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Abstract. This article explores the linguistic and cultural challenges involved in translating
Chinese food realia into Armenian, with a focus on literary texts. Food-related expressions in Chinese
literature often carry deep cultural significance, historical context, and emotional resonance, making
them difficult to render into another language without loss of meaning. The article examines specific
examples of Chinese food realia found in Yu Hua’s novel To Live ( (i&%) ) , analyzing how these
culturally bound items are treated in Armenian translation. By highlighting the translators’ choices and
the cultural gaps they must bridge, this study sheds light on the broader complexities of translating

realia between two linguistically and culturally distant languages.
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Introduction. Non-equivalent vocabulary has always been a key topic in translation studies and
remains important today. Among these, realia—words that reflect the unique cultural elements of a
nation—are seen as especially interesting in linguistics. Understanding realia is essential when learning
a country’s language and culture. Among the various types of realia, food-related or culinary terms hold
a special place due to their deep cultural significance and frequent untranslatability. Food-
related realia not only refer to specific ingredients, dishes, or preparation methods, but they also reflect
a nation's traditions, values, social customs, and even historical memory. As such, food terminology
presents unique challenges in translation—particularly when the target culture lacks the equivalent

items or practices.
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In the context of Chinese-to-Armenian translation, these challenges become even more
pronounced. Chinese cuisine is characterized by an incredibly rich vocabulary shaped by regional
diversity, philosophical thought (such as yin-yang and the Five Elements), and centuries of cultural
evolution. Many of these food-related terms—ranging from everyday dishes to symbolic or ceremonial
foods—have no direct equivalents in Armenian, making their accurate and culturally appropriate
translation a complex task. This article aims to explore the specific difficulties associated with
translating Chinese food realia into Armenian and to analyze possible strategies that preserve both
meaning and cultural depth. While realia and food translation have been explored in several language
pairs, there is a complete lack of academic research dedicated to the translation of Chinese food-related
realia into Armenian. This study addresses that gap by offering a focused analysis of lexical, cultural,
and semantic challenges that arise in the Armenian translation of Chinese culinary terms. It also draws
attention to the symbolic meanings embedded in Chinese food references, which are often overlooked
in literal translations. By combining theoretical approaches with practical examples from modern
Chinese literature (e.g. Yu Hua’s novels), this article contributes new insights to the under-researched
field of Chinese—Armenian translation studies.

The translation of realia has long been a topic of discussion within translation studies, with
various scholars proposing different classifications and methods to tackle the distinctive challenges
these culture-specific terms pose. In translation studies, realia refers to words and expressions that
denote culturally specific material objects or concepts. The term originates from medieval Latin, where
it meant "real things"—that is, tangible, physical items as opposed to abstract ideas. The term realia
was popularized by Bulgarian scholars S.Vlahov and S.Florin, who developed a systematic approach to
their classification and translation. They distinguished realia by type—geographical (including names
of countries, cities, rivers, mountains), ethnographic (including food items, clothing, festivals, customs,
daily life practices), and political (including institutions, titles, legal and administrative terms)—and
emphasized the importance of preserving cultural identity in translation (Vlahov & Florin, 2012: 63).
Soviet linguists S. Vlahov and S. Florin were pioneers in defining and organizing the concept of realia
in translation. They described realia as lexical items that refer to objects or concepts unique to a
particular culture and lacking exact equivalents in other languages. Their framework highlights three

primary strategies for translating realia:

e Transcription or transliteration, where the original term is kept phonetically intact.
e Literal translation (calque), which involves translating word-for-word.
e Descriptive translation, where the meaning is conveyed through explanation.

They also recommended the use of footnotes or additional commentary when necessary, and their
approach remains foundational in the field (Vlahov & Florin, 2012). L.S.Barkhudarov in the monograph
"Language and Translation" treats realia as "words denoting objects, concepts and situations that do not
exist in the practical experience of people speaking a different language" (Barkhudarov, 1975: 95). This
idea highlights the translator’s task not only as a linguistic converter but also as a cultural mediator.
When translating realia, especially those tied to national identity or daily life, the translator must weigh
the trade-off between preserving foreignness and ensuring comprehensibility.
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Peter Newmark expanded on translation strategies to include methods such as naturalization,
shifts (transpositions), transference, modulation, recognized translation, descriptive equivalents,
componential analysis, synonymy, through-translation, cultural equivalents, functional equivalents,
compensation, couplets, paraphrasing, and annotation (Newmark, 1988).

A.V. Fedorov argued that ‘translation’ of realia is somewhat misleading, since realia represent
extralinguistic realities and cannot be translated in the strict sense. Instead, he suggested focusing on
translating the names of realia, or culture-bound words. He identified four main techniques for this:
transliteration or transcription (either complete or partial), creation of new words or compounds,
approximate translation, and translating using a more specific term or hyponym (Fedorov, 2002).

According to Armenian scholar A. Qamalyan, culture-specific terms or realia are generally
translated using several approaches:

a) Transliteration or transcription, adapted to the target language’s phonetics and cultural norms.
b) Calquing or semantic translation, where the term is translated literally or partially, but still recognized
as culturally specific.

¢) Using approximate equivalents that convey a similar concept.
d) Employing descriptive translations, where the item is explained through a phrase or sentence in the
target language—sometimes alongside transliteration—and these explanations may appear either within
the text or as footnotes. Furthermore, some culture-specific terms become gradually assimilated into
the target culture’s everyday language, losing their foreignness and becoming standard loanwords. This
phenomenon is particularly common with food names, fruits, vegetables, and spices, such as pelmeni,
cognac, khachapuri, and pizza (Qamalyan, 2020: 69-70).

The main criteria for assessing the translation of a particular realia are the transfer of semantic
information and the preservation of national and historical colour of these language units. Studying the
features of the translation of culture-bound words, it is necessary to remember that they are a component
of background knowledge and language competence. When transferring realias, it should be taken into
account that the recipient of the translation does not have necessary background knowledge, so certain
transformations are required to be made in the text of the translation (Pavlova, Bogachenko, Bazhenov,
Vashkyavichus, 2019).

Methods and material. To illustrate the challenges of translating food-related realia, this article
draws on examples from the novel 7o Live ( {i&% ) ) by renowned Chinese author Yu Hua. The novel
vividly depicts the hardships and transformations of ordinary Chinese people throughout the 20th
century, with food playing a symbolic and practical role in the characters’ lives. Through its detailed
references to traditional meals, famine experiences, and culturally significant dishes, To Live offers a
rich source of culturally embedded vocabulary. Analyzing the translation of these food-related terms
into Armenian sheds light on the broader complexities of rendering Chinese cultural realia across
linguistic and cultural boundaries giving Armenian readers opportunities to get acquainted with the
unique Chinese culinary culture. In To Live ( {i&%) ), Yu Hua masterfully integrates food not just as
a part of daily life, but as a deeply symbolic element that reflects the shifting social, political, and
emotional realities of 20th-century China. Throughout the novel, food serves multiple functions: it
marks social class, symbolizes survival, and becomes a silent witness to personal and historical

trauma.At the beginning of the novel, Fugui's wealthy family enjoys an abundance of food, which is
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described in rich detail—roasted meats, fine wine, and extravagant banquets. These images represent a
life of privilege, indulgence, and detachment from the hardships of ordinary people. However, as the
family loses its fortune, food gradually disappears from the narrative, symbolizing their descent into
poverty and their confrontation with the harsh realities of life. During the famine and the Cultural
Revolution, simple foods like sweet potatoes, gruel, or a bowl of rice took on profound significance.
They become symbols of endurance, humility, and shared suffering. In one key scene, a small meal
eaten in silence reflects both the characters’ emotional pain and their will to continue living. Here, food
is not only physical sustenance but also emotional sustenance—a reminder of dignity in the face of
despair.

Moreover, the absence or presence of food often mirrors the emotional state of the characters. A
full table may still feel empty when surrounded by loss, while a single sweet potato can represent a
moment of connection and humanity. Yu Hua’s use of food realia goes beyond realism; it transforms
food into a narrative tool that deepens the reader’s understanding of character psychology and historical
context.

In this sense, translation means more than merely translating the Chinese dish. It also means to
transfer between cultures. The translation of one language into another is far more complex than most
people believe. Most people assume that text in one language can be accurately translated into another
language, so long as the translator uses a good bilingual dictionary. Unfortunately, language is not so
simple and direct translation in many cases which are difficult, such as: Fried rice Yangzhou style, fresh
mushroom and sliced pork and so on (Yang, 2017).

For translators, these food references present a dual challenge: they must convey not only the
literal meaning of dishes and ingredients but also the emotional and symbolic resonance those food
realia carry in Chinese culture. In Armenian, where many of these food items may be unfamiliar or lack
direct equivalents, the translator must make careful choices to preserve both the semantic content and

cultural undertones.

Results and discussion. This section examines the challenges involved in translating food-
related realia from Chinese into Armenian, using Yu Hua’s novel 7o Live as a case study. As previously
discussed, food in this work is not only a reflection of everyday life but also a powerful symbol of
memory, suffering, survival, and social change. The translation of such culturally loaded terms requires
careful attention to both linguistic accuracy and cultural resonance. In the following analysis, selected
examples of food realia from the original Chinese text are presented alongside their Armenian

translations, with a focus on semantic, cultural, and contextual difficulties that may arise.

| “EBRAFERTENEY, BARE, 7 E—RGERR e KIS,

Translation:

«Yn mwuphtiphtt wdtbwnupuoywd Jhpulnipp mindnih kp, b wiqud dkl juinp mndne
ninbp hwdwpynid bp dhdwgnyt ippwtilyni pyni iy

Symbolism:
Tofu symbolizes simplicity and humble survival during hard times. It reflects the poverty and resilience
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of ordinary people in mid-20th-century China, where even simple foods like tofu were treasured. This
everyday food stands for endurance and modest comfort in harsh conditions.

Transliteration with explanation in footnote: In this translation, the Chinese word Z.J& (tofu)
is preserved through transliteration (“wnindni”) rather than being replaced with an Armenian cultural
equivalent. This strategy is chosen to maintain the cultural authenticity of the original text, as tofu is a
specifically Chinese food product without a direct Armenian equivalent. To avoid misunderstanding,
the transliteration is supplemented with a footnote explaining that tofu is a soybean-based, white,
cheese-like food common in Chinese cuisine. This method allows the Armenian reader to grasp both
the cultural specificity and the symbolic meaning of simplicity and modest survival conveyed in the
novel. This translation strategy combines cultural adaptation and preservation, making the cultural
context accessible while maintaining the symbolic connection to family and homeland embodied by the
food.

Footnote:
Snnidpm — umuyh wwhphg wuwnpuumyud shlolpul wijwbinulpuh nunlun B, npp hwbwiju
oquuugnpdynd E npuwliu hwgumpudh ihnfuwphlinad” unn wwydwbbbipnid wwypng plvaubhpbbpnd:

2. “BR—FK NGBz AR, 2T HMER . 7

Translation:

«Kuqunbiy, tpp pnwbthpp jupnnuiinid tp nuntp fungh dhu jupdhp pungp-wnh
unniuny, Jupdtiu mntjuit op htkip:»

Symbolism:
Braised pork is a rich, luxurious dish associated with celebration and prosperity. In the novel, its rarity
highlights the economic hardship of the characters. The dish symbolizes fleeting joy and the aspiration
for a better life.

Several strategies were used to convey both the denotative and connotative meaning:

e Descriptive translation: Since "ZL%E" has no direct Armenian equivalent, it was rendered
descriptively as “funqgh dhu lupdhp pungp-wnh unnuny” (pork in red sweet-salty sauce) to inform
the Armenian reader about its nature.

e Cultural adaptation: The phrase “nau phulpuwbiu hjpphghnid Ep mnloulpuh op” ("that truly
reminded of a festive day") captures the emotional value of the meal for the family, adapting the
cultural nuance to Armenian readership without literal translation.

Together, these strategies help Armenian readers grasp both the material reality and emotional

resonance of the scene, preserving the symbolic depth of the original.

3.CEVRIMH TH, —mRW SR RNEY. ”
Translation:
«Unyh muphttiphtt Uh wdw@ mwp ppaéh zhput wdtbwpwbljupdtp nuntihph Epe»
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Symbolism:
Porridge symbolizes survival and nourishment during famine and hardship. It evokes the
vulnerability and suffering of the common people. As a simple but life-sustaining food, it represents

endurance and the bare minimum for life.

Descriptive cultural substitution: The Chinese word #i (zhou) was rendered as ppéidh phju
("rice porridge") to specify what kind of porridge is meant. While 53 in Chinese may be made of
various grains, rice is the most common and recognizable.

Literal translation with adaptation: The sentence structure is translated fairly literally but adapted to
sound natural in Armenian. For example, “unyjh wmwphlitiphti” corresponds to “fEYLHe M H 1 H,”

preserving both time and context.

Semantic emphasis: The phrase wlbkluupublpupdlp nunkyhiph Ep ("was the most precious food")
reflects the emotional and symbolic weight of the porridge in those times, staying faithful to the original

tone.

4. RSB B, AR,
Translation:
«Uh thnpp wthub pent ngpud pwbewnptintt U dh pwdhdt vywhnmwl pphtda uw Ep
wibimunynpujut ubiniinp:»

Symbolism:
Pickled vegetables symbolize everyday life and continuity despite hardship. It reflects how
simple flavors sustained families, embodying cultural persistence and simplicity in times of scarcity.

Literal translation with adaptation: The overall sentence structure was adapted to suit
Armenian stylistic flow, maintaining the simplicity and tone of the original without sounding overly
formal or unnatural. This translation uses a cultural equivalent strategy, adapting the Chinese /&%
(salted/pickled vegetables) into an Armenian familiar concept, which helps preserve the sense of
simplicity and modesty in the meal. This approach respects the cultural specificity of the original while
making it relatable and vivid for Armenian readers, emphasizing the shared symbolism of humble,

nourishing food in difficult times.

5. AT, BRERFTERIEAN LR, 7
Translation:
«yn muphbtipht guiwp hwgp pinwbhph wdtiwhhdtwlub ubnin tpe»

Symbolism:

Steamed bread represents sustenance and the daily struggle for survival. It is a symbol of the

proletarian diet during times of scarcity, embodying the resilience of ordinary people.
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Cultural equivalence: In this version, instead of transliterating 83k (mantou), the phrase
guniwp hwg (literally “dry bread”) is used to represent a kind of simple, staple bread familiar to
Armenian readers. This descriptive equivalent bridges cultural understanding by linking mantou to a
similar local food, thus preserving the idea of a basic, everyday staple without confusing the reader.
The phrase uniiiwhhitiuljub ubinilin clearly conveys that this was the most fundamental food in
the household diet, maintaining the original symbolism of sustenance and simplicity during difficult
times. This approach follows translation strategies that favor functional equivalence and cultural
adaptation to maintain the meaning and emotional impact for the target audience.

6. “Uii /T FIBRF R FINIE. »

Translation:

«Jhuyual. twJuijitiph wmnth dudwbwl Wuunpuwunynn ontdoph mwlh hwdh ne hninb
nibbin:»

Symbolism: Zongzi symbolizes tradition, family unity, and cultural continuity. They evoke

nostalgia and the importance of festivals as cultural anchors.

Transliteration with explanation in footnote: the festival name ¥g 4§ is translated
descriptively as Jppwwuale bwjuljitiph wmnt (“Dragon-shaped boat festival”), which provides
Armenian readers with an immediate cultural reference to the Dragon Boat Festival without relying on
transliteration. The food name $%F is kept as Onbdp (transliteration) accompanied by a footnote
explaining it. This translation strategy combines cultural adaptation and preservation, making the
cultural context accessible while maintaining the symbolic connection to family and homeland
embodied by the food.

Footnote:

Puipnijt  wmbpldbpng  thwpwpuwo  Juynit  ppbdt ppwdupmbbtp,  unynpupup
oquugnpdynn Jhywyuale dunfulbiph wndh (4 4 1) dwdwbwl: Wh funphppuitpmy E
pbwmwbhph dhwubwuitmiggniap b hwyptithph hunip:

7. WIVERZI L8, AEz% TRt T.

Translation

«n wmwphitphtt hpdbwluwind  pungp Jupumndhp tht nonmd, hu wyl wn
oquwugnpdtint niypnid thnpnidninid tp wnwewmginiiy»:

Symbolism:

In the context of To Live, sweet potato (£L3) symbolizes poverty and food scarcity. It was a
cheap, filling staple for poor families in mid-20th-century rural China. The fact that eating too much of
it caused diarrhea underscores both the lack of food variety and the harsh reality of survival, where
people had no choice but to rely heavily on a single, nutritionally imbalanced food source. Thus, sweet
potato stands for both sustenance and suffering — a bitter reminder of hunger years.
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Functional equivalence: In the Armenian translation, puingp Jupwmndhy is used as a direct
equivalent for £ZL3, since sweet potato is also known and consumed in Armenia, especially in recent
years, though it is not traditionally a staple food. This choice ensures comprehensibility for Armenian
readers while preserving the cultural reference without transliteration. The sentence structure is kept
simple to reflect the plain tone of the original. The translation uses functional equivalence, making the
meaning accessible while maintaining the symbolic undertone of poverty and overreliance on a single
food.

8. AT EILREFSE, BRI T RA.

Translation

«Uwnnhy (tnbtp tht pupapuimd Juyph junmbp thtnpgne hwdwp, Gpptidt Gnegithuly
owntiph Ytnlt Ehb ptipnid n ithnody:

Symbolism:

This sentence reflects the extreme desperation of famine years. The search for wild vegetables
(473%) and even the boiling of tree bark (#7/%) symbolizes the limits of human endurance and the
dehumanizing effects of hunger. Food here is no longer nourishment but a matter of bare survival,
highlighting the harsh socio-historical reality of scarcity in rural China. It also conveys how natural
resources, even those not intended for human consumption, became substitutes for food in times of

crisis.

Literal translation strategy combined with cultural equivalence: In Armenian, Juygph
Junwntip is chosen as the equivalent for Z73, since Armenian readers can easily relate to the idea of
gathering wild edible greens (common in rural traditions). The phrase dwntiph Ytinl directly translates
#9 /%, making the harshness of the image understandable without cultural loss. The translation applies
a literal translation strategy combined with cultural equivalence, ensuring the vividness and
desperation of the original scene is preserved. The simplicity of the wording mirrors the raw tone of the

Chinese sentence.

9. MKbSEE ATIBAEM, ViR A S T AMb.

Translation
«Lw Gup yuumpuuwntihu lungh jnin skp oqguugnponiyd, wuwhnid Ep wyh tpkhawditphtt pnudtne
hwdwip:»

Symbolism:
Pork fat symbolizes frugality, care, and parental love. It reflects the resourcefulness of families
during hard times and the cultural practice of using food to nourish and strengthen children.

Literal translation: The translation uses literal rendering for 7274 as Jungj jniy to maintain
cultural specificity. The phrase about saving it for the children is translated with functional equivalence,
conveying the original meaning and cultural context to Armenian readers while preserving the

emotional nuance.
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10 BRIz 2 TR, 2 AN E A RETRE -

Translation

«Yn opyu Yipwon pnuitiipn ighuyyumwugnptith wyniphg wyumpuunmywd 2hpub Ep, npp skp
hwgbkglinid, puyg unqwd by skhtt donid:»

Symbolism:

Cornmeal porridge symbolizes scarcity, resilience, and sustenance during difficult times. It
reflects the simplicity of life in periods of hardship, highlighting the struggle for survival and the cultural
emphasis on making do with what is available.

Descriptive translation: In this version, % K/E/#/#] is rendered as hgfuymmugnplifih wyniphg
wuwanpuuwyud phipw, which is a descriptive translation that clearly conveys to Armenian readers the
type of food while maintaining cultural specificity. The phrasing s/ hwglginiid, puyg umjwd Iy stht
dtinid uses functional equivalence to preserve the sense of insufficiency yet basic sustenance implied

in the original sentence.

As a result, authors mainly used literal translation strategies with cultural equivalents, which
allowed them to preserve the cultural nuances of the source material and ensure its comprehensibility
and emotional resonance for the target readers.This dual method ensures that readers gain a deeper
insight into both the literal and the underlying cultural meanings and symbolism, thereby offering a
more comprehensive understanding of the material. Transliteration accompanied by footnotes was also
frequently employed. The footnotes compensate for the absence of direct equivalents in the target
language, helping readers grasp the cultural reference without changing the original meaning.

Conclusion. The analysis of Yu Hua’s 7o Live demonstrates that Chinese food-related realia are
deeply embedded with cultural, historical, and emotional meanings, which pose significant challenges
when translating into Armenian. Through the examination of specific food-related examples, such as
tofu, braised pork, sweet potato, rice porridge, and zongzi, it becomes clear that these culinary terms
are not mere lexical items—they convey symbolism, social context, and lived experiences that are
essential to the narrative’s emotional and cultural depth.

Translators of Chinese literary texts must carefully negotiate between preserving the foreignness
of these items and ensuring comprehension for Armenian readers. The strategies employed—ranging
from transliteration with explanatory footnotes, descriptive translation, functional equivalence, to
cultural adaptation—allow the Armenian reader to access both the literal and symbolic dimensions of
these foods. Some items, like tofu or zongzi, retain their Chinese identity through transliteration and
contextual explanation, while others, such as mantou or wild vegetables, are adapted into culturally
familiar equivalents to maintain relevance and readability.

This study highlights that translating food realia is not merely a linguistic task but a process of
cultural mediation. It shows that translation must encompass semantic accuracy, cultural resonance, and
symbolic fidelity to convey the full meaning of the source text. By focusing on Chinese—Armenian
translation—a largely underexplored area—this article contributes to the broader field of translation
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studies, offering practical insights and methodological guidance for handling culture-bound culinary
terms in literary texts. Ultimately, the translation of food realia serves as a bridge between cultures,
allowing readers to engage with the social realities, historical experiences, and emotional landscapes of

another society.
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