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Some Reflections on Compiling and Translating
The Cassell Dictionary of English Idioms
— A Brief Review of Nida’s Guiding Principles of
Translation and Leech’s Four Circles of Meaning

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. It is necessary for him to
employ many a translation technique to work out a
solution for them. 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.

Key words: translating English idioms; guiding principles of

translation; four circles (or layers) of meaning
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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
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
culture. To put it more precisely, the dictionary, altogether,

contains more than 17,500 English idioms, including adages,
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proverbs, slangs and racy expressions. As a natural result, it has
become a very useful 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, they are
sometimes not so easy to 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 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 so? It is simply because this idiom originally comes
from the sport of boxing, 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 “ [ & B & 2 "”. The
.



proper version should be “AX E T HIK A"or “B A EEM A7.
Similarly, the idiom “white lie” does not mean “H B i 5, as
its real sense is “a pardonable fiction or misstatement”. The
proper Chinese version for it should be somewhat like “ /& f§ X &
Ky =E" or “HTHE MG 1E". For instance, there is such
an English sentence: “ The other day I told Alice a white lie when |
said she looked so beautiful. ” The Chinese would be “ff— X , &
MNEMWMLB KB ERYG, ANEER T —HAH KGR
% ”. In the Cassell dictionary, the lion’s share .of'th'e .entric;s
b.elongs 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"®!,

II. Nida’s Guiding Principles of Translating

Before taking some concrete examples from The Cassell
Dictionary of English Idioms to deal with theoretically and
rhetorically, the writer would like to quote 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 in the receptor language

the closest natural equivalent of the source-language message , first
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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 task as a
translator. But to reproduce the message one must make a good
many grammatical and lexical adjustments . ..

The translator must strive for equivalence rather than
tdentity. In a sense this is another way of emphasizing the
reproduction of the message rather 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®’. So, an ideal definition could be stated
as the readers of a translated text should be able to understand and
appreciate it in essentially 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
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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 jts dark ancestry, shows the world its
present, and points the way to its new birth. He is at once the
product and preceptor of his time. After his passage we are
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.

EEMHZARR
WRE - HRE

AEHZRREBITOUEHARZEMAY R, OB B E,
KAROBAREFLBTABRGNATHHE., RATHTH S F R
B THER,

WARGEHOES , BRAERMBFTHLFTER, KILAMT
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AT TFHHESTEF, 2R EFRALEEAE. K
EAEFE BELEEMADAZTE R, Al lddfF s @A —1%Kk.

LRFRORTHRZAEATHOAEAZTEFIHRAF BRI
BOAMN ERALALGFENRALHE, RREBEFALRZEIL
HEBARBNFA . GEMNETESSGER,FARMNEI FH A
i, ARG ZIL. LZFRGEE, SHNEBZE,
AMKEERE, F AR ERARBEARGFN AT RE,
g MEBARE HLAFHEHEIRIHZFAEL. £E—IMEN
TEHER L AAFEH . EFFIALFHRE., RE-AHH
R AL P HEFOAYD — D BRER . HAF R,
HEFRERALAARRE, REFH TALZIARAPETAVNE Y
e

(fFBR #)

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. Some words
and sentences are ambiguous in sense. They have the ambiguities of
the poetic language. That is why we cannot translate the essay in
the usual literal way. For instance, the first paragraph should not
be turned into:“— AP HEIEMZARFE B EDDN . 2 BRI, fih
“TEHOSIM/ANAHRERE . e ECHE S hERMEC.”
To render those five short sentences into proper Chinese, and
reproduce the original image and deep structure mealning, 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 the meanwhile, he supplied some words
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in the sentences by means of amplification. So, his Chinese version
for the first paragraph is: FLIE#) 2 A SAEHAT QN K 2 427
AR, thEHBE, KRB ERE H O MEN IR .
5y B CEO I B 2B E &

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 “fth § i
EH7E". In the last paragraph, “dark ancestry” became “Kf oK H M
% H”, “After his passage” became “4 i E 2 J5”. It seems to
him such Chinese versions may correspond exactly to those of the
original. By means of those effective and clear, intelligible
expressions, all the profound meaning and artistic qualities of the
original are preserved.

3. During the process of translating, we should 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 that the

translator must strive for equivalence rather than identity.

II1. The Significance of Leech’s Four
Circles (or Layers) of Meaning

We’ve just introduced American linguist Nida and his views on
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