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1. Introduction

1.1 Research Background

Abstract

As globalization keeps moving forward, translating and spreading Chinese intangi-
ble cultural heritage (ICH) overseas grows increasingly important, as it amps up
Chinese culture’s international voice. Lishui, a major ICH hub in southwest
Zhejiang Province, has iconic projects like Longquan celadon as core cross-cultural
communication carriers rich in traditional Chinese cultural meanings. However,
current English translations for Lishui’s ICH promotion have obvious flaws: in-
complete cultural information delivery and hard-to-follow content for target audi-
ences, which hinder the global promotion of celadon craftsmanship and fail to fully
showcase its unique value. This study builds an analytical framework based on
functional equivalence theory, explores its value in bridging cultural gaps, exam-
ines Lishui’s ICH translation status and specific issues in Longquan celadon’s Eng-
lish translation, summarizes practical tips through typical cases, and confirms that
ICH translation is essentially cross-cultural communication rather than mere lan-
guage switching. It aims to provide theoretical guidance and practical paths for im-
proving Lishui’s ICH external translation and verify the theory’s real value in
global ICH promotion.

Keywords

Functional equivalence theory; intangible cultural heritage; foreign publicity trans-
lation; translation strategy; Longquan celadon

Globalization highlights the global spread of intangible cultural heritage as a symbol of national cultural power. As
China’s first ceramic ICH, Longquan celadon represents traditional craftsmanship and Oriental wisdom. However,
its translation relies on rigid literal rendering and lacks targeted strategies, damaging cultural images and weakening
the transmission of its artistry. Based on cultural functional equivalence, this study explores celadon’s global com-
munication and integrates translation theory into heritage research to improve China’s ICH discourse system.
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1.2 Research Purpose and Significance

1.2.1 Research Purpose

This study explores functional equivalence theory in Longquan celadon translation and proposes targeted methods.
It analyzes its cultural connotations in technical, aesthetic, and historical terms to improve translation quality, pro-
mote international spread, and enhance global recognition of Chinese intangible cultural heritage.

1.2.2 Research Significance

This study bears both theoretical and practical significance. Theoretically, it extends the application of functional
equivalence theory to ICH translation, verifies its adaptability in ensuring cultural accuracy, and enriches the theo-
retical system of ICH translation studies. Practically, it provides solutions to cultural inaccuracy in Longquan celadon
translation, offers references for other ICH projects, and helps enhance local cultural tourism and China’s global
cultural influence.

1.3 Research Methods

This paper adopts literature review and case study methods to analyze functional equivalence theory’s application in
ICH publicity translation and study Longquan celadon translation strategies. The former sorts out three core literature
types, clarifies connotations, and builds a theoretical framework. The latter analyzes translation problems from three
dimensions, proposes strategies, verifies operability, and enhances research credibility.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Current Status of Foreign Research

Foreign achievement in the area of theory establishment and development in translation is surprising. Nida estab-
lished a scientific theory system for translation, establishing methodological foundations (Nida, 2004). Zokirova re-
searched translation shifts and equivalence and cultural differences’ impact on translation equivalence, advancing the
theoretical system from foundational to micro levels and providing core support for subsequent research (Zokirova,
2024). Pirri Valentini focused on “cultural identity” (Pirri, 2021). Studies explored cross-dimensional information
transmission in public policy translation, becoming real at meso-level practice. Afonso analyzed cultural product
translation strategy via Ming porcelain’s Iberian spread (Afonso, 2025). This offered dissemination know-how.
Flitsch and Mertens studied Longquan celadon. Although artifact-focused, their work provided semantic and cultural
adaptation models (Flitsch, 2021). These enable cross-linguistic cultural symbol transmission.

2.2 Current Status of Domestic Research

The increased protection of China’s ICH and international communication have eventually raised academic interest
in translation studies of ICH. Domestic researchers examined ICH translation, especially multiple focuses on Long-
quan celadon.

In practice and strategy in translation, Zhang Juan conducted research on English translations of lists of ICH pro-
jects. Research eased their standardization (2024). Theoretical Application: Jin Wenli applied reception aesthetics to
the reception research of English translation regarding the names and descriptions of Longquan traditional celadon
sculptures, targeted at the target audience (Jin, 2023). Gao Ruiting and Zhang Jianying preliminarily discussed some
standardization issues by conducting a case study on national ICH translations in Zhejiang Province (2022). Regard-
ing the current status and trend, Wang Ying analyzed the recent decade’s ICH publicity translation status and pro-
posed countermeasures (2022). Zhu Xu and Liang Bin conducted an ICH publicity translation case study based on
Research on Intangible Cultural Heritage Protection (2023).

2.3 Review of Domestic and Foreign Research

Foreign scholars made groundbreaking contributions to functional equivalence theory beneficial to ICH translation,
but their research on Chinese local ICH like Longquan celadon is scarce and immature, ignoring local cultural unique-
ness and communication needs. Domestic studies focus more on practical issues but have multiple limitations. Overall,
relevant research at home and abroad is superficial and unsystematic, which this paper will address.
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3. Overview of Functional Equivalence Theory

EEIT3

When first introduced to China, “equivalence” was translated as “equal value”, “reciprocal equality” or “correspond-
ence”. In 1954, Rieu and Philips advanced the equivalent effect principle, on which Eugene A. Nida built his re-
nowned dynamic equivalence, defined as the receptor’s response being essentially like that of original receptors. He
later renamed it “functional equivalence” to avoid misinterpretation (Nida, 2004). The theory prioritizes meaning
over formal equivalence, targeting functional rather than word-for-word translation. Nida states that formal equiva-
lence focuses on the form and content of the source text and puts forward three key standards: semantic, cultural, and
communicative equivalence. Functional equivalence includes three progressive levels: accurate meaning transmis-
sion, similar cultural experience, and consistent reader responses, emphasizing content over linguistic form.

4. The Translation Status and Existing Problems of Intangible Cultural Heritage
4.1 Current Situation of Longquan Celadon Publicity Translation

According to translation examples from authoritative organizations including government departments, museums,
and UNESCO, Longquan celadon’s international publicity translation has basically achieved systematic English
translation of key concepts, featuring “a well-established basic framework with room for improvement in details”. It
has high basic information coverage and complies with ceramic terminology standards. However, it still has flaws:
cultural nuances are inadequately conveyed with inherent values lost; some terms are only transliterated without notes,
and some professional jargon remains untranslated, causing cognitive errors among international audiences.

4.2 Problem Diagnosis Based on the Functional Equivalence Theory

4.2.1 Semantic Dimension: Inadequate Details & Terminology Issues

Severe problems at the semantic dimension directly undermine translation quality. Most existing translations are
superficial literal translations with inadequate contextual elaboration, leaving target readers only grasping literal
meanings and violating functional equivalence’s requirement of consistent reader comprehension. Inappropriate se-
mantic processing of terminology, including unexplained transliteration of proper nouns and untranslated core cela-
don craftsmanship terms, also seriously hinders cross-cultural semantic information transmission.

4.2.2 Cultural Dimension: Lack of Cultural Connotation

Functional equivalence theory’s cultural dimension requires faithful transmission of cultural connotations. However,
current Longquan celadon translations overemphasize literal accuracy, neglecting celadon’s symbolic meanings and
spiritual significance, thus leading to the loss of its intrinsic cultural value.

4.2.3 Cultural Dimension: Lack of Cultural Connotation

The communicative effect dimension prioritizes fluent communication, favoring amplification, omission, and anno-
tation over literal translation to help target readers grasp the original meaning. However, Longquan celadon publicity
translation has flaws here: it insufficiently considers foreign readers’ thinking habits and information needs, and
excessive literal translation fails to fill their cultural cognitive gaps, leaving them unable to obtain core information,
appreciate its cultural value, or generate emotional resonance.

5. A Case Study of Functional Equivalence in Longquan Celadon Translation

This chapter verifies the problems established in Chapter 4 with specific cases, while experimenting with the applica-
bility of the Functional Equivalence Theory in resolving the problems.

5.1 The Semantic Dimension

The semantic equivalence requirement of Functional Equivalence Theory is closely and centrally related to Longquan
celadon’s external publicity translation. As Nida theorized, translation should enable target-language readers to ac-
quire perceptual experiences comparable to source-language readers, with semantic equivalence as the foundation,
covering conceptual, cultural connotative, pragmatic, and emotional equivalence. Longquan celadon’s publicity
translation, especially of Oriental aesthetic ideas, must follow this requirement to achieve accurate dissemination,
alleviate target readers’ cognitive disadvantages, and let them grasp its craft and history as well as feel its artistic and
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cultural appeal.

Example 1:

SL: HaEFREMimIy T8, /BRT7, HUEKR, 7 “HnEs, Wi, Hing” 2 %%,
TL: The products of Di are elegant in shape and design, famed for its “jade-like color, mirror-like gloss,
and sounding like chime when being struck.”

Case 1 is also from the Intellectual Property Office, and the translation of this paragraph emphasizes the absolute
accuracy of core semantics and the complete coverage of semantic elements to avoid the loss of key information
dimensions. The translation of example 5 precisely captures the core semantics of the source text. The phrase “elegant
in shape and design” aptly encapsulates the aesthetic appeal of being “neat, refined, generous, and gracefully upright”.
Meanwhile, “jade-like color”, “mirror-like gloss”, and “sounding like a chime” respectively correspond to “green as
jade”, “bright as a mirror”, and “sounding like a qing (a type of ancient Chinese chime)”, which not only preserves
the essential characteristics of cultural images such as “jade” and “mirror” but also conveys the semantics of “qing”
through the similar sonic qualities of a “chime” in the target language. This achieves effective semantic equivalence
between the source and target languages, enabling target readers to gain a comprehension akin to that of source
readers.

5.2 The Cultural Dimension

The cultural facet of functional equivalence theory emphasizes that translation should bridge cultural differences,
enabling target readers to understand source culture through their own cultural sense, which perfectly matches Long-
quan celadon’s publicity translation purpose. Longquan celadon embodies unique cultural thoughts like the “follow
the way of nature” philosophy and “implicit richness” aesthetic ideal. Literal word-for-word translation would cause
cultural information loss or misreading. Explanatory translation and cultural compensation can help Western readers
grasp both its craftsmanship and inherent Chinese cultural spirit, bridging from information transmission to cultural
connection.

Example 2:

SL: &5

HRHE, RELUIER, BHORN “RANE—7 FHEU.

TL: Celestial Vault Jar

Violet-gold streaks like star rivers, honoring Song Dynasty’s “cosmic harmony” philosophy.

Case 2 is also from Chinese Imagery: Paris Exhibition of Longquan Celadon Intangible Cultural Heritage of Hu-
manity. The focus of the translation is to accurately convey the philosophical value of celadon. In Case 3, “the unity
of heaven and man” is the core of Song Dynasty philosophy, and the translation of “cosmic harmony” conforms to
the Western classical concept of “cosmic harmony”, avoiding cultural barriers in literal translation and conveying the
philosophical idea of coexistence between humans, nature, and the universe. The overall translation does not pursue
literal correspondence, but rather achieves deep equivalence in cultural cognition and emotional resonance between
Chinese and Western readers.

5.3 The Communicative Effect Dimension

The communicative effect dimension of Functional Equivalence Theory, which centers on enabling translated texts
to achieve equivalent communicative functions in the target context, is deeply aligned with the ultimate goal of
Longquan celadon’s external publicity. Such publicity aims not only to transmit information but also to arouse audi-
ences’ recognition of its craft and cultural value, promoting cultural dissemination and practical exchanges. The
theory guides translators to go beyond literal conversion and consider target audiences’ cognitive habits, aesthetic
preferences, and receptive psychology, upgrading communication from “being known” to “being appreciated and
accepted”.

Example 3:
SL: (EHERE) Ml
S ZFIE, R NTF R, MERE, DM E U, R E A RE L.
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TL: Imperial Peony Vase
Slender and poised, the vase stands like a graceful figure. Its rich glaze echoes peonies in full bloom, em-
bodying effortless elegance.

Example 3 is an introduction to celadon works, focusing on the use of ellipsis and amplification to help the target
readers better understand Chinese aesthetics and arouse emotional resonance. In Case 5, the Chinese four-character
aesthetic expressions “%j 98 (slender and graceful), “= 5= K37 (graceful figure), “{fi [E i (beauty capable of
causing the fall of a nation), and “[E &K 7 (national beauty and fragrance) were omitted entirely. Instead, the
translation uses three simple and familiar English images: “slender and poised”, “graceful figure”, and “effortless
elegance”, which instantly evoke associations of “grace” for the English-speaking audience. Additionally, the phrase
“in full bloom” was added to compensate for the loss of the sensory experience implied by “K 7 (fragrance) in the
original, while still retaining the core symbolic image of the peony.

6. Recommendations on Lishui’s ICH Translation for Global Communication

Based on the core pain points articulated in the questionnaire (e.g., the inconvenience of articulating cultural conno-
tations), this section proposes targeted strategies from the semantic, cultural, and communicative impact dimensions,
thereby providing directional suggestions on how to enhance the effectiveness of cultural connotation passing and
overall communicative quality.

6.1 Supplement Contextual Details and Address Semantic Gaps

Based on Functional Equivalence Theory’s central principle of regular semantic cognition between target and source
readers, we optimize Longquan celadon’s international publicity translation to address its semantic detail paucity and
blankness. We should refine technical semantic ancillary information by sorting craft terminology and logic, supple-
ment multi-sensory descriptions, and establish a semantics-based cultural supportive mechanism with “basic inter-
pretation plus in-depth elaboration”. This achieves semantic comprehension equivalence and lays a solid semantic
foundation for Lishui’s ICH international communication.

6.2 Convey Cultural Imagery and Enhance Cultural Cognition

Based on Functional Equivalence Theory’s principle of consistent cultural cognition and imagery perception between
target and source readers, proposals are put forward to solve interrupted cultural imagery transmission and broken
cultural cognition chains in Longquan celadon’s international publicity translation. We should classify celadon’s
cultural imagery into three core categories, deconstruct their source cultural meanings, and find equivalent target
expressions to avoid literal translation loss. Meanwhile, layered cultural background explanations are required. These
optimizations achieve cross-cultural comprehension consistency and ensure complete conveyance of ICH’s cultural
value in international communication.

6.3 Optimize Imagery and Improve Communication Effect

In accordance with Functional Equivalence Theory’s fundamental principle of balanced communication effects in
both target and source contexts, adjustments are made to address two core issues in Longquan celadon’s international
publicity translation: insufficient image adaptability and inadequate communication effectiveness. We eschew literal
translation, adopt addition, deletion, and annotation techniques to help target users grasp the source text’s intended
meaning accurately, and establish an elastic adjustment mechanism based on international audiences’ feedback to
modulate imagery expression and align it with their cognitive habits. These adjustments will achieve consistency at
the communicative effect level and tangibly enhance Lishui’s ICH international communication effectiveness.

7. Conclusion

This paper focuses on English translation issues in Lishui’s ICH international promotion, taking Longquan celadon
as a case. The author loves and appreciates China’s ICH. It analyzes translation difficulties from three perspectives:
word meaning, cultural connotation, and communication effect, identifies common problems, and proposes solutions.
The results verify that functional equivalence theory, which balances translation accuracy and cross-cultural
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understandability, is applicable to ICH translation. This innovative research fills the gap in this field, complements
cross-cultural communication theory, and provides a reference for future systematic translation of Chinese ICH pro-
jects. However, it has limitations: the single case cannot fully represent all Lishui’s ICH; the theory cannot resolve
all cultural differences; and the actual effectiveness of the translation methods remains untested. Future research
could cover more Lishui’s ICH items to perfect the methods and verify their role in cultural exchanges.
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