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  Abstract 
The present study analyses the dialect words translated in Mo Yan’s Big Breasts 
and Wide Hips and explores the translator’s choices in the translated version of this 
novel. The analysis is chiefly concerned with the translator’s strategies and skills. 
Due to the specialty of this novel, the author Mo Yan must employ the unique and 
local Gao mi dialect to portray a series of characters and plots, thereby showcasing 
the customs and regional culture of the region, which are based on the real local 
situation. Due to the incongruity between Chinese and English cultures, the trans-
lator Howard Goldblatt employed the two different translation methods, domesti-
cation and foreignization, as supplementary translation methods for each other to 
translate the dialect words in the original text, which primarily focuses on nouns, 
verbs, proverbs, and idioms. The charm and cultural connotation of the original 
work were successfully conveyed, as were its aesthetic values. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Introduction of Writer and Translator 

Writer: Mo Yan, one of China’s great writers, who was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature in 2012, has also pub-
lished lots of impressive works like The Republic of Wine, Big Breasts and Wide Hips, Life and Death Are Wearing 
Me Out, and Garlic Ballads. 
Translator: Howard Goldblatt, one of the great translators and a well-known sinologist in the United States, is also 
the English translator of the 2012 Nobel Prize winner Mo Yan’s work. Born in 1939, he studied Chinese in Taiwan 
during the 1960s and earned a doctorate in Chinese literature at Indiana University. 

2. The Research of the Former Results and Backgrounds 

Mo Yan, as a famous writer, won the Nobel Prize in 2012. He attracts much attention to his works, and from the 
former researchers’ results, The Big Breasts and Wide Hips have got few research about it. Mo Yan was born in the 
dialect region; his life experience is fully connected with the dialect of Gaomi. The dialects in the novel are difficult 
to translate; due to readability, translators have chosen a translation method that takes care of the reader. Analyzing 
this novel could help us better realize the culture of Mo Yan’s hometown and literature. 
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3. The Analysis of the Dialect Words 

A dialect is a variety of language which is associated with a particular region or social class. To state the obvious, 
speakers from different geographical regions speak the language rather differently. In this novel, the dialect words 
can be divided into special nouns and verbs, and proverbs and idioms. 

3.1 The Analysis of Nouns and Verbs of the Dialect 

In this novel, Nouns and verbs are the most powerful sign to show the character of the dialect; these unique and 
powerful words have made the Gaomi dialect alive, it also made the novel connect with the bottom people of society. 

Example 1:  
ST: “几个收尸队员提着铁抓钩过来，刚要往上官吕氏身上抡钩子，她却像一只老龟一样，慢吞吞地

爬起来。”(Mo, 2012) 
TT: “The corpse detail walked up to Shangguan Lü with metal hooks, but before they could place them 
under her, she stood up slowly, like an ancient tortoise.” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

The metal hooks in Chinese it means a tool that is attached with two bend claw and a long stock. That tool is 
always used in Chinese farming to help to rip the soil. And the translator didn’t change the original meaning; he 
translated it using the domestication method. Because this tool name wouldn’t cause the misunderstanding of the 
author’s reading, the Chinese meaning is similar to the English meaning. 

Example 2: 
ST: “赶明儿就回你大姑家去吧。上官家不能因为你绝了后！” (Mo, 2012) 
TT: “Tomorrow you can go back where you came from. I won’t let this family line die out all because of 
you!” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

This word “赶明儿” is a traditional Chinese way to describe a time word in dialect; it could be represented by 
“before tomorrow”, a specific time word for this sentence, in which the translator didn’t translate the Chinese verb 
“赶”, because that will confuse the reader. Adding the verb is the most common way in Chinese dialect, and English 
prefers to use nouns in the opposite. That’s the reason why the translator selected the word “tomorrow” instead of 
adding other unnecessary words. 

Example 3: 
ST: “姥姥，这就是您的不对了，”鹦鹉韩说，“我用地排子车，也能把俺小舅拉到医院去，但您不

知道，现在这年头，一切都要看关系，我送去的病号和表姐送去的病号，差别大了去了。” (Mo, 
2012) 
TT: “That’s where you’re wrong, Grandma. I could take Little Uncle to the hospital in a cart, but getting 
anything done these days depends on contacts. The difference in treatment between a patient I bring in and 
one my cousin brings in is night and day.” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

The word “地排子车” means cart, which is an old-fashioned wooden vehicle that is used for transporting goods 
or people. Some carts are pulled by animals. In China, it’s well known in the villages in northern China; based on the 
background of the novel, this kind of farmer’s transportation is widely used in every family until now. The word 
“cart” is similar in meaning to the Chinese word, and the translator didn’t use a direct translation to handle this word. 
This version is close to the original meaning. 

Example 4: 
St: 她说：“金童，还是那句老话，越是苦，越要咬着牙活下去，马洛亚牧师说，厚厚一本《圣经》，

翻来覆去说的就是这个。你不要挂念我，娘是蛐蟮命，有土就能活。” (Mo, 2012) 
TT: She said “remember that the tougher the job, the harder you have to work at living. Pastor Malory used 
to say that he’d read the Bible from cover to cover, and that’s what it all came to. Don’t worry about me. 
Your mother is like an earthworm—I can live wherever there’s dirt.” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

“蛐蟮”: In Chinese, this word means “蚯蚓”; it’s a dialect word used in many provinces in China. So, the translator 
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turned this word into “earthworm”. The Chinese is the same as the English meaning as the “earthworm”. 

Example 5: 
ST: 母亲把五姐送她的药片用手巾包起，装在贴身的口袋里，然后搭上车襻，扶起车子，说：“走
吧，孩子们。” (Mo, 2012) 
TT: Mother wrapped the pills in a bandanna and tucked them away in her pocket. Then she draped the strap 
around her neck and picked up the handles of the cart. “Come on, kids, let’s go.” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

As the word “手巾”, it’s a compound word in Chinese, usually means the towels or the handkerchief; from the 
sentences we could understand the meaning in there is the handkerchief, or the word that the translator used “ban-
danna” (a brightly-colored piece of cloth which is worn around a person’s neck or head.) 

Example 6: 
ST: 她坐在一辆漆黑明亮的美国造雪佛莱牌轿车里，轿车两边的脚踏板上，站着两个手持盒子炮的

彪形大汉。(Mo, 2012) 
TT: An eminent guest showed up. She arrived in a sleek, black Chevrolet sedan, with hulking bodyguards, 
armed with Mausers, standing on each running board. (Goldblatt, 2012) 

“盒子炮”: A kind of handgun which is called by the Chinese people, because the shape is quite similar to a box. 
This weapon was widely used in the time of the 20 century and also made a huge contribution to the Chinese armed 
resistance. Because foreigners don’t have the same cognition as Chinese people, and the manufacturer is the German 
Mauser weapon company, the translator named this dialect word with its formal name “Mauser”. 

Example: 7 
ST: “平心而论，姓沙的不是孬种，就凭着他给我挂那一树野兔子，我也得认这个女婿.” (Mo, 2012) 
TT: “In fairness, that Sha fellow is no coward, and I’m obliged to accept him as my son-in-law, if for no 
other reason than the fact that he hung all those rabbits from the tree.” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

“孬种”: In the source text, the word “孬种” has a different meaning from the translated version. Actually, in Mo 
Yan’s original text, it has two different meanings; the first one represents the coward, and the other one represents 
the bad guys. And from the text, the meaning of this part should be the second one. But from the translated version, 
“bad guy” could not be replaced because the “coward” has the reader based on evidence. In order to let the reader 
better understand the meaning of the novel, the translator has to make some tough choices to improve the reader’s 
readability. 

3.2 The Analysis of Proverbs and Idioms 

In this novel, the proverbs and idioms are non-negligible items that form the Gaomi dialect and other Chinese dialects, 
it also become part of various Chinese culture background.  

Example 1: 
ST: 司马库低声嘟哝着：“妈的，老虎打食喂狗熊！” (Mo, 2012) 
TT: “Damn,” Sima Ku said under his breath. “The tiger kills the prey just so the bear can eat.” (Goldblatt, 
2012) 

“老虎打食喂狗熊”: The translator uses the direct way to translate this sentence; it means someone’s contribution 
is stolen by others. In this, this sentence means Sima Ku’s army and weapons are controlled by Lu Liren. And the 
translated version can give us the same message that the author wants to show.  

Example 2: 
ST: 徐瞎子用竹竿戳着台子，说：“乡亲们，都听到了吧？千万别上当啊，司马库跑了，司马亭也

藏了，他的儿女一转眼就长大，鲁县长和他是连襟，是亲向三分啊，乡亲们，俺徐瞎子活着一根竹

竿，死去一堆狗食，你们可不能跟我比呀，乡亲们，别上了人家的当啊……” (Mo, 2012) 
TT: Xu struck the ground with his staff. “Fellow villagers,” he called out, “did you hear that? Don’t let 
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yourselves be fooled. Sima Ku has run away, Sima Ting is in hiding, and the children will be grown before 
you know it. County Head Lu is related to them, which counts for a great deal. Fellow villagers, alive Xu 
Xian’er is only this staff, and dead he is little more than food for the dogs. Compared to you, I am nothing, 
but, fellow villagers, do not be fooled by these people …” (Goldblatt, 2012) 

“是亲向三分”: A classic saying about Chinese relatives, but the translator uses the free translation instead of 
showing this idea directly. “Which counts for a great deal” is what the former relative relationships emphasize. To 
show the relatives, the author uses four examples to prove that condition. That will be great evidence for Lu’s actions. 
As for readers, it’s easy to understand the text. 

Example 3:  
ST: 上官吕氏怒道：“我问你呐，龇牙咧嘴干什么？碌碡压不出个屁来！(Mo, 2012) 
TT: “I asked you a question!” she shouted angrily. “What do you gain by showing me those yellow teeth? 
I can’t get a fart out of you, even with a stone roller. (Goldblatt, 2012) 

The translator didn’t directly translate the “呲牙咧嘴” to its supposed English meaning; he chose this “showing 
the yellow teeth”. Because in the former part, the author has already given us the appearance of the husband, it’s not 
necessary to repeat it in the next. And for the “碌碡压不出个屁来” the translator didn’t adjust the original meaning; 
instead, to move the order of the words. When he translated the word “碌碡” he used the descriptive word “stone 
roller”; stone is the material, and roller is the working method; it uses a roller to grind wheat and cereals. And we 
could find out that these words began in the folk, and flowed among the folk, with a rustic atmosphere, but also the 
expression of the people’s true feelings. 

4. The Analysis Conclusion of the Whole Examples 

“After the analysis of the whole examples, we could find the dialect word form is connected to the way and reason 
that humans give names to things. When naming a thing, it’s based on the characters and human feelings about the 
specific thing.” Like the word “hook”, it’s based on the shape and use of the tool. The English version is quite similar 
to the Chinese due to the great translator Ge Haowen. The difference in dialects is a significant symbol which carrying 
the local culture, native feelings, and recognition ways. “抓钩” “地排子车” “手巾” are named by their working 
purpose. “蛐蟮” “盒子炮” are based on the shape of the subject; “孬种” is based on the behavior of one person; “赶
明儿” is a verb that shows the time requirement. Different dialect words have different word-formation, but they are 
all used to meet the needs of the dialect. 

As for the proverbs and idioms in the novel, they can barely be understood by the direct meaning; it all comes from 
the culture of one nation. “When people using the proverbs, what they really want to express is its deep meaning, 
which mainly includes extended meaning and associative meaning.” 

“A writer is always closely connected with the regional culture he lives in. Dialect, as an important part of the 
regional culture, enhances its influence through the literary creation of local writers. Reading “Jin Ping Mei” and 
“Water Margin” can understand the appearance of Shandong dialect in the late Qing Dynasty.” Dialects are the most 
easily spread part of the culture, and it’s also the most acceptable way for the reader to understand the feelings hidden 
in the paragraph. It also benefits our country’s cultural inheritance. 

5. Conclusion 

“Mo Yan said in the preface of the book Big Breasts and Wide Hips that “Dialects are naturally rich sources of our 
language, but it is a mistake to use dialects only in the dialogue part of novels in the hope of realizing the individual-
ization of character’s language. The true contribution of the language is to integrate dialect into narrative language.” 
Mo Yan uses a unique writing method that involves the dialect in every part of the novels, not limited to the dialogue. 
That’s a new cognition of the writing, when the translator does the translation of this version, and tries his best to 
keep the flavor of the original version, but also maximize the readability for the readers. That was a remarkable action 
to spread the Chinese dialect culture. Also, it seems that Mo Yan’s novel has massive “dirty words” to describe the 
narration, which seem to be dirty words. To be honest, the dirty words could express the true feelings of one’s deep 
heart and construct the shocking attraction of the eyes. Most dirty words carry the most true feelings. That’s Mo 
Yan’s dialect usage and contributions to Chinese literary words. 
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