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ABSTRACT

Translation is not merely a linguistic transfer, but also a cognitive activity. Due to divergent cognitive frameworks
across cultural contexts, cognitive shifts in translation are unavoidable, particularly when rendering classical texts imbued
with culture-specific entities inaccessible to another culture. One of the major means of understanding unfamiliar entities is
to categorize them. Thus, when translating these entities into another culture, the translator often needs to recategorize them
to bridge the gap between source-text taxonomies and target readers’ conceptual systems. To elucidate how recategorization
functions in the translation of classical texts, this study investigates adaptive recategorization in Goldblatt’s multimodal
English translation of Shan Hai Jing, a remarkable Chinese classic rich in mythical beings and cultural symbolism. Drawing
on Xiao & Wen’s framework of recategorization, this study analyzes the translation of animal and plant terms. Through
quantitative frequency analysis and qualitative case study, this research reveals how recategorization strategies, including
category retention, omission, and shifts (e.g., between categories, category members, category prototype, and category
levels) are employed to reconcile source-text taxonomies with target readers’ cognitive frameworks. It is found that
Goldblatt’s adaptive recategorization, informed by vernacular annotations and illustrations, mitigates cognitive conflicts,
clarifies ambiguities, and preserves the text’s interpretive flexibility. This study highlights recategorization as a pivotal
mechanism for translating culture-specific concepts, offering insights for rendering classical texts with abundant culturally
specific terms.
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1. Introduction

The translation of Chinese classics into global lan-
guages serves as a vital medium for cross-cultural under-
standing. Among these classics, Shan Hai Jing (The Classic
of Mountains and Seas), a comprehensive compendium of
ancient Chinese knowledge, covering diverse fields such as
mythohistory, geography, ethnic groups, mythology, religion,
flora and fauna, minerals, and medicine!!, offers unparal-
leled insight into Chinese cultural values and cosmology.
The most remarkable feature of Shan Hai Jing lies in its
depiction of numerous ancient mythical beings, whose dense
cultural symbolism and fantastical imagery pose significant
challenges for the readers to achieve adequate perception
and understanding. When it comes to its translation, there is
no doubt that the translator must navigate these complexities
to facilitate the target readers’ perception and understanding
of these strange creatures.

Translation is fundamentally a cross-linguistic cog-
nitive activity?], which involves the translator’s concep-
tualization of the source text meaning, his or her re-
conceptualization of that meaning in the production of the
target text, and the target readers’ conceptualization of target
text meaning[®!. One of the major operations of conceptual-
ization is categorization, particularly for the production and
understanding of texts featuring abundant unfamiliar entities.
Shan Hai Jing is a good case. For example, the original
author classified the myriad mythical beings into categories
like “E” “I3” “f” and “fig” etc., describing them through
analogies to ordinary animals (e.g., goats, dogs, horses and
tigers, etc.). While source-language readers decode these
taxonomies and analogies via shared cultural frameworks,
cross-cultural transmission risks cognitive mismatches. As
Wen notes, categorical hierarchies-defined by prototypicality,
internal structure, and boundaries-vary across languages due
to differing cultural models and cognitive schemas!®. Such
disparities necessitate recategorization and adaptive restruc-
turing in translation to align with the conceptual system of
the target language.

Therefore, this study explores how recategorization
operates in the production of Goldblatt’s Fantastic Crea-
tures in Mountains and Seas (2021), an English multimodal
translation of Shan Hai Jing, to elucidate the mechanism of

recategorization in translation. The effects and factors that in-

fluence the translator’s choice of recategorization strategies
are especially examined to shed some light on the translation
of classical texts.

2. Categorization and Recategoriza-
tion in Translation

Categorization serves as one of the most efficient means
by which humans comprehend and reshape the natural world.
It is “a mental process of classification, and its products
are the cognitive categories”’]. By classifying entities into
groups, categorization enables us to perceive the similarities
and differences of myriad entities in both the virtual and real
world and achieve a deep understanding of them.

Categorization studies have generated two major views
of categorization: the Classical Category and the Cognitive
Category. The Classical Category View, also known as the
Aristotelian view, posits that categories have clear bound-
aries and are defined by a set of necessary and sufficient
features[®!. However, in the 1960s, problems were raised
with this view. For example, it is found that the instances of
categories do not always seem to share the same properties!”).
In addition, some instances seem “better” than others. For
example, in the category of birds, a robin seems a “better”
bird than a chicken does. In response to these problems,
Cognitive Category View, also known as prototype theory,
was proposed by Rosch and other psychologists, and later
validated through extensive empirical research®-1%1. Their
research shows: a category is characterized by graded mem-
bership and fuzzy boundaries; human beings categorize the
objects around prototypes, not sets of necessary and suffi-
cient features; instances are assigned to a category on the
basis of resemblance to the prototypes of that category, that
is, the best members of a category[!!],

The Cognitive Category View offers a more nuanced ex-
planation for our classification and perception of the diverse
entities in the world. In reality, many entities exhibit graded
category membership®!, resisting definitive classification.
Since categories are shaped by the cognitive capacities of the
human mind B!, and are closely tied to human perception and
cultural models, they are not fixed but rather dynamic-their
prototypes, internal structures, and boundaries may shift de-
pending on cognitive and cultural frameworksl. As a result,

different individuals may categorize the same entity differ-
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ently, particularly when they come from different cultural
backgrounds. This divergence extends beyond the category
membership of a specific entity to include variations in the
hierarchical structure of categories.

Given that language serves as a label for cognitive cat-
egories, and translation entails the cross-cultural transfer of
these categories rather than mere linguistic replication, such
disparities, along with divergent conceptions of category
membership and prototype formation, pose challenges to
translation between languages. This necessitates recatego-
rization in the translation process. In translation, according
to Wen et al., source-language and target-language categories
may exhibit complete category equivalence, category mis-
match (partial overlap), or category gap (complete absence of
a corresponding category in the target language)!'?. There-
fore, in addition to maintaining category equivalence, recat-
egorization in translation is often realized through multiple
category shifts including shifts between categories, category

members, category prototypes and category levels!13]:

1) A shift between categories refers to the conversion of
a source text category into another category in the tar-
get language, or replacing a category member with an
entire category. For example, in the translation of Shan
Hai Jing, % (xiao), a “E (literally beast)” in Chinese
is described as “apparition” in English, and “J (algae)”
in Chinese is rendered as “aquatic grasses” in English.

2) A shift between category members involves substitut-
ing a specific member of the source text with another
member within the same category. For example, “ZE}
(goldenrain tree)” in Chinese is translated into a differ-
ent tree “jujubes” in English, and “{3% 5 is referred
to as “oriole” in English, while they are different birds.

3) A shift between category prototypes is a special case
of member shift, where the prototypical member of
a category in the source text may not align with the
prototypical member in the target culture, thus requir-
ing conversion to a more culturally congruent member.
For example, in translating Shan Hai Jing, “¥:#4 (Cin-
namomum cassia)”’—a medicinal and symbolic plant in
Chinese culture— is rendered as “laurel tree”, as in the
category of Lauraceae, laurel tree embodies a stronger
prototypical status in English cultural cognition, evok-
ing associations with victory, honor, and poetic tradition.

4) A shift between category levels occurs between super-

ordinate, basic, and subordinate level categories. The
shift downward (from superordinate to subordinate) rep-
resents concretization, while the shift upward (from
subordinate to superordinate) entails abstraction. This
type of category shift is particularly prevalent in the
translation of Shan Hai Jing. For example, most of “[”
in the original text is rendered as “creature” in English,

and “K (grass)” is translated as “plant” or “flora”.

Apart from the four types of category shifts, it should
be noted that, in some cases, the original category may be
omitted either because there is no need to identify its cate-
gory attribution or because the category attribution remains

ambiguous.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Material

As previously mentioned, one of the most remarkable
features of Shan Hai Jing is its depiction of numerous mythi-
cal beings, which attracted the illustrator Chen Siyu to create
150 illustrations thereof, and Sun Jiankun, who had studied
Shan Hai Jing since childhood, was invited to provide orig-
inal text excerpts, vernacular translations, and background
interpretations for these illustrations, bringing the shape of
an illustrated Shan Hai Jing, which was published by Ts-
inghua University Press in 2015. Its English version, Fan-
tastic Creatures of the Mountains and Seas, translated by
Howard Goldblatt was published in 2021. This new Chi-
nese version of Shan Hai Jing, with exquisite illustrations,
definitely brings a unique reading experience to the readers.
As images contribute to a more complete understanding of
messages, drawing attention to the objects, landscapes or
persons represented and influencing the way the text acts
with the audience!'¥), the vivid illustrations can not only
facilitate Chinese readers’ perception and understanding of
this classical work, but also give the translator more space to
introduce this work to the international readers. Goldblatt’s
translation of the illustrated Shan Hai Jing, different from
other monomodal translations, is actually a multimodal trans-
lation, as the illustrations are given full consideration in the
translation process. This kind of translation may shed some
new light on the translation of classical works. Therefore,
this study takes the illustrated Shan Hai Jing and its English
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version Fantastic Creatures of the Mountains and Seas as its
objects and data sources.

Both the original Chinese text and English rendition
focus on the mythical beings in Shan Hai Jing. In the original
text, they are often described with comparison to the ordinary
animals like the fish, bird, snake, dog, horse, tiger and pig
etc. To help the readers understand these strange creatures,
the original author, in addition to giving them specific names,
often made efforts to categorize them into the basic-level
categories like “E” “f” “1” “L,” etc., as “basic level is
where the largest amount of information about an item can
be obtained with the least cognitive effortl’], and they are
the first to be recognized, named, acquired, mastered, and
memorized, thus most readily activated for human use!'>16],
However, Chinese zoological categorization may diverge
from English taxonomic frameworks due to culturally em-
bedded classification criteria. As most animals in Shan Hai
Jing are hybrids, it is likely that while the original author
categorized an animal into the basic category of fish, the
readers in another culture may take it as a bird.

Moreover, the accompanying illustrations may exac-
erbate categorical ambiguities. As it is argued that “one of
the drawbacks of visual messages is the subjectivity of the

»U7] when the illustrations do not present the

interpretations
prototypical features of the entities, the readers’ perception
may vary. In the illustrated Shan Hai Jing, it is often the
case that some depictions of the illustrations deviate from the
culture-specific prototypes of the depicted beings, whether
[the Huan] does not look
like a wild cat as the text describes) or salient anatomical

£ (Xixiyu) looks more like that

in holistic morphology (e.g.,

traits (e.g., the body of
of a fish rather than a bird).

In addition to the animals, the plants in Shan Hai Jing
also play a critical role in constructing the ecological context
of the supernatural creatures. Although the illustrated edition
prioritizes depictions of monstrous beasts and divine beings,
it also integrates diverse flora to anchor these beings within
their environmental and cultural milieu. Some of these plants
may be quite strange to international readers, so when trans-
lating them into English, the translator also needs to make
some adjustments, including category shifts.

All in all, the illustrations, textual descriptions, cross-
linguistic differences, and readers’ cognitive frameworks

collectively urge the translator to adapt through category

shifts to ensure the efficiency and adequate perception and
understanding of these entities. Therefore, this study takes
the translation of animal and plant terms as the objects to
show how recategorization is made through category shifts
in the translation process. As Goldblatt’s English version is
produced based on the vernacular annotation instead of the
classical text of Shan Hai Jing, the Chinese data is collected

from the vernacular text.

3.2. Research Questions and Methods

This study investigates the recategorization strategies
in Goldblatt’s translation of Shan Hai Jing, focusing on the
category shifts in the translation of the animal and plant terms
to reconcile cultural-cognitive gaps. The following questions
will be posed:

QR 1: How do category shifts operate in the translation
of the animal and plant terms?

QR 2: What are the effects of these category shifts?

QR 3: What factors shape the translator’s adoption of
category shifts?

This study combines quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies, involving data statistics and detailed case analysis.

1) Data statistics. The frequency of major basic level ani-
mal terms (top 15 by frequency in the Chinese vernacu-
lar text) and the plant terms is compiled as the starting
point of this study. The statistics are made with the tools
of Doubao, Microsoft Word and AntConc. In addition,
WordArt is used to give a visual representation.

2) Case analysis. Based on the data statistics, a compari-
son of the source and target texts is made to reveal what
specific category shifts are employed in the translation
process. Then the effects of these shifts and the factors
that influence the translator’s adoption of these shifts

are examined.

3.3. Data Description

With the help of Doubao, Microsoft Word and AntConc,
the frequency of major basic level animal terms is compiled
as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2, as well as Table 1 and the
frequency of the basic level plant terms is shown in Table 2.
The frequency of different types of category shifts is shown
in Table 3.
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Figure 1. Animal Terms in Chinese.

animal 42

equine 2 beast 11
wild boar 3 horse Tl asferpentmei%

sy C2NINE 7 tiger 2’snake 23 sh] predator 2 pe,
goat 7 deer 3 dog 9 p g 6
tiger 12 og 9 3 rodent |
ws3’beast 11 o “tiger 12...,
tiger ndragon 22 reptile 4 Vak? canine 7 bird 5A a"‘ — sheep ]
rodent 1 precate ; yak 2 yak 2 ,
( ! Eacamne gw
bes Srﬁt 4 C r a u r fish 17 horse H
Pig 6 cow1 reptie 4 mum s 1
snakezstSh 17 leopard 3 e’ bovine 4 g 25 a Y, m],‘ t 7 rat4
horse 119 ox 4 equme 9 rodent 1
m = dog 9 jnsect 5

dragon 22 leopard 3 cow 1 m1
warmicgke 2 insect 5 "
“sheep 1 reptile 4

"Pa“ e 53 creature 53

Figure 2. Animal Terms in English.

Table 1. Frequency of Animal Terms.

Chinese Terms Frequency English Terms Frequency Category Shift Types
Creature 53 Between category levels
animal 42 Between category levels
i 86 . e .
beast 11 Retention of original categories
apparition 2 Between categories
i:h 70 bird 50 Retention of original categories
snake 23 Retention of original categories
i 70 reptile 4 Between category levels
serpentine 3 Between categories
w 39 dragon 22 Retention of original categories
£ 30 fish 17 Retention of original categories
. dog 9 Retention of original categories
LES 19 canine 7 Between category levels
Ji-A 17 tiger 12 Retention of original categories
horse 11 Retention of original categories
o) 17 ;
equine 2 Between category levels
bovine 4 Between category levels
0x 4 Between category levels
4 15 yak 2 Between category levels
cow 1 Between category levels
rhinoceros 1 Between categories
i 13 pig 6 Retention of original categories
wild boar 3 between category members
goat 7 Between category levels
ES 12 ram 1 Between category levels
sheep 1 Between category levels
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Table 1. Cont.
Chinese Terms Frequency English Terms Frequency Category Shift Types
B 7 rat 4 Retention of original categories
w rodent 1 Between category levels
0 6 insect 5 Retention of original categories
% 6 leopard 3 Between category levels
predator 2 Between category levels
i3 5 deer 3 Between category levels
Table 2. Frequency of Plant Terms.
Chinese Terms Frequency English Terms Frequency Types of Category Shifts
tree/trees 19 Retention of original categories
A 20 flower 1 Between categories
flora 3 Between category levels
. 12 grass 2 Retention of original categories
- plant 2 Between category levels
weeds 1 Between category levels
land dwellers 1 Between category levels
Table 3. Frequency of Category Shift Types.
Category Shift Types Occurrences Percentage of Total Shifts
Between category levels 144 41%
Between categories 7 2%
Between category members 3 1%
Retention of original categories 197 56%

Regarding the selection of animal terms for statistical
analysis, this study prioritized the top 15 most frequent an-
imal terms in the source text, as the study’s objective is to
demonstrate that category shifts in Goldblatt’s translation
of Shan Hai Jing are systematic and widespread rather than
isolated phenomena. These 15 terms typically represent
basic-level categories— i.e., the most salient, culturally en-
trenched concepts in everyday discourse. Translating these
terms often involves cultural-linguistic negotiation, as their
categorization boundaries are prone to divergence in cross-
cultural contexts due to differing cognitive schemas.

Terms ranked beyond the top 15 (e.g. & [rabbit], X5
[chicken]) appeared infrequently (1-3 times in total), yield-
ing insufficient data for robust statistical analysis of systemic
patterns. Similarly, subordinate animal terms (e.g. fifi
[carp], 2 5 [kingfisher]) were excluded from quantitative
counts because they appeared only once or twice. Notably,
many of these terms (e.g., fiff, 2 &) have fixed English
equivalents (e.g., carp, kingfisher) and thus minimal transla-
tional variance. However, instances where subordinate terms
exhibit unexpected category shifts will be examined in-depth

through qualitative case studies.

For plant terms, the same methodological principle
applies. Given the scarcity of plant species mentioned in
the illustrated Shan Hai Jing, only basic-level terms (%L
[grass/herb], /& [tree]) were selected for statistical analysis.
Subordinate terms like ZE4 [Koelreuteria paniculata] and
TR [sweet osmanthus]) appeared too infrequently (< 3 in-
stances) to warrant quantitative scrutiny. Their translation
patterns, however, will be explored through targeted case
studies to reveal subtle shifts in botanical categorization.

When collecting Chinese terms, the author first uses
Doubao to extract all the Chinese basic level animal and
plant terms with the prompt “Please extract the basic-level
animal and plant terms from the document, such as “£&” “fip:”
“H=”etc, and then Wordsmith is employed to calculate their
occurrences in the text. After that, when counting the fre-
quency of the basic-level category terms, manual verification
is conducted to exclude terms that do not denote animals,
such as Toponyms embedded with animal or plant charac-
ters like “# 2 11] (Changyang Mountain)” (with
place-name component). Additionally, specific subordinate

”as a

ey

#55 (magpie)”.
Finally, the proper names for the mythical animals and plants

category terms are also excluded, such as
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are excluded, for example “[t3% % when counting birds,
as these proper nouns are all transliterated in Goldblatt’s
translation.

When collecting the English terms, the author first man-
ually extracts all the English terms the translator employs for
basic-level animal/plant references via comparative analysis
of the source text and target text, and then uses AntConc
to count their occurrences, with both the singular form and
plural form being counted. Based on the results, manual
verification is conducted to exclude the compound words
that refer to the specific subordinate entities. For example,
Wenyao fish, Rupi fish, ginger grass etc. One point should be
noted that the Chinese and English terms only approximately
correspond, as some English terms are used to signify more
than one Chinese term (e.g “creature” and “animal” may
be used to render not only “F”, but also any animals like
dragon, snake etc.) and “plant” for “¥” and “7”.

The data clearly demonstrates the varying frequencies
of animal and plant terms in Chinese and English texts. In
general, the number of English terms (including multiple sub-
ordinate terms used to refer to a single Chinese basic-level
term) is less than that of the corresponding Chinese ones,
which may be caused by the inherent differences between
Chinese and English. For instance, in English pronouns
are frequently used to substitute for nouns mentioned previ-
ously, whereas in Chinese, nouns tend to repeat. Furthermore,
when referring to the same entities, compared with Chinese
texts, the English text exhibits greater diversity. These terms
involve more taxonomic levels, such as the superordinate,
basic-level in the translation of “#”. For this diversity of
English terms, category shifts employed by the translator
may be a major cause.

The statistics of frequency of category shift types (See
Table 3) indicate that, apart from retaining the original cat-
egories, three types of category shifts outlined in Section
2 are employed in the translation of basic-level animal and
plant terms, among which the shift between category levels
accounts for the highest proportion (41%). While the shift be-
tween category prototypes is not identified in the quantitative
data, qualitative analysis reveals its occurrence in the transla-
tion of subordinate terms. Given the infrequent occurrence of
individual subordinate terms, their translation patterns were
examined through targeted case studies rather than quanti-

tative counts. Moreover, a close comparison of the source

text and target text shows that there are also some original
categories being omitted. Therefore, combining quantitative
and qualitative approaches, the study demonstrates that the
translation of animal/plant terms can sufficiently illustrate

Goldblatt’s recategorization strategies.

4. Results and Discussion

The above data preliminarily show that when translat-
ing the illustrated Shan Hai Jing, the translator frequently
recategorizes the source text through category shifts. Start-
ing from the data, a close comparison of the source text and
target text further reveals the following patterns of recatego-

rization.

1) Direct retention of original categories: When there is
complete equivalence between Chinese and English cat-
egories, the original categories are typically retained.

2) Omission of original categories: In cases where identify-
ing the category attribution is unnecessary or where the
attribution remains ambiguous, or retaining the original
category may lead to cognitive confusion or conflicts,
the original categories are omitted.

3) Category shifts: Numerous instances of category shifts
are observed, including shifts between categories (e.g.
replacement with a different category), shifts between
category members (e.g. substitution with a related but
distinct member), shifts between category prototypes
and shifts between category levels (e.g. movement be-
tween basic-level and superordinate/subordinate cate-

gories).

The above patterns primarily address QR1: How do cat-
egory shifts operate in the translation of animal/plant terms?
However, the effects of these shifts (QR2) and the moti-
vations behind translators’ strategic choices (QR3) require
deeper analysis. The following case studies will system-
atically examine these dimensions through contextualized

examples.

4.1. Direct Retention of Original Categories

Although cultural variations in categorization exist,
cross-linguistic studies demonstrate that certain universal

conceptual frameworks underlie human cognition®). These

1243



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 10 | October 2025

shared cognitive foundations often lead to category equiv-
alence between languages and make direct retention of the
original category possible in translation. This phenomenon
is evident in the translation of animal and plant terms in
Shan Hai Jing, where direct category equivalence is often
achievable.

For example, most subordinate animal/plant terms re-
tain their English referents unchanged (e.g., “f#ifa” as “carp”,
“F > as “kingfisher”, and “PE¥E” as madder.)

For basic-level category terms, in most cases, Chinese
animal terms like “&” “ff” “L,” and “jg” are directly trans-
lated into English when the described animals possess the
prototypical features of these basic-level categories. A typi-
cal case is the introduction of “}& T2 (Jingwei)”:

LG LS. HETREE, K
HEMLS, Fg. 20, U

High up on Fajiu Shan lived a bird that
bore some resemblance to a raven but had a

colorful head, a white beak, and red talons. [19]

In this case, Jinwei has prototypical features of the bird,
so the English rendering preserves the category of “bird”.
This literal translation strategy facilitates target readers’ im-
mediate category recognition, minimizing cognitive process-
ing load.

Although in some cases, the original text directly iden-
tifies some mythical beings as a bird or a fish, or a snake
etc. In more cases, the definite classification is avoided by
referring to these fantastic beings as “like some animals”.

For example, the introduction of “Jjgff, (Xuangui)”:

FEUTEI AT B —Fhar EEHI /8,
TR, (AAIRE LRI, #E
HEE. .. .18

According to legend, it was once home to
a strange, some would say hideous, creature
that had the disorienting appearance of a com-
mon black turtle but the head of a bird, the tail

of a venomous snake...... (191

In this case, Xuangui closely resembles a turtle in its
overall form, despite having the head of a bird and the tail
of a snake. Therefore, the translator retains the original cat-
egory “turtle”. Meanwhile, its head has the feature of a
prototypical bird’s head, tail a prototypical snake’s tail, so
the terms “bird” and “snake” are also retained. This approach

is common in Shan Hai Jing, as most creatures are depicted
with the fundamental characteristics of a basic-level animal
(e.g. a bird, fish, or horse) but incorporate features from
other animals. When these features align with prototypical
traits of the basic-level animals, the translator preserves the
original category to facilitate readers’ immediate perception
of the mythical beings. However, if the features are atypical
or ambiguous, which are often shown in the illustrations,
the translator may either omit the original category or apply

category shifts to prevent cognitive conflicts.

4.2. Omission of Original Categories

The statistics show that in most cases, English terms
(including the total multiple English terms used to refer to a
single Chinese term) are fewer than the corresponding Chi-
nese terms. One cause may be that the original categories
are omitted in the English version. In Goldblatt’s translation,
there are many instances of category omission. For example,

in describing the mountain where “%fHt (Jiaochong)” lived:

Tl AEAE, PEpy M

Jiaochong, a strange two-headed, human-
like god that was in control of insects with
stingers, lived on Pingfeng shan, a barren,
rocky mountain that was a gathering place for

swarms of bees. 1]

In this instance, “FL” in “~f B A" is omitted, as the
English adjective ‘barren’ effectively conveys the absence
of vegetation (including grasses), and the omission makes
the target text more concise.

Another example is “%¢ (Jiao)”:

F U] LB EAE A, AR e
B, HFME BT RN, A5
HIZIAL, B RKE XA, HHEAVELA
IR R, 17 pm, )

The Jiao, a creature that brought good
tidings wherever it roamed on Jade Mountain
alongside Queen Mother of the West, was a

large canine with spots on the fringes of a thick

coat. Sleek as a racing hound, it had long,

backward-pointing horns. ']

In this case, the original text describes the Jiao as having

leopard spots and a pair of horns-specifically, some interpret
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them as ox horns, while others suggest they resemble goat
horns. If the translation strictly adheres to the textual de-
scription, rendering “%J4(as “leopard spots or markings of a
leopard” and “Zf-f5” as “horns like those of an 0x” (as seen in
Birrell’s and Wang Hong’s translations, both of which explic-
itly state that the Jiao has leopard markings and ox-like horns),
“£ > as “goat horns” would be linguistically accurate.
However, as previously discussed, Goldblatt’s trans-
lation is based on the illustrated version of Shan Hai Jing,
where the visuals play a crucial role in interpretation. When

producing the English version, Goldblatt frequently takes
into account the illustrations alongside the text.

In the illustration of the Jiao (see Figure 3), the leopard
spots are not distinctly prominent, and the horns are ambigu-
ous, neither clearly ox-like nor goat-like. Given the fuzzy
boundary between ox horns and goat horns, and the fact that
the illustration does not depict a pair of unmistakably typical
ox horns or goat horns, the translator opts to omit the cate-
gory modifiers (leopard, ox, goat) and instead uses the more

general terms “spot” and “horn”.

LN

X
)

Figure 3. Jiao.

Regarding the horns, he provides a detailed description
of their appearance, allowing target readers to form a vivid
mental image without being distracted by taxonomic classi-
fication. This approach also avoids potential discrepancies
between the translation and the accompanying illustration.

Another example is the introduction of %% (Ao):

XA —FES, HiE. IR
—FRE I T HIIRIE, KA PRI
WL, HE—HIRNE, HEKEmIE
] mARKAGEE, (A [EE0r, 2]
#9158l

Resembling the legendary Kuafu, who

chased the blazing sun to ease the misery
of the people below, it possessed two sets
of wings and the tail of a dog. A single
eye dotted the center of its head. Despite
its unusual physical characteristics, it had a

melodic, pleasant call. [19]

In this case, the original text describes that Ao’s form

resembles a kind of ape called “Kuafu” and its call is like a
magpie’s. However, the ape image of Kuafu is not familiar
to ordinary Western readers, as Western adaptations of Chi-
nese myths primarily highlight the story of “Kuafu chasing
the sun”, rarely emphasizing his “ape-like” physical appear-
ance. Maybe, in most Western readers’ cognitive framework,
Kuafu has the presence of a man, just like the illustration in
the part of Kuafu. To avoid unnecessary cognitive conflicts,
the translator omits the category of “ape”. Furthermore, the
original text tells that Ao’s call is melodious like that of a
magpie. In Chinese culture, the magpie is a definitive sym-
bol of good fortune, joy, and marital bliss (e.g., “magpie

LR INT

calls herald happiness”, “magpies form the bridge for the
Cowherd and Weaver Girl”). Its cheerful chirping is con-
sidered melodious, embodying positivity. In stark contrast,
the English “magpie” carries far more ambiguous and pre-
dominantly negative connotations. While some associate it
with intelligence and curiosity, the bird is more frequently

linked to ill omens, viewed as a thief or harbinger of death in
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Scottish folklore, and its “shiny object hoarding” behavior is
metaphorically tied to greed or distractibility (e.g. “magpie
mind” for scattered attention). Its loud, repetitive calls are
often described as grating, symbolizing annoyance rather
than celebration. This stark divergence in symbolic meaning
makes direct translation of Chinese “£ 13 as “magpie” cul-
turally inappropriate, and brings cognitive mismatch in the
minds of Western readers. Therefore, the translator directly
omits the subordinate category “& 1%

In some other cases, the category is omitted to avoid
redundancy. For example, when introducing “ 4 2% 4 (Yin-

gru)”:
FEX A —Fpiy § B ipg s, engsf
EBRE, KEHAREE, BIEBmEIFH
BB, IR 2 o . . )

Running wild through the forest was a

stately, fleet-footed, white-tailed deer called
the Yingru, whose tail more closely resembled
a horse’s and whose front legs ended in hu-
man hands with long, tapered fingers, while

uncloven hooves tipped the rear legs. ']

In this case, the description of Yingru’s horse hooves
is omitted in the English text. When describing Yingru’s tail,
the translator adds that its tail resembled a horse’s, associ-
ating this animal with the horse. To avoid repeated associ-
ation, when rendering its hooves, the translator omits the
category “horse”. This omission will not blur the hooves’
category attribution, as the illustration clearly shows the
horse hooves (see Figure 4). Moreover, omitting the cate-
gory word “horse” and adding the modifier “uncloven”, the
English description can highlight the distinctive feature of

Yingru’s hooves.

Figure 4. Yingru.

4.3. Category Shifts

Apart from direct retention and omission of the original
categories, in Goldblatt’s translation of Shan Hai Jing, there
are also many instances of category shifts, which involve
the shift between categories, category members (including
category prototypes), and category levels, quite conforming

to the recategorization model proposed by Xiao and Wen 3],
4.3.1. Shift between Categories

In Shan Hai Jing, in most cases, the original text clearly
states the category attribution of these mystical animals or
what other animals they look like, or what other animals’
body parts they have. However, in the illustrations, the cat-
egory attribution of these animals is not always so clear.
Because of the fuzziness of the category boundary, if the
image does not show the prototypical features of a category,

it is likely that the viewers will perceive it as a member of
another category. Therefore, when translating the text, the
translator, likely influenced by the illustrations or consider-
ing the possible response of his target readers, replaces the
original category with another category that may be viewed
as more aligned with the visual images. A typical example
£ (Xixiyu):

PP G SEL AR I T, (HAIE:
P, THEK TR,
— s U

The Xiao River originated on Zhuoguang
shan, three hundred fifty li north of Jiaoming
shan, and was home to the Xixi, a slim hybrid
creature with the head and body of a fish, five
sets of winged fins and a hooked avian beak. ")

is the translation of

The original text tells that Xixiyu has the body of a
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magpie with five pairs of wings, while the English version
describes that it has the body of a fish with five sets of winged
fins. Here, “magpie” is changed into another category “fish”,
and “wings” are changed into “fins” to comply with the fish
body. This shift may result from the influence of the illus-
tration (See Figure 5), from which, the body is more like
that of a fish rather than a bird. In the illustration, the scales,
and a fish tail show a typical fish body, and the appendages

resemble fish gills or pectoral fins, rather than avian wings.

From a semiotic perspective, the iconic dominance of the fish
body in the image triggers a translational accommodation.
The illustrator’s choice to emphasize piscine features (e.g.,
scales, fin placement) creates a visual contradiction with the
text’s avian description. To resolve this cognitive dissonance,
the translator resorts to the shift between categories to nego-
tiate between text, image, and cognition. However, without
the influence of the picture, both Wang Hong and Birrell

translate this part literally as “look like a magpie”2%-211,

Figure 5. Xixiyu.

A similar example is 4, (Si):
TEIFTE I, KBTS, 0%
B A . BRI A
A ferocious animal called a Si lived on
the southern bank of the Xiang River, just east
of the burial site of the legendary ruler Shun.

Built like a modern-day rhinoceros ....[""]

In this case, the original text relates “Si” to “4~”, while
the English version states that it is like a rhinoceros. The
ox and rhinoceros belong to different categories, although
they have some similarities in their appearance. The text
tells it is like an ox, but the illustration presents it more like a
rhinoceros (See Figure 6). First, the picture shows a single,
robust horn, rising vertically from the forehead center with
longitudinal ridges, which mirrors the Indian rhinoceros’s

Figure 6. Si.

iconic unbranched horn, unlike the cattle’s branched, slen-
der horns. Moreover, its rounded, stocky torso with gentle
shoulder-to-hip contours and stout, powerful limbs align
with rhinoceroses’ compact, weight-bearing build, contrast-
ing with the cattle’s slender limbs and streamlined frame.
Further, the creature in the picture sports a short, thick tail
without a tuft, a trait matching rhinoceroses, whereas the
cattle have long, bushy tails with distinct tufts. In addition
to its appearance, in Western culture, the rhinoceros is also a
symbol of a mythical beast. Therefore, the translator makes
this shift between the two categories, making the target text
more aligned with the target readers’ cognition of this strange
animal. However, without the reference to the picture, both

20,21]

Wang Hong and Birrell relate “Si” to “ox”[ , a very con-

ventional rendition of the source text.
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Sometimes, if the translator wants to highlight the myth-
ical or unusual attributes of the animals, he will also render
one category with another. For example, in two cases, the
translator describes “E” as “apparition” to highlight the spe-
cific mystical or supernatural qualities of animals.

In the translation of plant terms, this kind of category
shift can also be identified. For example, in the description
of #J& (Qinyuan):

TEALBEERSF LN, B 5722 FRIE, Ak
B fE. 1Y)

Even flowers and weeds were not exempt

from the Qinyuan’s deadly poison; a mere few

drops made them wither and die.!"")

In this case, the “FEA” in the original text is rendered

as “flowers and weeds”, terms of different categories. This
shift may also result from the influence of the illustration.
The illustration (See Figure 7) prominently features a with-
ered red flower near the sting of Qingyuan, creating a direct
connection between the withering of flowers and Qingyuan’s
sting. Moreover, grasses are absent from the image, and the
tree shows no signs of withering, so to make the text more
consistent with the picture, the translator makes such a cate-
gory shift. Unlike Goldblatt, both Wang Hong and Birrell,
without the influence of the picture, translate this part as “If
it stings trees, they will all perish” 2] and “When it stings
trees they wither”[?!] respectively. As the source text of their
translation is the classical version “ A& NJAL”, there is no

mention of “¥.” in their translations.

Figure 7. Qinyuan.

4.3.2. Shift between Category Members

In Shan Hai Jing, the author usually relates the mythi-
cal beings to the animals at the basic category level for cog-
nitive efficiency. However, in some cases, the subordinate
categories are also used. As it is well known, subordinate cat-
egories typically provide more granular distinctions within a
parent category, while exhibiting greater cultural specificity.
Consequently, category members defined at this level of-
ten demonstrate that limited cross-cultural recognizability,
that is, entities classified as subordinate categories in one
cultural system may be entirely unfamiliar or conceptually
hard to perceive in another. Therefore, when translating the
members of a subordinate category in the original text, if it
is unfamiliar to the target readers and may bring cognitive
difficulties, the translator is likely to replace it with another
member of the upper category to reduce the cognitive load of

the target readers. For example, when introducing  (Zhu):

il EH—FhEN  #9Y, EREE
I, (R FHENTF T U]

Closely resembling a sparrow hawk, the
Zhu had human hands and slender fingers in

place of talons. "]

The original text tells that Zhu looks like a kite, while
the English version replaces it with a sparrow hawk. Both
of them are subordinate members of Accipitridac. Here,
the translator makes a shift between the category mem-
bers. The reason may be that sparrow hawks are signifi-
cantly more familiar and recognizable to Western readers
than kites. Firstly, sparrow hawks are widely distributed
across Eurasia and North America, with certain species (e.g.,
the American kestrel, Falco sparverius) being common ur-
ban raptors frequently observed in parks, farmlands, and
other human-modified landscapes!??!. In contrast, kites pri-
marily inhabit wetlands and grasslands-often remote or less
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accessible environments-which limits Western observers’ en-
counters with them 23], Therefore, to replace the kite with
a sparrow hawk is more likely to invoke the target readers’
immediate imagination of this bird and facilitate their per-
ception and understanding.

Another example can be identified in the translation of

I (Yuren):

FEEE L% Ky )
They fed on the eggs of such fabled birds

as the phoenix. "]

In this case, the translator replaces Luanniao with
phoenix. Both Luanniao and phoenix are subordinate mem-
bers of the bird with similar symbolic meanings in Chinese
mythology. In Western literature, the phoenix is also a well-
established cultural icon, but there is no corresponding image
of Luaniao in Western culture. In other words, as to Luan-
niao, there exists a cognitive gap between English culture
and Chinese culture. While in this case, the major purpose
is to introduce Yuren, not Luaniao, and the presence of Lu-
aniao is to help the readers understand Yuren’s unique diet.
Therefore, to reduce cognitive load for target readers?*], the
translator replaces “%% 5” with “phoenix”, which proves to
be a cognitively efficient strategy that leverages Western
mythological familiarity to ensure comprehension. However,
this approach risks homogenizing Chinese mythology into
Western frameworks[?’]. Meanwhile, the cultural informa-
tion represented by Luanniao is lost. Just like the rendering

e —H9y

of the plant term “FHE/EEL” as “morning glory”, this cultural
simplification not only flattens the source text’s cultural dis-
tinctiveness but also diminishes the poetic resonance integral
to Shan Hai Jing s ancient worldview.

The practice of substituting unfamiliar source-culture
category members with prototypical target-culture counter-
parts is a typical case of domestication, a translation strategy
prioritizing immediate comprehensibility for target readers.
While this approach mitigates cognitive barriers, it risks oblit-
erating cultural specificity and flattening exoticism. There-
fore, this kind of shift should be cautiously applied. If the
cultural meaning of the original object is of paramount im-
portance, it is advisable to adopt foreignization to preserve
the original image. Transliteration paired with annotations
emerges as a pragmatic strategy, particularly in a multimodal
translation context, wherein visual scaffolding (e.g.illustra-

tions) alleviates the strangeness of entities and linguistic

terms while preserving their symbolic integrity. This hybrid
approach, aligning with intersemiotic complementarity, can
ensure cross-cultural intelligibility without sacrificing the
source text’s cultural essence.

4.3.3. Shift between Category Prototypes

The shift between category prototypes, a strategic sub-
stitution of a source culture’s prototypical category member
with a target culture’s more culturally resonant counterpart,
is rarer in the translation of animal terms but more evident
in plant terms. For instance, the Chinese medicinal and sym-
bolic plant “fE4# (Cinnamomum cassia)”, deeply embedded
in Chinese cultural narratives, is rendered as “laurel tree”
in Howard Goldblatt’s English translation. While both be-
long to the Lauraceae family, they represent distinct cultural
prototypes:

In Chinese contexts, “f:##” is prototypical of auspi-
ciousness, immortality and divine connection, as its appear-
ance in the tale of Wu Gang Chopping the Cassia Tree and
Chinese idiom #&°5 #7%E (Changong Zhe Gui, to pluck os-
manthus in the Moon Palace, symbolizing success in the
imperial examination ).

In English contexts, the laurel tree is the quintessen-
tial Lauraceae representative, emblematic of victory (laurels
in sports/honorifics), poetic tradition (Poet Laureate), and
classical mythology (Apollo’s wreath).

Goldblatt’s translation of “FE#> as “laurel tree” is thus
a tactic act of intercultural mediation. By invoking the lau-
rel’s Western cultural primacy, he bridges the gap between
the source text’s mythic resonance and target readers’ asso-

ciative frameworks.
4.3.4. Shift between Category Levels

In the original text of Shan Hai Jing, the author usually
explicitly categorizes mythical beings by labeling them as
“EE” ) “I9” and “Ip” etc., or describes them as having the
forms or body parts of other animals. While some of these

terms, such as “ff, 5, I”, have direct English equivalents

at the same category level, others like “4-” |and “3-” lack
precise basic-level category terms in English due to cultural
differences. Even when superficially equivalent terms ex-
ist in two languages, such as “¥” and “beast”, they often
carry distinct cultural connotations and are not truly equiv-
alent. All these phenomena, added by the fuzzy boundary

between the categories, complicate translation, making it
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nearly impossible to achieve a one-to-one equivalent transfer
between Chinese and English. To address this, the shift be-
tween category levels, that is, rendering the terms with their
superordinate category terms or subordinate category terms
becomes a feasible choice. This is also the category shift em-
ployed with the highest frequency in Goldblatt’s translation
of Shan Hai Jing.

(1)The Shift to Superordinate Category

The most typical example of rendering the terms with
their superordinate terms is the translation of “£”. From the
statistics in Table 1, it can be seen that in the original text
of Shan Hai Jing, the term “” is used with high frequency
to refer to mythical beings, encompassing a broad spectrum
of creatures-both real and supernatural. However, in Gold-
blatt’s English translation, the literal equivalent “beast” ap-
pears only 11 times, suggesting a deliberate avoidance of
this term. Instead, the translator relies predominantly on the
superordinate terms “creature” (most frequent) and “animal”,
which carry broader semantic ranges than “#”. Similarly,
in Wang Hong’s and Birrell’s translations of Shan Hai Jing,
beast is seldom used. Instead, in their translations, animal is
used with high frequency.

This strategic shift between category levels may result
from the differences in cultural connotations between En-
glish and Chinese terms. While “E” in classical Chinese
carries a neutral-to-mythical tone (encompassing both real
and fantastical beasts), “beast” in English often bears nega-
tive connotations (savage, brutal, or demonic). For example,
biblical or medieval European “beasts” (e.g., the Beast of
Revelation) are typically symbols of evil, whereas “E” in
Shan Hai Jing includes benevolent or neutral entities, such
as many auspicious animals like Lushu, Jiao and Tianma
etc. “Creature”, by contrast, is culturally neutral in English,
accommodating both natural and supernatural beings with-
out implying ferocity. Animal is also a neutral term with
wide coverage of meaning. Thus, using “creature” and “ani-
mal” can avoid the cognitive conflicts at the level of cultural
association.

Using superordinate category terms for a wide coverage
of meaning is also applied to the translation of plant terms,

[33r=23]

=1
“flora”, “land dwellers” instead of “grass”. Similarly, in

for example, in some cases, is rendered as “plant”,

Wang Hong’s and Birrell’s translations, “plant” is predom-
inantly used. While “E.”broadly corresponds to “grass” in

botanical terms, its usage in everyday or literary contexts
often blurs boundaries with other low-lying vegetation, such
as shrubs or forbs, which share similar growth habits (e.g.,
short stature, ground coverage) but belong to distinct botani-
cal categories. This taxonomic vagueness-compounded by
cultural perceptions of “EL” as a catch-all for non-woody,
land-dwelling plants—creates challenges for precise transla-
tion. Therefore, category shift is a feasible means to preserve
the potential wide meanings of the Chinese term.

Moreover, using superordinate category terms can
avoid further fine-grained categorization of hybrid beings.
In many cases, precisely classifying the hybrids in Shan Hai
Jing is challenging. Due to their hybrid nature, different in-
dividuals may assign them to varying categories-some might
identify them as birds, others as fish or beasts. When cultural
backgrounds differ, such discrepancies become even more
pronounced. In such instances, employing superordinate
terms proves to be an appropriate solution.

For example, the creature  (Lu), which combines
features of birds, beasts, fish, and snakes, is classified as a
fish in the original text. However, some readers might cate-
gorize it as a beast. By using a superordinate term, such as
Goldblatt’s translation, “a water creature”—this ambiguity
can be effectively avoided.

In this way, the use of superordinate terms is helpful to
preserve the text’s interpretive flexibility, which resonates
with the Shan Hai Jing’s inherent polysemy, inviting iterative
reinterpretations across eras.

Compared with “animal”, Goldblatt prefers the use of
“creature” (53 times in the English version), which may also
reflect his literary adaptability across genres. This term ap-
pears frequently in Western fantasy and mythological literary
works (e.g. Tolkien’s “Middle-earth” and Rowling’s Harry
Potter), so the use of this term in Shan Hai Jing can con-
nect this Chinese classic with Western fantastical storytelling,
making this work resonate more easily with contemporary
English readers.

Despite the advantages of the use of superordinate
terms, this approach will inevitably sacrifice taxonomic preci-
sion. Anyhow, the loss is often mitigated by the translator’s
detailed description of the creatures and the illustrations,
which can reconstruct the creatures’ visual and behavioral
traits, bridging the gap between generic terms and specific

entities.
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(2) The Shift to Subordinate Category

In addition to relying on the superordinate terms, ren-
dering the basic-level category with subordinate terms is
also very common in Goldblatt’s translation of Shang Hai
Jing. This kind of shift is often employed when in the target
language there is no corresponding category level for the
original category, such as “/” and “7£”. For these basic
level category terms, there are only superordinate terms and
subordinate terms in English. When translating them, the
translator has no other choice but to make category shifts.
However, the selection of the subordinate terms is not so
easy when there is no detailed description of the attributes of
the entities. Take “*-” for example. From Table 1, it can be
found that three English subordinate terms of “-” are used
in Goldblatt’s translation. They are “goat, ram, sheep”. In
the original text, the author often just tells that some myth-
ical animals look like “£”, without further explanation of
what kind of “Z£” they look like, which makes it difficult to
identify the subordinate English term for “3£”. For example,
when translating “+ %", the original text just states that “ix
+EANEANE”. If the translation is made only based on
this description, the target text may be diverse. This is why
Birrell translates it as “ram”[?!), Wang Hong translates it as

1201 while Goldblatt translates it as “goat”. As we

“sheep
all know, the three subordinate members of “2£” are diverse
in appearance, habitat and cultural association, which can
help the translator to make a choice. However, the original
classical text based on which Birrell and Wang Hong produce
their English versions does not give this type of information,

while the source text of Goldblatt’s translation, the vernacu-

lar version, gives more information than the original classical

one. The vernacular version explains:

B ABEINEAIF:, HIEFZRK T—X14,
IHILFEHXFZE, NHEA, i HEL
WESETHIZN Y, G, To—FE .
[The Tulu resembles a yang but grows two

extra horns (four in total), and is far more
ferocious. It devours humans, and any crea-
ture struck by its horns dies instantly without

exception.] "8

This explanation tells that Tulou is ferocious, which is
more closely related to the goat’s character trait, followed
by the ram, and the sheep does not have this trait. Therefore,
Goldblatt renders it as “goat”, and this choice may be fur-
ther confirmed by the illustration (see Figure 8). The picture
clearly presents Tulou’s resemblance to a goat. First, its body
structure, with slender limbs and a robust torso, matches a
goat’s posture when foraging or alert in nature, showing
the typical stability and agility of goat-like animals. The
curved, textured horns are a signature of the Capra genus;
many wild goats, like the Siberian ibex, have such horns for
mating fights and defense, highly matching a goat’s horn
shape. Finally, its short, relatively smooth fur resembles a
wild goat’s, unlike a sheep’s thick, curly wool. In contrast
to Goldblatt’s translation, which is grounded in non-verbal
cues and contextual specifics, Wang Hong’s choice to render
it as “sheep” appears more arbitrary, while Birrell’s choice of
“ram” is also close to the image of Tulou, which may result
from Birrell’s in-depth study of this creature.

Figure 8.

This case demonstrates that when translating an unfa-
miliar entity whose textual description lacks explicit categor-

ical attribution, translators may infer its subordinate category

QTulou.

based on contextual clues. If the text alone provides insuf-
ficient information, visual aids (e.g. images) can serve as

critical supplementary resources. This highlights the pivotal
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role of multimodal elements, particularly images, in disam-
biguating implicit or ambiguous textual meanings, thereby
improving translation accuracy.

Furthermore, in multimodal translation, translators
must systematically integrate information from both text and
images to ensure coherence between the target text and visual
content. Failure to do so may lead to cognitive dissonance
or misinterpretation among target readers. This alignment
challenge might explain why Goldblatt’s translation exhibits
significant deviations from other English versions, as his
approach to reconciling textual and visual information likely

differs from conventional methods.

5. Conclusions

Translation is not just a linguistic transfer, but also
a cognitive activity. Owing to cross-cultural variations in
cognitive frameworks, cognitive shifts in translation are in-
evitable, particularly when dealing with classical texts, which
are imbued with culture-specific entities and reflect the an-
cient worldview of their originating culture. Among vari-
ous types of cognitive shifts in translation, recategorization
through category shifts is the most prominent, as catego-
rization is the basic way people perceive and understand
the world. A case in point is Goldblatt’s translation of the
illustrated Shan Hai Jing. When dealing with the animal
and plant terms, the translator, combined the original text
(the vernacular annotations) with the illustrations, apart from
retaining and omitting the original category, adopts flexible
shifts between categories, category members and category
levels. These shifts, which are made out of the translator’s
full consideration of the target readers’ cognitive frameworks
and the coherence between the target text and the illustra-
tions, as well as the inherent interpretation flexibility of Shan
Hai Jing, help to produce a new canon in English that can
be well-understood by Western readers. Despite the loss
of some cultural information and classification precision,
these category shifts clarify unnecessary ambiguities, avoid
cognitive conflicts, reduce the target readers’ difficulties in
understanding unfamiliar entities from another culture, and
preserve the openness of the original text. Although this
study has limitations in its sample size and research objects
(focusing solely on animal and plant terms), the rich cases of

category shifts, their translation effects, and the various fac-

tors behind their use will definitely shed light on translating
similar texts with abundant culture-specific terms.
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