editor and author, whose publications include The Penguin Dictionary of
Proverbs (1983), The Hamlyn Dictionary of Quotations(1989) and The
Chambers Dictionary of Foreign Words and Phrases (1995) .

I4%S BHA: 2012-01-05

X EHS: 1009-895X(2012)01-0012-07

idioms, and most of them are new English phrases and
expressions.  Before rendering the dictionary into
Chinese, the director of the CUPHK asked the writer
to compile 7 500 more English idioms with Chinese
versions based on the actual situation of China and its
To put it more precisely, the dictionary,
altogether, contains more than 17 500 English idioms,
including adages, proverbs, slangs and racy expres-

culture.
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sions.  As a natural result, it has become a very useful ENF, B FRSEV T A G KSR E . In the

reference tool and guide for the Chinese readers. At
the end of 2003, the dictionary came off the press
printed by the CUPHK in Hong Kong, and in January
of 2006, Beijing University Press bought the copyright
from CUPHK and reprinted it in Beijing.

As the painstaking translating and compiling job
has been done, the writer considers it worthwhile to
put down some summing-up notes as a brief retrospect
of that memorable work.

I. How to Translate an English Idiom

To begin with, the writer would like to treat
something about the nature of English idioms. As we
know, idioms, no matter whether English ones or
Chinese ones, are one of the most interesting and
difficult parts of vocabulary. English idioms are not
only interesting but also colorful and lively!™.
However,
comprehend or to render into appropriate Chinese.
That is why an idiom can be defined as a phrase whose
meaning cannot be readily understood from its

they are sometimes not so easy to

component parts. For instance, the idiom “white
hope” is a metaphor, whose practical meaning has
nothing to do with the word “hope”™@. Actually it
refers to a person or a member of a group who is
expected to achieve much success or bring glory to his
team or people. Why s0?

idiom originally comes from the sport of boxing,

It is simply because this

where it refers to a white boxer or fighter who is
thought capable of beating a black champion such as
Tyson or Hollyfield. Both of them are well-known
black boxers in the United States toward the end of the
20th century. So, the Chinese version for “white
hope” is not “[1{4 )45 . The proper version
should be “AREE A N or “JH 71 EAL ) A
Similarly, the idiom “white lie” does not mean “[1{f,
HITE S, as its real sense is “a pardonable fiction or
misstatement”.  The proper Chinese version for it
should be somewhat like “?% A &R 1 5 or “HH T
B 35 DR
English sentence: “The other day I told Alice a white
lie when I said she looked so beautiful.” The

Chinese would be “H—K, FXF W 22 it , IR AT 5

For instance, there is such an

Cassell Dictionary, the lion’s share of the entries

belongs to such a type.
In the course of translating and compiling those

definitions and examples, the writer frequently
resorted to a number of books or articles on translation
theories and techniques for help, particularly whenever
or wherever coming across something difficult to
render. Among those monographs on the art of
translating, he found Eugene A.Nida’s and Geoffrey
Leech’s works are most helpful and useful. Of
course, Noam Chomsky’s “Surface Structure” and
“Deep Structure” also rendered a great help to his
translation work®!.

I1. Nida’s Guiding Principles of Transla-
ting

Before taking some concrete examples from the
Cassell Dictionary of English idioms to deal with
theoretically and rhetorically, the writer would like to
qguote some well-known guiding principles of
translating from Nida’s works. On page 12 of the
book The Theory and Practice of Translation, Eugene
A.Nida and his coauthor, Charles R. Taber wrote:

Translating consists in reproducing
receptor language the closest natural equivalent of the

in the

source-language message, first in terms of meaning
and secondly in terms of style. Translating must aim
primarily at “reproducing the message”...

To do anything else is essentially false to one’s
But to reproduce the message
one must make a good many grammatical and lexical
adjustments...

The translator must strive for equivalence rather
than identity. In a sense this is another way of
emphasizing the reproduction of the message rather

task as a translator.

than the conservation of the form of the utterance. ..
In 1991, Nida wrote another book entitled
Language, Culture, and Translating. On page 118,
he put forward a new principle, that is “Functional
Equivalence” or “Functional Identity”, Nida said, “In
general, it is best to speak of “functional equivalence’
in terms of a range of adequacy, since no translation is
ever completely equivalent[S]. So, an ideal definition
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could be stated as the readers of a translated text
should be able to understand and appreciate it in essen-
tially the same manner as the original readers did.”

The above several short passages have made
outstanding and profound contributions to the science
of translating. Now he’ll demonstrate how he
applied Nida’s guiding principles of translating to his
own translation works.

In the eighties and nineties of the last century, the
editor-in-chief of College English kindly asked the
writer to offer some articles for the magazine. In
1987, the fourth issue of College English published his
article “Strive for Equivalence Rather Than Identity”
(P55—P59). In that piece of writing, he dealt with
Nida’s guiding principles of translating in some detail
and then translated the well-known Canadian doctor
Norman Bethune’s essay “The True Artist” into
Chinese to illustrate his point of view about Nida’s
theories of translating.

Now let’s make a comparison between the source
language and target language of Dr. Bethune’s “The
True Artist”.

The True Artist
Norman Bethune

The true artist lets himself go. He is natural. He
“swims easily in the stream of his own temperament.”
He listens to himself. He respects himself.

He comes into the light of every-day like a great
leviathan of the deep, breaking the smooth surface of
accepted things, gay, serious, sportive. His appetite
for life is enormous. He enters eagerly into the life of
man, all men. He becomes all men in himself.

The function of the artist is to disturb. His duty
is to arouse the sleepers, to shake the complacent
pillars of the world. He reminds the world of its dark
ancestry, shows the world its present,
He is at once the product and

After his passage we are

and points the
way to its new birth.

preceptor of his time.
troubled and made unsure of our too-easily accepted
realities. He makes uneasy the static, the set and the
still. In a world terrified of change, he preaches
revolution—the principle of life. He is an agitator, a
disturber of the peace—quick, impatient, positive,
restless and disquieting. He is the creative spirit

working in the soul of man.
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After comparing the original text with the
translated one, we find there are some striking
differences lying between the SL and TL®. Now
let’s deal with them one by one.

1. Norman Bethune, in the essay “The True
Artist”, employed a great number of rhetorical devices
—simile, metaphor, metonymy, parallel structure,
elegant variation and repetition. The language he
used is somewhat like that of free verse.
and sentences are ambiguous in sense.
ambiguities of the poetic language.
cannot translate the essay in the usual literal way.
For instance, the first paragraph should not be turned
into: “—MNILIEM EARZGEFEESNN . Al 5
(1o Ath 75 B AT /NIRRT o AT B S
P, A A E C. 7 To render those five short
sentences into proper Chinese, and reproduce the
original image and deep structure meaning, the writer
employed the translation technique of rendering a
word conveying abstract notion into a term conveying
concrete sense or a general word into a specific one; in

Some words
They have the
That is why we
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the meanwhile, he supplied some words in the
sentences by means of amplification.  So, his Chinese
version for the first paragraph is: B IE K2 AR K AEBE
ITOMEREASZARTAIR N .t B B AE, &R H
AR5 B AR R i Al BT B 2R
Lo, N A SRR

2. The second point which is worthy of our notice
is the choice of words. While rendering something
either from English into Chinese or vice versa, we
should spare no efforts to find some appropriate and
suggestive words to express the delicate shades of
meaning of the words in the original. Swift says
well: “Proper words in proper places make the true
definition of style”. So, we should be very scrupulous
in the choice of words. For instance, in the first
paragraph, the writer turned “He is natural” into “ft
B A
became “M%5 5K H W% H”, “After his passage”
became “fth 12 J5”. It seems to him such
Chinese versions may correspond exactly to those of
the original. By means of those effective and clear,
intellible expressions, all the profound meaning and
artistic qualities of the original are preserved.

3. During the process of translating, we should

In the last paragraph, “dark ancestry”

always keep in mind Nida’s guiding principles of
translation—reproducing the closest natural equivalent
of source-language message, first in terms of meaning
and secondly in terms of style. While reproducing
the message, we must make a good many grammatical
and lexical adjustments. And finally, the most
important point is the translator must strive for
equivalence rather than identity.

I1l. The Significance of Leech’s Four
Circles (or Layers) of Meaning

We’ve just introduced American linguist Nida
and his views on the guiding principles of translating
to you, now we should like to introduce another
well-known western school to the readers. The
representatives of that school are Geoffrey Leech and
Jan Svartvik. In 1974, Leech and Svartvik jointly
wrote a book entitled: A Communicative Grammar of
English; in that book, on page 12, Part Three, in the
section of “To the Teacher”, there is a passage entitled
“Grammar in Use”, in which we find 4 circles.
These 4 circles represent the 4 different types of
meaning and the 4 different ways of organizing
meaning.

Type of meaning or meaning organization

Type of formal unit

Section A: Concepts

B
C
D

Section B: Information, reality and belief
Section C: Mood, emotion and attitude

Section D: Meaning in connected discourse

Words, phrase or clause
Sentence
Utterance

Discourse or text

E1 BEXHONERR
Fig.1 Four Circles of Meaning

Now let us explain what these 4 circles mean.

Circle A(or Section A) stands for notional or
conceptual meaning. The carrier of concept or notion
is a word, a phrase or a clause.
conceptual meaning expresses the referent in a definite
and direct way. The conceptual meaning of a word is
the definition given in the dictionary. In other words,
conceptual meaning is referential, denotative or dic-
It does not include connotation.

In general, the

tionary meaning.
For example, the concept of “fireside” is “a place near

the fire or hearth”, but its connotative meaning might
be “warmth, home, domestic life or retirement”.
That is why in rendering an article, it is very important
for us to tell denotation from connotation. These two
should not be mixed up.

Circle B reprisents logical communication. It is
a combination of concepts. The carrier of logical
communication is the sentence. As conceptual mean-
ings are grouped together and formed into a sentence

in a logical way, the association turns up between
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words; as a result, various associative meanings arise.
It should be pointed out here, in Circle B, the meaning
of a word will undergo “Growth”, “Expansion”,
“Shift” or “Variation”. Therefore, during the transla-
tion process, when we come across the sentence here,
we should pay great attention to analyze the develop-
ment and change of the meaning in the second layer.
After a while, we’ll cite a concrete example to
illustrate this point.

Circle C involves another dimension of commu-
nication, that is, the attitude and behavior of the
speaker and hearer.
the words he speaks or writes can express attitude or
emotions; at the receiving end, the language can

At the speaker’s or writer’s end,

control or influence the actions and attitudes of the
hearer or the reader. Some students or inexperienced
translators are apt to neglect this sort of effective or
emotional meaning of the source language; as a result,
their renditions are rather dull and not faithful enough
to the original.
the following versions and see what affective or
emotional meanings are:

Tom lived in the underworld, rubbing shoulders
with all walks of life that he hated before.

DA AR IR ) T i, 5=
HARABAHIEHEY) (cf. HHAL)

No more of your smut excuses! I won’t listen to

Now we can make a comparison of

them.

GRS 2 s LIRS, A S ARAR — £
(cf. TR ARLELT)

Circle D deals with something about stylistic
meaning. It is concerned with the following questions:
How shall we arrange our thoughts? How shall we
bind them together in order to communicate them in
the most appropriate or idiomatic way?
concerns how to present your idea in the best way.
So, it is a matter of style which a competent translator
should not neglect.

Now before we cite a concrete example to

In short, it

illustrate the significance of Leech’s 4 circles or layers
of meaning, let’s first go back to Norman Bethune’s
essay—“The True Artist”. A moment ago, we dealt
with the stylistic features and rhetorical devices of that
article. We came to know the content and the gist of

that piece of writing. That is, the function and the
duty of a true artist is to arouse the sleepers and shake
those self-satisfied people, urging them to make
revolution; otherwise our society cannot gain social
advancement, the people won’t lead a better life in the
future.
we gain better days on the morrow. That is the

Only by making continuous revolution, can

essence and gist of Norman Bethune’s “The True
Artist”.  Right? If we want to use one single sentence
to express the main idea of that essay, most probably
that sentence might be somewhat like this:

Our world today is not improved by the
compatibles but by the incompatibles.

We know you are able to comprehend or grasp
the meaning of this sentence but can you turn it into
proper Chinese?
render it in a proper way. However, with the help of

I’'m afraid not. It’s not easy to
Leech’s 4 circles, most probably you’ll manage to do
it. Now let’s see how Leech’s 4 circles work.

As we know, “compatible” and “incompatible”
are adjectives. In Circle A, They convey the
conceptual meaning: capable (or not capable) of living
or performing in harmonious combination with others.
The former is a word conveying good connotation; the
latter, conveying bad connotation. When these two
words enter Circle B, the formal unit is now a sentence,
their grammatical functions have got some changes as
two definite articles are put before them; in the
meanwhile, “-s” is added to them. So they have
become “nouns” now. Their meanings have grown (3%
A=) into “BEAI N> and “ABEFIEA.

mentioned above, in Circle B, a word or the meaning

As we

of a word will usually undergo “Growth” (3%7:),
“Expansion” (§75K) , “Shift” (3:#) or “Variation” (42
). It is worthy of our notice, the development of
As they
enter Circle C, the former(compatibles) has dege-
nerated (7 f# %) to a word conveying bad sense while
the latter has elevated (27} %) to a word conveying
good sense —“ANBEAFNf) N>, that is, from a not
self-satisfied person to a reformer or revolutionary (£
HR: ¥ A . Itis here, in Circle C, they reflect the
affective or emotional meaning, which shows one’s

mood, emotion or attitude. As a result, “the compa-

their meanings has not come to an end yet.
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tibles” becomes “fifi g1 2 (1) N\, “the incompatibles”
becomes “AN 2z T-REECZE I AN, When these two
words enter Circle D, the layer of stylistic meaning,
we present the idea in the best way; that is, the most
expressive, elegant, lifelike way. Hence, the complete
Chinese version for the above sentence is somewhat
like this:

A SR HE D A2 i B LS B 1T 22 1N
T 2 H S AN 22T BB G20 A R A ) o

This sentence is the gist of Norman Bethune’s
“The True Artist”. Do you think so? And it has
embodied the spirit or requirement of Eugene A.
Nida’s guiding principle. And it also reflects Noam
Chomsky’s theory about “surface structure” and “deep
structure”®. Also it amply demonstrates the theory
and function of Leech’s 4 Circles of Meaning.

To illustrate further the writer’s point of view
about the topic of what we have just dealt with, a few
more examples are quoted from the Cassell Dictionary
of English Idioms. They are as follows:

(1) White hope (Chinese University Press p.616;
Beijing University Press p.705)

Do you think Fan Zhiyi is the white hope of our
Chinese football team?

How do you translate this sentence into proper
Chinese? Now, let us put “white hope” into Leech’s
4 circles. In Circle A, the conceptual meaning is [
A5, when it enters Circle B, it undergoes a
“Growth”, an “Expansion”, a “Shift” or “Variation” in
meaning, and it becomes “Ax T I IEK i1 or “JF it
AL AN, Anyhow, he is a footballer who is
expected to bring glory or victory to the Chinese
football team. And then it enters Circle C, it may
become “Z% HAUER 2> “VE XK % or something like
that, because in Circle C, we have to supply some sort
of emotional or affective meaning; and when it goes
through Circle D, we should ponder over its stylistic
meaning.
may be somewhat like this:

PRIEATIND, JEERL L TA T [E 2 BRI K
JHERZ G KBk A e ?

(2) back-seat driver (Chinese University Press
p.18; Beijing University Press p.20)

Joe, stop talking. | know what I’m going to do.

Finally, in this way, the Chinese version

| don’t need a back-seat driver.

Circle A: a driver sitting at the back seat rather
than in the front seat ()i J&& %25 3¢ 1)

Circle B: a person in a car who offers unwanted
advice to the driver Ot w] ALF T X ) 3fe %)

Circle C: a person who offers advice on matters
which do not concern him or her (%% H =11 \)

Circle D: an irresponsible person who offers
unasked , unsound advice (L3 WA G ST IIN)

So, the Chinese version may be somewhat like
this:

Te, AR T, JEE
TR

By the way, we want to tell you, “back seat” is a
dynamic expression. It is very useful.

BIZITE, FIANE TRORTR

For instance,
someone says: “Old Wang, you’d better take a back
seat as you’re retired now.” He meant to say: “&

T RBLCIRAR, Il iR & Gl A2 7).

(3) calf love (Chinese University Press p.64;
Beijing University Press p.72)

Bob, you’re under sixteen; she is eighteen.
Doesn’t it look like a case of calf love?

Circle A: the love of a calf or puppy N1/
%2 15)

Circle B: a love felt by a young boy or girl (/>4
)

Circle C: the love between the boy and the girl is
very strong and excited but does not last very long (#
FUEEHAR AR D2 7)

Circle D: a not reasonable or sensible love bet-
ween a boy and a girl CD4F 5 Zelal 4 HE AT 2 1Rk s
Vi52)

Now, after going through the 4 circles, we can
turn the above sentence into:

fif) ), PRGNS/, Mt /)\ &, XHEE
AN FEAE I AR LAE AT SRR 52 1 ?

One more example here:

Mary wanted to get married at the age of 16, but
her parents convinced her that it was only calf love.

FUEN 175 2 N ARG5S, (EL 4 PR SRR T- i i
E, AR ED L NEEET .

(4) to tread on someone’s corns (Chinese Uni-
versity Press p.582; Beijing University Press p.666)

I’m afraid I trod on Mary’s corns when | asked
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her what her husband was doing after he came out of
prison.

As we know, “corn” is a painful area of thick
hard skin on the finger or foot or near a toe; in Chinese,
we call it “X4iE”. So, in Circle A, the primary or
conceptual meaning of this phrase is “ERLE R A KA
iR _E”.  After entering Circle B, it becomes “filifl T
FNI9RAL . After going through Circle C and Circle
D, it becomes “ TG AL T A B2 4k,

According to Noam Chomsky and Geoffrey
Leech, “BRAEH: N FIRSHR | is only “surface structure
meaning” or “conceptual meaning or dictionary mea-
ning”, rather than “deep structure meaning” or “affe-
ctive meaning plus stylistic meaning”™®. So, we should
explore the deep structure meaning under the “corns”.
And that is:

I 35 W At (18 S R AE VRS T et A S I
5, RetA 22 1 BN A JRAL o

(5) (even)aworm will turn (Chinese University
Press p.630; Beijing University Press p.721)

Don’t force him into a corner. Do you know
even a worm will turn?

Circle A: ANZVEE B M7 HL, il o Bl o

Circle B: A i@ oREL, Hris| o L8 S kBT,

Circle C: 0 2 K, BUrid i) A2k
Bt

Circle D: A7 NI EL, Sl UK A B kike ok
XF Pt

Obviously, after going through the 4 circles, the
deep structure meaning of the original sentence is
equivalent to: Under extreme provocation even the
most humble and submissive person will retaliate.

Therefore, the whole sentence can be translated
somewhat like this:

ANEHEMIE T LS T, A IEAFAREL, Sl Wi i
NE AR S 2

If we make a comparison between the SL and the
TL, we’ll find we have produced an ideal Chinese
version not only in accordance with Leech’s 4 circles
(or layers) of meaning, but also with Nida’s guiding
principles of translating; that is, a rendering of the
closest natural equivalent of the source language
message, first in terms of meaning and secondly in

terms of style. To produce the message, we must make
a good many grammatical and lexical adjustments. For
instance:

1) the noun “corner” has become a verb “EH¢G
1 by means of “conversion of part of speech”.

2) The imperative sentence has been changed
into a subordinate conditional clause by means of
grammatical adjustment.

3) “the worm” has become a man (I A)
and then a beast (/).

4) The verb “will turn” has become a noun

phrase “[ %2 2},  This is also a grammatical
adjustment + lexical adjustment.

IV. Concluding Remarks

Metaphors, such as white hope, white lie, back
-seat driver, calf-love, frequently turn up in this Cassell
Dictionary. According to Lakoff and Johnson, me-
taphor is the basic way we human beings live by™. It
is an effective cognitive tool of conceptualization of
abstract categories. It can help us dig into the me-
chanisms of meaning extension of words and improve
their competence of using the English language.

Most of the metaphors are hard nuts to crack. It
seems to the writer, the best solution is to resort to
Nida’s guiding principles of translating, Leech’s four
circles of meaning and Chomsky’s theory of surface
structure and deep structure for help.
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