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A Comparative Study of Two Chinese Translations
of Charlotte’s Web

WANG Zhe'

Abstract: As a classic in children’s literature, Charlotte’s Web has been translated into
more than 20 languages, including Chinese. As there are multi-level and
multi-dimensional selections and adaptations in the translation of children’s literature,
this paper makes an attempt to apply the adaptation theory to study the selections and
adaptations in the two Chinese versions of Charlotte’s Web from the phonological,
lexical, syntactic, discoursal and socio-cultural levels. It is suggested that the translator
of children’s literature should make sensible language choices that adapt to children’s
understandability and appreciation, so that the translation can be readily understood and
accepted by the target readers and its social value realized.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Charlotte’s Web was written by E. B. White, who was a famous modern essayist and critic in America, but

gained his worldwide reputation by his children’s books, namely, Stuart Little, Charlotte’s Web and The
Trumpet of the Swan, among which Charlotte’s Web has been the most popular one universally recognized
as his representative work. White describes love, growth, life and death through fairy tales with the witty,
humorous but kindly ironic words, which have left a profound impression on numerous children and adults
in the world. White was awarded the 1970 Laura Ingalls Wilder Medal for his children’s books, Stuart Little
and Charlotte’s Web.

As a classic in children’s literature, Charlotte’s Web has been printed over 45 million volumes, and
translated into more than 20 languages, including Chinese. At present there are four Chinese versions
available, i.e., Kang Xin’s version, Xiao Mao’s online version, Ren Rongrong’s version in the mainland of
China and a 9-year-old kid’s version in Taiwan of China. This paper will make a comparative study of two
influential Chinese versions by Kang Xin and Ren Rongrong. Kang Xin, a diplomat’s wife, published her
translation of Charlotte’s Web in 1979, which is very elegant with many four-character phrases. Relatively
speaking, Kang’s version is somewhat translated from an adult’s perspective. In contrast, Ren Rongrong, a
famous writer and translator of children’s literature in China, has written and translated a lot of literary
works for Chinese children. His Chinese version of Charlotte’s Web came out in 2008.
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2. THEORECTICAL FRAMEWORK

Jef Verschueren, the Secretary General of International Pragmatic Association, put forward the adaptation
theory in his book Understanding Pragmatics in 1999, in which he described language use as selection and
adaptation. The adaptation theory sheds new light on translation research and practice. Hence, this paper
makes an attempt to apply the adaptation theory to the translation of children’s literature, and narrow down
the scope of research to the translator’s selection and adaptation in Charlotte’s Web.

The translation of children’s literature is a kind of special communication, and translators are inevitably
confronted with the problems of adaptation and language choices when they communicate with the author
or with the presumed children readers. As the target readership of children’s literature is a very special
group with their own characteristics and expectations, the selections and adaptations in the translation of
children’s literature will have some differences from those in general translation.

There are multi-level and multi-dimensional selections and adaptations in the translation of children’s
literature. In the process of translating children’s stories, translators’ selections and adaptations are
influenced by a series of factors such as children readers’ age, language, acceptability, psychological
characteristics and aesthetic sentiment. Only when the translator of children’s literature adapts to the target
context, or specifically speaking, to the target children readers’ mental, social as well as physical world and
to their language and style, can the translation be understood and accepted in the target culture and its social
value realized.

3. SELECTION AND ADAPTATION IN TWO CHINESE
VERSIONS OF CHARLOTTE’S WEB

3.1 At the Phonological Level

Selections and adaptations at the phonological level refer to the fact that the translator makes choices
among the potential translation methods of children’s literature to produce the sound properties of
children’s literature adapting to the target children readers and bears the original sound effect in mind. The
target children readers may generally find it difficult to perceive the sound properties of the original. If
translations without adaptability can hardly lighten children readers’ burden during the appreciating
process, or may even create more new obstacles for their understanding. The following are some examples
to illustrate.

(1) Wilbur grunted. He gulped and sucked, and sucked and gulped, making swishing and
swooshing noises, anxious to get everything at once. (1952: 75)

Kang’s version: B E=, KOWE., &E&: FF. WE. EHSRNELZE, R
FA R P AR . (1979: 72)

Ren’s version: A . Bk H R FIHARG , K EIK 0, KR Mg, K
REHE, %R, IPIEMER K, RSB DA ERDG. (2008 217)

Ren vividly portrays an amusing picture of a hungry pig gobbling up a lot of food by choosing some
onomatopoeic words such as “M@M&Eith” - “FHEfEEEE” and “IFEIgEEER” > while Kang’s translation
would seem to be nothing remarkable.

(2) “I never do those things if | can avoid them,” replied the rat sourly, “I prefer to spend
my time eating, gnawing, spying and hiding.” (1952: 29)

Kang’s version: “ZI2Ae#i e, RABAEBEMBE, "ZRBIAIR. IR
MAETENZ, B, Wi, P k. 7 (1979: 26)

Ren’s version: “gfE R RBEABHAT, "2 RRZIMMEEHR, ISR E L
WA, MEHRT, ETPRINT, SRFERTIZLE FEH. 7 (2008: 181)
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If a speech is impromptu, it often means that the speakers need time to regulate their language. To fill in
the pause, they naturally use words like um, uh, well and so on. Chinese children readers are inclined to add
interjections suchas  “Iff” > “ify” - “I&” s etc. Thus the expressions “IZIH » B0 » £S5 » 44
F&I”  in Ren’s version obviously adapt to children’s normal way of thinking and speaking.

At the phonological level, onomatopoeic, reduplicated words, repetitions, and interjections are
suggested to be chosen in translating children’s literature. In this way, children would find the stories full of
sound effects more readily acceptable when reading books. As for the translation of Charlotte’s Web, Ren
Rongrong took full advantage of onomatopoeia, repetition and the like to make his translation strongly
appealing to children readers.

3.2 At the Lexical Level

When it comes to selections and adaptations at the lexical level in children’s literature translation, there are
often two situations. Firstly, translators cannot simply resort to looking for lexical matches, as in most case
there is no word equivalence between two different languages. Hence, the translator has to use adaptable
translation methods to bridge the lexical gaps or differences. Secondly, translators should choose suitable
words that adapt to children’s understandability and appreciation so as to attract children readers. For
example,

(1) Rain fell in the barnyard and ran in crooked courses down into the lane where thistle
and pigweed grew. (1952: 25)
Kang’s version: & 7E & 55 HIBE T8, NEE a0 P [ 2o BHR SR BT AN B 22 1) /N i |

(1979: 23)
Ren’s version: m7K 7 2208 e 41, 258 il fh b — 18 — 8 AU R 35 AT R A B RE I /N
(2008: 177)
In Kang’s version, there are several formal words such as “I&UX" > “[HZA" > “4R#i” and “fE2E"

which rarely appear in children’s daily life. Due to the limitation of the educational level, children readers
would not be able to figure out the meaning of these words, let alone appreciation. Ren’s version vividly
depicts the way of the rain’s running by using such phases as “&&dfphit” > “—E—EH"

il =

Although he also chooses two rarely-used characters “&fj” and “#&” , they are the modificatory parts of

the words and their central part “E.” is easy for children to understand, which seems to be more adaptable
to them.

(2) “Who wants to live for ever?” sneered the rat. “I am naturally a heavy eater and | get
untold satisfaction from the pleasures of the feast.” He patted his stomach, grinned at the
sheep, and crept upstairs to lie down. (1952: 175)

Kang’s version: “GfEZkiEg FL?7 ERES MR, “FBMEREZZN, MK
Flfgosim, ” fmFL T, WEERE, REEEAR. (1979:161)

Ren’sversion: “HEfRERAAZNG?” ZRHME, “RRAEZRBEAERR, 7RG
MR HN SR, 7 BT, B e, R LR a LM T
. (2008: 295)

Kang uses a very formal word “E%f%” to translate “the pleasure of the feast”. Most children probably
have never heard of the word or know its pronunciation like “EXf%” - whose aesthetic distance is far
beyond children readers’ appreciation. Ren chose “KlZ-AKI&” to translate the phrase, and his translation
sounds natural as well as intelligible.

As children are yet to be fully developed both physically and mentally, their experience is based upon a
concrete concept of the world around them. Limited by children readers’ literary and daily life experience,
too much effort is required for them to understand formal and abstract words. Therefore, easy words rather
than complicated ones, colloquial and concrete words rather than formal and abstract ones, vivid and
humorous expressions rather than plain ones are suggested to be chosen in the translation of children’s
literature.
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3.3 At the Syntactic Level

As Chinese is quite different from English in terms of syntax, the translator should carefully select sentence
structures as well as appropriate words in the translation of children’s literature. Adaptation at the syntactic
level can be defined as the translator’s flexible adjustment in the translation. It is mainly triggered by the
differences in syntactic features between Chinese and English: parataxis vs. hypotaxis, personal subject vs.
impersonal subject, and diffusiveness vs. compactness. For example,

(1) Wilbur was merely suffering the doubts and fears that often go with finding a new
friend.(1952: 42)

Kang’s version: B A# I K 5 BT BE % . (1979: 38)

Ren’s version: RE|—EFTAIR, TEEMRLAN, FHGRIA —LEEBOMAE, wREA
AR 3] T SRR E . (2008: 190)

In Kang’s version, the original sentence structure is maintained by using the sentence structure “#f---
¥TEE" which requires logical analysis for children readers to understand the sentence. While Ren’s version

sounds more natural, for the translator has cut the sentence into several simple clauses. As a result, Ren’s
version is more comprehensible and closer to the way children speak.

(2) She just sat and stared out of the window, thinking what a blissful world it was and
how lucky she was to have entire charge of a pig. (1952: 7)

Kang’s version: 4t RA4%E, RRMEBERES, BEHRLE, hIFRE—HEHN S
HHES). (1979: 6)

Ren’s version: A RARERMEZHE I, —ED MR, &AL BERERH 7
W, b — M N — AN, SR Z BRI . (2008: 165)

In Ren’s translation, “thinking” was translated into “—{[&%} 5¢ 548" which properly adapts to
children’s language. Furthermore, the sentence structure “iE-2--- X Ji&---” appropriately represents a
little girl’s mental world with the interjections “Ifii” and the adverbs “Z5/8” . In comparison, Kang’s
literal translation is not as good as Ren’s version.

Belonging to two different language families, English and Chinese differ a lot from each other in
sentence structure. The translator should be able to discard the source language sentence structure so that
his translation will conform to the habit of the target children readers. A good translation should use natural
and correct target language grammar, not source language structure disguised in target language words.
Due to the limitation of children’s educational level and literary experiences, the sentence structures in the
translation should be simple. In other words, the translator should avoid complex syntactical structures so
as to be concise in the translation.

3.4 At the Discoursal Level

Translator’s adaptability can also be demonstrated in the translation of the discourse level. “Since discourse
itself forms a dimension into which linguistic choices are anchored” (Verschueren 1999: 104), this section
will focus on discourse as a whole rather than any single word or expression, or syntactic structuring of a
sentence. Discoursal adaptability refers to the translator’s ability to flexibly use the potential translation
methods of children’s literature in order to tackle the differences between Chinese and English at the
discoursal level. Chinese text is loosely connected with some degree of repetition and tardiness, while
English takes on the picture of precision and orderliness. In the organization of the discourse, Chinese
usually leave the focal point till the end while the English put it forward as the topic sentence at the
beginning of a paragraph. The translator has to adapt to the target linguistic reality at the discoursal level so
that the translation may be more easily perceived and deeply felt by children readers.

(1) “What do you mean, less than nothing?” replied Wilbur. “I don’t think there is any
such thing as less than nothing. Nothing is absolutely the limit of nothingness. It’s the
lowest you can go. It’s the end of the line. How can something be less than nothing? If
there were something that was less than nothing, then nothing would notbe nothing, it
would be something-even though it’s just a very little bit of something. But if nothing is
nothing, then nothing has nothing that is less than it is.” (1952: 28)
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Kang’s version: “iXJi A B 2 B2 B . “TREAARE — AR L TE R . 1)
RAHRA, BRXIEH, 2EYEH. EESARAILEYER? 2EF, B
AR, MRAY—ERERA—TER. iR e estRs, Mm%
PR T (1979: 26)

Ren’s version: “HtEIEZ /D, fREFG LM EREB? BB EE, “RARSE BRI
LEEEE D, FHEE, HERRE, BO&R AR, D3 TR, BERARELE
BEDU? IBAHBERE L FREE D, WEERHRAGRSE, —CEALRTE — i
Wt —TEVRTE. REHLE, WA ERELLEEZ D>, 7 (2008: 180)

This speech happened after the lamb told Wilbur that pigs mean less than nothing. Looking at this
passage as a whole, the style of the original passage is casual with a little humor involved. But in Kang’s
version, it seems to have some implied meaning of religion, because “nothing” and “something” have been
respectively translated into the abstract and abstruse words like “##%]” and “A%” which seems to
have something to do with Buddhism. Ren translates “less than nothing” into “EEZE3E3E/1” which is
more colloquial and readable than “ZgjA4E47)” . On the whole, Ren’s version is more adaptable to
children’s comprehension.

(2) “...First she threw a left around the tail. The fish lashed back. Then a left to the tail
and a right to the mid-section. Then a left to the tail and a right to the mid-section. The
fish lashed back. Then she dodged to one side and threw a right; and another right to the
fin. Then a hard left to the head, while the web swayed and stretched."(1952: 103)
Kang’s version: “hseie e A 2 B E B Y 7iRER, A RSLZIEE, FER b madEe
YT IRER, NAEABARMEET TR, IR ZIEE, R s, S YT
M4k, HE R, RS RMAAEE B TR, SRR EAERAL, 4
R EE T, 7 (1979: 96)

Ren’sversion: “EefE@MZE E— AT, fiRR. BEEEAMRBRE EX AT,
G F— A F%, AUETREE, BFTuNE—8, Eag L —EaFE, —HE4aF
Z, MEAAE PR —MAFZE, ERGERREE, BRIRMIKT. ~ (2008: 239)

This passage describes how Charlotte’s cousin beat down a fish caught by the net. On the surface,
Kang’s version appears more faithful to the original. However, as the translator of children’s literature
ought to choose accurate and vivid expressions to make the translation readable and fluent, Ren’s version
seems to be a more suitable one for children readers. The style of Ren’s version is funny and amusing with
lively “/EF2” and “/5FZs" attracting to children.

3.5 At the Socio-cultural Level

Adaptation at the socio-cultural level often refers to adaptation to the cultural context such as historical
background, social and value system, conventions, religion, etc. As culture is a rather complicated and
comprehensive concept, some cultural elements in Charlotte’s Web are analyzed so as to show how
translator adapts to the cultural context of the target language.

(1) “And now, Fern, it’s time to get ready for Sunday School and tell Avery to get
ready.”(1952: 54)
Kang’s version: “Z%, T HERFIRHMRE T, ZEREEMLT. ” (1979: 51)
Ren’sversion: “AiifE, 3B, ZEFHBROZE 7. WMIREREAT. 7 (H T
FHERZEYHEREEITRABENER, KZRAHEA) (2008: 200)

Most of Chinese children readers may not understand what a “Sunday School’” is in Kang’s version, but
Ren offers the note for “Sunday School”, which can be better understood by children.

(2) “...1 will let you have your choice of everything in the trough and | won’t touch a
thing until you’re through.”

The rat sat up. “You mean that?” he said.

“I promise. | cross my heart.”(1952: 168-69)

Kang’s version: “FiERIcEEFEEM TR —Y). A5, REARE—T. 7

------ ZRAT AR “URERESE EIS?” AR
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~~~~~~ “EI. RIEE. 7 (1979: 156)
Ren’s version: “FKeE/R EAEHE B2 T BT BNz, fEARNZENZ BT, FRAEAREEY. ”
------ ZR—EHARRER T . “URIBREE?” Eif.
------ “ JE, RAELOE+T. 7 (2008: 289)
Kang makes some adaptation to translate “I cross my heart” into “F&$%” | which can be clearly

understood by children readers. In comparison, Ren literally translates it into “FAF.(\OZE 5" , of
which some Chinese children readers might not be able to understand the meaning.

As is known to all, Christianity in western countries has great influence on English, while the leading
religion in China is Buddhism and Taoism. Under the circumstance, most of Chinese children cannot
understand those religious expressions. It is suggested that if the translator comes across some religious
elements in the translation of children’s literature, he or she can have choices to provide with simple notes
or to make some adaptations.

4. CONCLUSION

Charlotte’s Web tells the story of a pig named Wilbur and his friendship with a barn spider named Charlotte.
Itis a fairy tale about life and love. Charlotte’s Web can be read by children and adults alike. As for children,
Charlotte’s Web is a fairy tale, while it is a fable for adults. For adult readers, Kang Xin’s version may seem
to be more suitable, since it is elegant and noble. For children readers, Ren Rongrong’s version may be
more acceptable, since it is humorous and easy to understand. Although Charlotte’s Web may be suitable
for all ages and adults may have a deeper perception on it, yet it is, first of all, a story for children.

In Charlotte’s Web, White tells a beautiful story in plain and clear words totally from a child’s
perspective. Hence, its translation should be beautiful and plain as well, and can in no case be translated into
a too formal and serious text. As children’s books should first be understood by children, conciseness,
colloquialism, musicality and children’s delight are very essential elements for a successful translated
children’s story. After an analysis of the selection and adaptation in the translation of Charlotte’s Web from
the phonological, lexical, syntactic, discoursal and socio-cultural levels, we concluded that Ren Rongrong’s
version is more preferable than Kang Xin’s one, for the target readers of Charlotte’s Web are children rather
than adults.
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