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Abstract

Cultural default is a common phenomenon in literary
works. It will not cause obstacles to the understanding
of original readers who share cultural background with
the author, but for readers of the target language, cultural
differences may create vacuum of meaning for them,
so it is necessary to make compensation for the cultural
default in the translation process. Taking Red Poppies as
the research object, this paper makes a classified study of
cultural default, and analyzes the compensation methods
in Howard Goldblatt’s translation.
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INTRODUCTION

Red Poppies is one of the representative works of Tibetan
novelist A Lai. Under the background of Tibetan chieftain
system, this novel describes the story of Maichi chieftain
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family. The novel uses the perspective of the Maichi
chieftain’s foolish son as the narrative angle, which is
the special feature of this novel. In addition, there are
many descriptions in the book shows the readers the life
customs, political system and religious beliefs in Tibet at
that time. In 2002, the English version of the book was
published. It was translated by famous Chinese-English
translator Howard Goldblatt and his wife Sylvia Li-chun
Lin. The English version of the book was free translated
into Red Poppies, rather than The Dust Settles, which is
its literal translation.

The author of this novel uses many cultural defaults
in the writing process to improve the writing efficiency,
which affects the foreign readers’ understanding of
this novel to a certain extent, and may even hinder the
spread of Chinese national culture. Therefore, the study
of cultural default and translation compensation in
the process of translation is of great literary value and
translation significance.

1. CULTURAL DEFAULT

1.1 Introduction of Cultural Default

Default refers to the omission of common background
knowledge by both parties in the communication process.
There are three kinds of defaults, which are situational
default, contextual default and cultural default. If the
default is related to context, it belongs to situational
defaults; if the default is related to discourse information,
it belongs to contextual defaults; and if the omitted
content is related to culture, it is a cultural default.

Gillion Brown and George Yule stated that cultural
play a vital role in translation, and default is an
unavoidable phenomenon in communication. Nida pointed
that there is always some loss in verbal communication
and he proposed some methods for information loss.
In China, cultural default was put forward by Wang
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Dongfeng, in his paper Cultural Default and Coherent
Reconstruction in Translation (1997), he states that when
people communicate with others, he often omitted shared
background knowledge or Pragmatic premises, and when
the omission is about culture, it was called cultural default.
And Wang Dalai divided defaults into three categories:
situational default, contextual default and cultural default.

1.2 Cultural Defaults in Red Poppies

Nida classified culture into five types, namely ecological
culture, material culture, social culture, religious culture,
and linguistic culture. According to Nida’s classification,
this paper divided cultural defaults into three categories:
social cultural default, religious cultural default, and
material cultural default. The following part will study the
cultural defaults by analyzing examples.

1.2.1 Material Cultural Default
People’s living habits and living environment can often
reflect the material culture of a region or a nation.
Therefore, material culture includes people’s dressing
preferences, eating habits and architectural styles. There
are lots of material cultural defaults in Red Poppies, such
as “E AT, “FEET, “HRIET and so on.
Example 1
ST: 7% S HM 0 — JUR B0 [H 7 4 2 A T A, L m) oK
REFHNEAELNATFRIRIET . KRB W, £F
Jog A% 7 — Bl <ER U T . (A Lai, 1998, p.2)

TT: Sangye Dolma offered up an exquisite box containing a jade
bracelet for her mistress’s left arm and an ivory bracelet for the
right. Mother put on the bracelets and twirled them around her
wrists. “I’ve lost more weight.” (Goldblatt, 2002, p.4)

The above example describes the daily wear of
chieftain’s wife, she wears jade bracelet on her left hand,
and ivory bracelet on her right hand.We all know that
jewelry is valuable, but chieftain’s wife not only wears
jewelry, but also wears different jewelry between her
two hands. From the appearance of the chieftain’s wife
we can see that the Maichi chieftain is a very rich, and
this description can also help readers infer the family
background of chieftains. Besides, the “jade bracelet”
and “ivory bracelet” can not all made in Tibetan, so the
readers can infer that Tibet has trade with other places. If
the foreign readers do not know that the “jade bracelet”
and “ivory bracelet” was not made in Tibetan they can not
know the trade situation in Tibet. This is the characteristic
of cultural default, if the readers know the cultural default,
they can deduce the background information from this
cultural default. If they don’t know the cultural default,
they can’t grasp the background information from the
sentence.

Example 2

ST: =R Tk, EEZER 5 LMy 7 e k.

FAHCIX B KM — JE AN D Bl S (A Lai, 1998,

p.33)
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TT: At the end of those three days, the square in front of the
house was littered with fresh cattle and sheep bones, which the
family slaves piled into a small hill. (Goldblatt, 2002, p.39)

This example express the eating habits of chieftain
family, there are lots of cattle and sheep in Tibet, so people
are more accustomed to eating beef and mutton, but not
chicken, fish or other meat. If the readers don’t know that
Tibet has a lot cattle and sheep, they may confuse why
they ate so much beef and mutton. And from “a small
hill”, readers can gain that the chieftain family prepared
plenty of food to greet guests, they are very hospitable
and generous, besides, it also reflects the wealth of the
chieftain family.

1.2.2 Social Cultural Default

Social culture includes a nation’s custom, life style,
tradition, values and social fairs and so on. Tibetan names
also belong to social cultural, they are different from those
of the mainland of China, and they are generally four
words, the examples are listed below:

7 ¥ Sangye Dolma
ZHERS Sonam Tserang
EEBLES  Dechen Motso
HFFifi  Tamding Gongpo
PTG Wangpo Yeshi
#rfrsk A Headman Tratra
#3475 Chieftain Maichi
HIFEMFL  Silversmith Choedak
PFESEf  Living Buddha,Jeeka
ATHINJRHE Executioner Aryi

The top five names in the table are common Tibetan
names, they were translated into two words according
to their pronunciation. In western country, people’s
name consists of two words, the first word is their own
name and the last word is their family name. Therefore,
in order to match the name style of the target readers’,
the translator translated the names of Tibet into two
words. However, in order to highlight the social cultural
characteristics of Tibetan, the translators translated the
names according to their pronunciation. In this way, the
target readers can know the social culture of Tibet without
being confused.

The top five names in the table are combined the
Tibetan names with the identity title. For example, “f#R
[T H1FL” is translated into “Silversmith Choedak”, the
“silversmith” is the character’s identity or the character’s
profession, and “Choedak” is his name. This kind of
translation can not only express the name style of Tibet,
but also let the target readers know the social status
of the character. In addition, there is another name in
the novel, that is, “# ¥ EE4FIR 517, it was translated
into “special emissary Huang Chumin”, “#E ] is a



common Chinese name, thus it was translated according
to conventional Chinese name translation method. And “43
JR 11 was literal translated into “special emissary”.
Example 3
ST W JPE R B0y A 5 S DA A LI 1 ok K e ke
TR AT, AT KHERS IR B Sk . (A Lai,
1998, p.31)

TT: Victorious shouts erupted in the night sky; a bonfire was lit
and liquor vats were opened. People danced around the fire and
the vats. (Goldblatt, 2002, p.35)

The example 3 shows a common way to celebrate in
Tibet, when there is victory or other happy events, they
would dance and sing around the fire to express their
excitement and happiness. What’s more, this reflects the
unique social culture of Tibet, because different places
have different ways of celebrating victory, so readers
can clearly see the way of celebrating in Tibet from this
example.

1.2.3 Religious Cultural Default

Religious culture refers to a nation’s religion, in China,
the Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism have a
dominant influence on Chinese people, while in western
country, it is the Christianity that has deep influence on
people’s mind. So the foreign readers may not understand
Chinese religious cultural defaults. It is the translator’s
responsibility to know the original work’s religious
culture.

Example 4

ST: RFFIFAT AR, WA B+ MRETTH— %kt

RERWINISE 7R A7 A A L, A b e — i 4

X, BICEELEMA/NINAIE . (A Lai, 1998, p.5)

TT: Not terribly concerned, my father told the steward
to take ten silver dollars and a packet of tea to Dechen
Motso, whose illegitimate son had just died, so she
could pay for a vegetarian meal and tea for the monks to
perform rites for the dead. (Goldblatt, 2002, p.7)

“Ff 4% and “IE17” are religious word that related to
Buddhism, in Tibet, Buddhism has a profound influence in
people’s mind, they think they need lamas to do something
to help the person rest in peace after they die. But the
target readers may not understand this phenomenon
as they lack of cultural background knowledge, so the
translator needs to explain this phenomenon to the target
reader, in this sentence’s translation version, “# i 25>
and “i&37)” are translated into “a vegetarian meal” and
“perform rites”, these words are simple words for the
target readers to understand, and it could produce similar
effects on target readers’ mind.

Example 5

ST: ERIAMEIIZK, WA R AATUR 7, Argsk

TEIX B, g — A I ELAE T (A Lai, 1998, p.3)

TT: If I'd been born smart, I might have long since departed this
world for the Yellow Springs instead of sitting here and thinking
wildly thoughts over a cup of tea. (Goldblatt, 2002, p.5)
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About the word “# %, in Chinese culture, it refers
to the place where people live after they die. The water in
the deep spring is yellow, and because people are buried
deeply under the ground after death, so “3% SR is used to
refer to the place where the dead live. And “fiy T2 85 /& is
a euphemism for people dying.

In the above sections, we have analyzed that the author
often use cultural defaults in his work, by doing this,
the writing can be more concise and time-saving. But
for translation, the cultural defaults may cause various
problems, such as cultural loss or misunderstanding.
Therefore, it is necessary to take appropriate compensation
methods for the cultural defaults in translation. In the
next part, this paper will give an study of translation
compensation for the cultural defaults in Red Poppies, to
illustrate how Howard Goldblatt dealt with the cultural
defaults.

2. TRANSLATION COMPENSATION FOR
CULTURAL DEFAULTS IN RED POPPIES

Howard Goldblatt has used several compensation methods
in his translation for cultural defaults, this section is going
to study them and to find their effectiveness by example
analysis.

2.1 Literal Translation
Literal translation refers to transplant the original cultural
schema into translation without explanation, this method
suits for the simple cultural defaults. And when the
target readers are familiar with this cultural background
knowledge, the translator can use this method.

Example 6

ST: “YRUCHMR T4 252 &2 5% 4 ! (A Lai, 1998,
p-34)

TT: “Did you actually think he came here for our good? It’s easy
to send for a deity, but hard to get rid of one.” (Goldblatt, 2002,
p.40)

Example 7
ST: T PRk b, HEE T R, (A Lai, 1998, p.68)

TT: “Aid the survivors and recite prayers for the dead”. (p.76)

Y S IE I XE” is a Chinese proverb, it means that
it is easy to find a deity to get help but it is difficult to sent
him away after he gives help. In this novel, the character
wants to quote it to say that special emissary Huang
Chumin is difficult to be sent away after gain his help.
This proverb itself is easy for the readers to understand, so
the translator just used literal translation. In the example 7,
“IUHFR B, B TI R is what rulers do when they want
to avoid disaster or when they have a need for god, in the
novel, this sentence was said by the living Buddha to the
chieftain, he suggested that the chieftain should do some
good deeds to avoid disaster. From the translation version,
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we can see that this sentence was translated according
to its literal meaning. Because this sentence is relatively
short and easy for the target readers to understand, the
translator did not make extra compensation for this and
only adopts the literal translation method.

2.2 Free Translation
Free translation refers to the translation according to the
main idea of the original text, not to translate it according
to its literal meaning. When literal translation cannot be
adopted, the translator could use free translation.

Example 8

ST: BUE, fiE& MHEmER T . E-A Tl

I8, SCEMEEA AT E EFIESR. (A Lai, 1998,
p.66)

TT: Its recipient had since become an excellent steward, and it
was precisely his outstanding skills that made it possible for my
father and brother to go on their pleasure excursions. (Goldblatt,
2002, pp.73-74)

“F] 55> has several meanings in Chinese, in this
sentence, it means that the steward can handle things
well, the translator translated it into “outstanding skills”,
it is also expressed the author’s meaning, so this kind
of translation can help the target readers understand the
word’s real meaning.

Example 9

ST: e HbmlTozs, A MERERIR kA T I ] 5 7%

MR Tt B BN — K e P, B h e R DY 1148 R o5

RFET . (ALai, 1998, p.8)

TT: Left with no choice, Chieftain Maichi opened a case inlaid
with silver and beads and took out a seal representing the highest
official title conferred by the Qing emperor. With the seal and
a map, he went to the provincial capital to file a complaint with
the military government of Sichuan, under the control of the
Republic of China. (Goldblatt, 2002, p.10)

“H A EEN” is a kind of seal that represent the status
and power of the owner in China before the collapse of
Qing Dynasty. While in western country, they don’t have
such thing, so if the translator didn’t explain it clearly
to the target readers, they couldn’t understand what it is.
In this sentence’s translation version, “ 7o’k B E[)” was
translated into “a seal representing the highest official
title” through free translation. That makes it easy for the
target reader to understand its meaning.

2.3 Amplification

Amplification refers to represent the original schema

with additional explanation within the text, before or

after the translation of the cultural default. This kind of

compensation method can’t interrupt the target readers’

reading.
Examplel0
ST: BESEL:
1998, p.24)

« =
E

W, S aitugk, {0, (A Lai,
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TT: “Yes,” Mother said: “He’d have saved himself
a lot of trouble if he hadn’t said your younger brother
should be the chieftain back then.” (Goldblatt, 2002, p.28)

“HEEnangk, 4% is also a Chinese proverb,
meaning if you regret now, why did you do it at that time.
But in this sentence’s translation, if the translator doesn’t
show the exact reason, the target reader may be confused
as they not know the reason why the character had said
that. Thus, in the above translation version, the translator
added “if he hadn’t said your younger brother should be
the chieftain back then” to explain the reason.

Examplell

ST: T4, kA Sk,
Lai, 1998, p.66)

ML s M LT (A

TT: He brought tea for the Living Buddha, touching his forehead
to the man’s hand as an act of spiritual deference. (Howard
Goldblatt, 2002, p.74)

In this sentence’s translation version, “He” was added
in the beginning of the sentence. This kind of translation
is more consistent with English language habits, because
Chinese often omit the subject, and English does not have
this habit, so the translator should pay attention to this
point in translation. In addition, “JZ1fi_I” is a philosophic
word, which is difficult for readers to understand,
especially for foreign readers. So, the translator added
some explanatory information to help the target readers.

2.4 Substitution

Substitution refers to replace the original items with the
items in the target language. That is, it is a translation
method to change words, phrases and sentences in the
source text by those in the target language.

Examplel2

ST: Al A1 L FIIRRERTE B 5 R4 -, EEF/GWADTA

BOU FEEL, FERS 3L FA . (ALai, 1998, p.152)

TT: Assigned by the chieftain to protect me, they rushed up to
see which slave had dared to rebel against authority and offend
the powerful. (Goldblatt, 2002, p.173)

Example 13

ST: BREH: “IXAMBETHH4A? 7 (ALai, 1998, p2)

TT: Mother asked me, “What did the little tramp say?”
(Goldblatt, 2002, p.4)

In the first example, “fE K % 3k L35+ is an old
Chinese proverb that means to offend someone or
something beyond one’s power. However, there is no
such expression in the target language, the translator use
a phrase familiar to the target readers to help them to
understand. In the second example, “/NEi T often used
to refers to the young woman of low status, especially the
young maid, in this sentence, the chieftain’s wife use it to
call Dolma to show her angry to Dolma. If the translator
translated it into “small hoof”, the target readers may



don’t understand what it means and they either can’t learn
Chinese cultural. So the translator substituted “/)Mifi 7 as
“the little tramp” to make it easier for the target reader to
understand.

CONCLUSION

Based on Nida’s cultural classification, this paper divides
the cultural default into material cultural default, social
cultural default and religious cultural default. Then,
through the analysis of examples, this paper studies the
three types of cultural default, and finds that the existence
of cultural default may hinder the reading coherence
of foreign language readers. Therefore, in the process
of translation, translators need to make appropriate
compensation for cultural default. In the translation of
Red Poppies, Goldblatt mainly adopted literal translation,
free translation and amplification to compensate for
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cultural default. However, the study of cultural default and
its translation compensation in this paper is confined to
one novel, so it would inevitably have its own limitations.
The author hope there will be more in-depth and
comprehensive studies for cultural default and translation
compensation in the future.
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