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  Abstract 
This study compares and analyzes the Chinese and English translations of Haruki 
Murakami’s Norwegian Wood by Lin Shaohua and Jay Rubin from the two dimen-
sions of aesthetic orientation and cultural competence. The analysis shows that Lin 
Shaohua adopts a lyrical, literary and foreignization-oriented translation strategy—
to retain the rhythm, rhetoric level and cultural markers of the original text, such as 
transliteration and the retention of English lyrics; Rubin adopts colloquial, reader-
oriented and domestication-oriented translation strategies to compress the narrative 
rhythm, replace literary style with daily idioms, and restore heterogeneous cultural 
elements to the expression form familiar to English readers. These two systematic 
differences reflect two opposing translation norms: Lin Shaohua focuses on poetic 
reproduction and literary faithfulness, while Rubin focuses on readability and com-
municative efficiency. Both of them reflect the different models of literary transla-
tion under the shaping of their respective target cultural expectations. 

Keywords 
Norwegian Wood; aesthetic orientation; cultural competence; literary translation; 
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1. Introduction 

Haruki Murakami’s Norwegian Wood (1987) poses a unique translation problem: the book is written in Japanese, but 
deliberately incorporates “modern” expressions with an American style, which is divorced from the writing style of 
traditional Japanese literature. This linguistic hybridity has prompted scholars to explore how translators translate 
such texts between different target languages and literary systems. 

This study makes a comparative analysis of Lin Shaohua’s Chinese translation (2007) and Jay Rubin’s English 
translation (2003) of Norwegian Wood. The analysis revolves around two major concepts: aesthetic orientation, that 
is, the translator’s handling of narrative rhythm, emotional tone, and literary rhetoric; and cultural translation ability, 
which refers to the translator’s ability to identify and convey culturally embedded information, including physical 
images, stylistic markers, and non-literal implicit information. The core research question of this paper is: what are 
the systematic differences between the two versions in the above two dimensions? Do these differences reflect what 
kind of translation norms the translator adheres to and what presuppositions the translator makes for the target readers? 

The study selects multiple text fragments (covering opening narrative, emotional vocabulary, metaphorical images, 
and spoken markers) for detailed comparative study, aiming to find out the different translation modes of the two 
versions and explain their implications for understanding the practice of literary translation in Chinese and English. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Translation Aesthetics and Aesthetic Orientation in Literary Translation 

Literary translation is not only the transformation of language, but also the reconstruction of cross-cultural aesthetic 
experience. Bassnett and Lefevere pointed out that translation is a form of cultural rewriting, and the translator’s 
treatment of the poetic features of the source text directly determines the acceptance and literary positioning of the 
translation in the target culture (Bassnett & Lefevere, 1990); Lefevere further proposes that ideology and poetics are 
the two major constraints that jointly shape the translator’s rewriting strategies and aesthetic choices (Lefevere, 1992). 
Continuing this perspective, Slocombe, with the help of Spivak’s concept of “love of translation,” emphasizes that 
translators must maintain ethical respect for the heterogeneity of the source text, thus raising the aesthetic orientation 
from a technical issue to a philosophical and ethical dimension (Slocombe, 2004). Specific to Norwegian Wood, 
Hadley and Akashi’s research shows that the translator’s aesthetic decision-making has a significant impact on the 
literary reputation of the work in the target culture, and over-smooth domestication may dispel the poetic quality of 
the original work (Hadley & Akashi, 2015). Newmark’s distinction between semantic translation and communicative 
translation provides an operational framework for analyzing the above orientation: the former follows the aesthetic 
form of the source language, while the latter gives priority to the aesthetic acceptance of the target readers (Newmark, 
1988). 

2.2 Cultural Competence and the Translator’s Role as Intercultural Mediator 

The translator’s cultural translation ability determines their effectiveness as a cross-cultural mediator. Byram’s inter-
cultural communicative competence model is divided into four dimensions: cultural knowledge, interpretation and 
relevance ability, discovery and interaction ability, and critical cultural awareness, which are regarded as prerequisites 
for effective cultural transmission (Byram, 1997). Katan’s cultural framework theory further emphasizes that trans-
lators must constantly balance and coordinate between the cognitive perspectives of source culture and target culture, 
so as to bridge the cultural gap and promote the psychological identity of the audience (Katan, 2004). 

At the level of translation strategy, the framework of domestication and foreignization proposed by Venuti is still 
a classic paradigm for analyzing the translator’s cultural position: domestication dispels cultural differences with 
smooth translation, reflecting the target cultural centralism; alienation preserves the heterogeneity of the source text 
in order to resist cultural hegemony (Venuti, 1995). On this basis, Yarosh constructs an eight-factor model of trans-
lators’ intercultural competence, which incorporates the ability to deal with culturally specific items, identify histor-
ical and cultural allusions, and make creative translation decisions into the core evaluation criteria for translation 
quality assessment (Yarosh, 2015). 

2.3 Current Research on the Translation of Norwegian Wood 

There has been a fruitful body of research on the translation of Norwegian Wood, in both English and Chinese trans-
lations. Newmark’s typology is widely used to compare the two English versions of Birnbaum and Rubin: Birnbaum 
tends to semantic translation, retaining the syntactic simplicity and monosyllabic vocabulary of the original text; 
Rubin prefers communicative translation, using longer sentences, more pronouns, and auxiliary verbs to enhance 
English readers’ reading fluency (Newmark, 1988). Skowroneck’s systematic comparison of the English, Dutch, 
German, and Swedish versions demonstrates that the English translation occupies a central position in the Western 
market, with its strategies profoundly influencing subsequent translations and international readers’ cognitive frame-
works (Skowroneck, 2017). McDonald used machine learning to conduct a quantitative stylistic analysis of three 
major English translators, and found that Burnbaum and Rubin showed highly identifiable “aesthetic fingerprints” in 
terms of sentence length, syllable number, and other dimensions (McDonald, 2020). In the Chinese context, Hu 
Tiantian’s comparative study of Lin Shaohua’s and Lai Mingzhu’s translations points out that Lin’s translation tends 
to be “beautiful” and creates a poetic atmosphere by enriching modifiers and restructuring sentences. However, Lai’s 
translation is closer to the natural rhythm of the original work and shows more restraint in dealing with culturally 
sensitive content such as musical terms and body narratives (Hu, 2016). Additionally, Nurliana examines slang trans-
lation methods in the novel, revealing the complexity of transferring colloquial expressions across cultures (Nurliana, 
2025), while Runner approaches the text from a semiotic and narratological perspective to explore the representa-
tional function of the Japanese writing system and the challenges of its translation (Runner, 2022). 
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The existing research has constructed a multi-dimensional theoretical basis for the study of Norwegian Wood from 
the perspectives of poetic rewriting, intercultural competence model, and specific translation strategies (Bassnett & 
Lefevere, 1990; Byram, 1997; Venuti, 1995). However, most of the current literature is limited to comparative studies 
within a single English or Chinese translation system and lacks a systematic comparative study of Chinese and Eng-
lish translations under the same analytical framework. In addition, the relevant theoretical models of translators’ 
cultural competence have not been fully transformed into translation strategy indicators that can be used for analysis. 
The integration of computational stylistics and traditional text criticism methods still needs to be further promoted 
(Newmark, 1988; Yarosh, 2015; McDonald, 2020). 

3. Methodology 

This study adopts a comparative analysis method to select several text fragments from the Japanese original of Nor-
wegian Wood and compares the Chinese translation of Lin Shaohua and the English translation of Jay Rubin. Through 
purposeful screening, the case covers four text categories: narrative construction, emotional vocabulary, physical and 
scene images, and oral markers, so as to ensure that the research takes into account both aesthetic and cultural dimen-
sions. 

Each case follows a four-step analysis process: identifying the source text feature, examining Lin’s Chinese ren-
dering, analyzing Rubin’s English rendering, and interpreting the differences through two theoretical lenses. The first 
analytical dimension is aesthetic orientation: this concept refers to the dominant translation strategies adopted by 
translators in dealing with narrative rhythm, emotional register, and literary rhetoric, by referring to Newmark’s se-
mantic translation-communicative translation theory and Lefevere’s poetics. The second dimension is cultural trans-
lation competence: based on Byram’s intercultural communication model and Venuti’s domestication and foreigniza-
tion dichotomy theory, it refers to the translator’s ability to identify and convey embedded cultural information, 
including cultural items, historical allusions, and stylistic signs. This dual framework enables systematic identifica-
tion of recurrent translational patterns and their implications. 

4. Aesthetic Orientation in the Two Translations 

This section examines how the Chinese and English translations of Norwegian Wood differ in their handling of nar-
rative rhythm, emotional register, and rhetorical figuration. Through close analysis of three representative cases, 
recurrent patterns of aesthetic choice emerge that distinguish the two translators’ overall orientations. 

4.1 Narrative Rhythm and Temporal Construction 

The opening sentence establishes a retrospective, slow-paced narrative stance that sets the tonal foundation for the 
entire work. 

Original: 僕は三十七歳で、そのときボーイング 747 のシートに座っていた。その巨大な飛行機

はぶ厚い雨雲をくぐり抜けて降下し、ハンブルク空港に着陸しようとしているところだった。 
Chinese translation (Lin Shaohua): 三十七岁的我那时坐在波音 747 客机的座位上。庞大的机体穿过

厚重的雨云，俯身向汉堡机场降落。 
English translation (Jay Rubin): I was 37 then, strapped in my seat as the huge 747 plunged through dense 
cloud cover on approach to Hamburg airport. 

The original starts the narrative subject with 「僕は三十七歳で」, followed by 「そのとき」 which creates a 
kind of distance in time, with two parallel sentences unfolding in a steadily measured rhythm. Lin preserves the 
original word order and two-sentence structure, placing “37-year-old me at that time” at the beginning, producing a 
languid, somewhat heavy rhythm that restores the retrospective feel. Rubin, by contrast, capitalizes and front-loads 
“I was 37 then” to intensify the autobiographical declaration, using the “as” clause to compress the plane’s descent 
into subordinate information. This allows the main clause to gain greater forward momentum, prioritizing narrative 
fluency and efficiency. In essence, Lin emphasizes rhythmic reproduction, whereas Rubin prioritizes narrative pro-
pulsion. 

4.2 Emotional Register and Affective Vocabulary 

The translation of emotionally charged vocabulary directly reflects the translator’s grasp of the original’s literary 
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register. 

Original:「大丈夫です、ありがとう。ちょっと哀しくなっただけだから」 
Chinese translation: “可以了，谢谢。只是有点伤感。” 
English translation: “I’m fine, thanks. Just feeling kind of blue.” 

「哀しくなった」in Japanese is a relatively refined and restrained expression, meaning "became sad." It carries 
a momentary quality and a hint of self-pity. Lin’s “伤感” is a literary, formal Chinese term, elegant and restrained, 
aligning with the undertone of Murakami’s use of “哀”. Rubin’s “feeling kind of blue” is colloquial American English, 
light and everyday in tone, yet it diminishes the emotional seriousness and literary texture of the original. Lin pre-
serves the literary register of affective vocabulary, incorporating “sorrow” into the novel’s melancholic aesthetic 
system; Rubin adopts a cultural equivalent to approximate everyday English usage, but in doing so alters the emo-
tional temperature. 

4.3 Rhetorical Figuration and Emotional Intensity 

The original employs repetition and cumulative layering to create an anguished psychological state. 

Original: そしてそのメロディーはいつものように僕を混乱させた。いや、いつもとは比べもの

にならないくらい激しく僕を混乱させ揺り動かした。 
Chinese translation: 那旋律一如往日地使我难以自已，不，比往日还要强烈地摇撼我的身心。 
English translation: The melody never failed to send a shudder through me, but this time it hit me harder 
than ever. 

The original repeats the verb 「混乱させる」 (to confuse/disorient) twice, and adds 「揺り動かした」(shook/ag-
itated) to layer somatic vibration, building through accumulation a sense of oppressive, recurring psychological tur-
moil. Lin renders “难以自已” in place of a direct translation of “confusion” — more restrained and literary — while 
“摇撼” preserves the somatic metaphor, and the rhetorical structure of repetition and progression is retained. Rubin 
expresses this with “shudder” and “hit me harder”, which are more colloquial and direct, compressing the original’s 
cumulative repetition into a single-statement delivery. Lin emphasizes the unfolding of emotional process; Rubin 
emphasizes the communication of emotional outcome. 

In short, Lin Shaohua’s Chinese version consistently leans toward the lyrical, the introspective, and the literary, 
with an eye to recreating the original’s mood as fully as possible. Jay Rubin’s English version, by contrast, favors a 
more event-driven, colloquial, and reader-friendly approach, putting immediate emotional clarity ahead of stylistic 
nuance. The three examples discussed—narrative rhythm, emotional register, and figurative language, and all point 
to the same underlying pattern. 

5. Cultural Competence in the Two Translations 

This section examines how the Chinese and English translations of Norwegian Wood differ in their handling of cul-
turally embedded information, including material objects, colloquial markers, and culture-specific references. 
Through analysis of three representative cases, recurrent patterns emerge that distinguish the two translators’ ap-
proaches to cultural transfer. 

5.1 Colloquial Markers and Conversational Rhythm 

Midori’s dialogue is characterized by its leaps and colloquial flavor; the original employs interjections, repetition, 
and word order to mark her speech patterns. 

Original: 
「ふうむ」と僕は言った。 
「『ふうむ』って何よいったい、それ？」 
「別に何でもないよ、ただのあいづちだよ」と僕は言った。 
「どう、最近火事は起きてない？」 
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Chinese translation: 
“噢——”我说。 
 “这‘噢’是什么，到底？” 
“也不是非是什么不可，一种回答方式罢了。”我说。 
“怎样，这几天可又失火了？” 
English translation: 
“I see” I said. 
“You see what?” 
“Nothing. Just ‘I see’,” I said. 
“Any fires lately?” 

「ふうむ」is a Japanese interjection indicating assent or rumination, carrying no fixed semantics and relying on 
context to convey the speaker’s attitude. Lin renders it as “噢——”, preserving its vagueness and colloquial quality, 
and in the subsequent dialogue explains this vagueness as “a way of responding” — a meta-discursive treatment that 
aligns with the original’s reflection on speech acts themselves. Rubin renders it as “I see”, which, though a natural 
English backchannel, carries a definite cognitive meaning (“I understand”), transforming the original’s vague rumi-
nation into logical confirmation; accordingly, he translates 「『ふうむ』って何よいったい、それ？」 as “You 
see what?”, producing a more coherent logical chain throughout the exchange. Lin preserves the staccato rhythm and 
colloquial opacity of the original dialogue, while Rubin reconstructs colloquial markers into a logically coherent 
English conversational flow. This difference is equally evident in scenes where Midori mimics Watanabe’s manner 
of speaking — Lin consistently employs interjections such as “噢”、 “得得”、 “唔” to recreate the colloquial tex-
ture of the dialogue, whereas Rubin tends to replace them with complete sentences or conventional English exclama-
tions (such as “Oh boy”), dissolving the cultural specificity of colloquial speech into readily recognizable English 
expressions. 

5.2 Culture-Specific References and Material Objects 

The original text embeds numerous material details of everyday Japanese life in the 1960s-70s alongside allusions to 
Western music, testing the translator’s ability to recognize and transform culture-specific items. 

原文：僕は紀伊國屋の裏手の地下にある DUG に入ってウォッカ・トニックを二杯ずつ飲ん

だ。…僕は黙ってセロニアス・モンクの弾く「ハニサックル・ローズ」を聴いていた。…「People 
are strange when you are a stranger」 

中译本：我们钻进纪伊国屋书店后面的地下爵士乐酒吧间，各自喝了两杯伏特加。… 我默默听

着塞洛尼斯·蒙克弹的《金银花》。... “People are strange when you are a stranger” 
英译本：we…went to an underground bar called DUG behind the Kinokuniya bookshop. We each 

started with two vodka and tonics. …I kept quiet and listened to Thelonious Monk playing “Honeysuckle 
Rose”. …“People are strange when you are a stranger”. 

For the name of places like “紀伊國屋” and “DUG”, they both carry specific cultural and geographic coordinates 
in Japan, and Lin adopts a descriptive transformation: “地下爵士乐酒吧间” which means “the underground jazz 
bar”, preserving the shop name while explaining the functional character of the “DUG”, enabling Chinese readers 
unfamiliar with Shinjuku city to form a spatial image, while Rubin renders it directly as “an underground bar called 
‘DUG’ behind the Kinokuniya bookshop”, retaining the name while adding locating information.  

The two strategies are comparable, both employing compensation through retention plus explanation. For Western 
musical allusions — “セロニアス・モンク” and 「ハニサックル・ローズ」 — Lin renders them as “塞洛尼

斯·蒙克” and “《金银花》”, with the personal name transliterated and the song title translated, conforming to the 
conventional Chinese treatment of Western culture-specific items. Rubin restores them directly to their English orig-
inals — “Thelonious Monk” and “Honeysuckle Rose” — which for the English reader require no mediation. The 
most illustrative is the treatment of English lyrics: the original text is presented in English as “People are strange 
when you are a stranger”, which is a mark deliberately set by Murakami. Lin Shaohua retains the original English 
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and embeds it into the dialogue through the Chinese context framework; Rubin also retains the original text, but for 
him it is only a return to the source language.  

On the whole, these cases point to a consistent rule: Lin Shaohua retains the “heterogeneity” markers of Western 
cultural elements (transliteration, retaining English), so that Chinese readers can feel the cultural distance; Rubin 
restores these elements to the familiar form of English readers, eliminating cultural distance, and giving English 
readers a sense of cultural “belonging” rather than “strangeness”. 

6. Conclusion 

Based on the above research and analysis, we conclude that Lin Shaohua’s Chinese translation takes aesthetic recon-
struction as the priority, retains the lyrical rhythm, literary style, and rhetorical level of the original work, and creates 
an immersive atmospheric experience. Jay Rubin’s English version gives priority to readers’ acceptability, empha-
sizing narrative efficiency, oral naturalness, and logical coherence to achieve instant emotional substitution.  

In terms of cultural transmission, Lin Shaohua retains some foreign markers (such as transliteration and retaining 
English lyrics), so that Chinese readers can perceive cultural distance and generate cultural association. Rubin restores 
heterogeneous elements into familiar English forms, eliminates strangeness, and gives English readers a sense of 
cultural belonging.  

These two different orientations reflect the different translation norms behind them: Lin Shaohua focuses on liter-
ary faithfulness, and Rubin focuses on readability. This difference is not only a matter of language strategy, but also 
reflects the different expectations of Chinese and English publishing traditions for world literature. The Chinese 
context attaches importance to the independent aesthetic value of the translation, while the English context gives 
priority to the smooth and natural acceptance of the target language. 
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