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Abstract

This Honours Project consists of two parts. The first part is an introductory essay

of the translation of 4 Hologram for the King, a novel written and published

by an American writer Dave Eggers in 2012. The second part is a Chinese translation of

A Hologram for the King. For the introductory essay, I will focus on the difficulties

of translating exotic items as well as the American jokes which are hard to deliver in the

context of Chinese writing style, followed by the strategies I have adopted to tackle the

above problems.
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Introduction

The novel A Hologram for the king is talking about a struggling story of Alan Clay,

an American businessman who cut off all means of retreat and makes himself to Saudi

Arabia for closing a deal with King Abdullah, hoping to achieve a comeback in his

unfortunate life. Although the characters appeared in this novel are virtual, the

background is written according to the real situation of Saudi Arabia, that the authority

made the full effort to construct King Abdullah Economic City (KAEC) with propaganda

of patriotic advertisement. In the plot, Alan Clay has some hilarious dialogue with the

locals, and some nostalgic thoughts in his mind. About the main focus of my translation,

I have only translated the first six chapters of 4 Hologram for the king, which mainly

describe the unforgettable memory of Alan Clay for being a successful director in a bike

company, as well as his extraordinary fantasy about encountering latent danger in Saudi

Arabia. Those scenes include some exotic wordings about the outfits of Saudi people with

classical American jokes and puns appeared alternately among the pages, giving me

challenges on delivering the similar meaning or context for the target readers.

In the following sections, I would first make a detailed analysis on the context of

this novel, afterwards introduce the translation technique that I have adopted for the tough

parts with reasons and examples, at last share my reflection on the whole process of

translation and list out the places for improvement, as well as making conclusion on some

noticeable features of 4 Hologram for the king.



Analysis on the context of the text

Before translating the text, I have read through the chapters several times and
classified the types of the certain parts of source text, making it easier to apply strategies
to different text types. In this case, there are five types of text for corresponding
translation skills.

The first type is the current life of Alan Clay in Saudi Arabia, which only requires
me to translate plainly.

The second type is the nostalgic memory of Alan Clay, which described how
successful he is when he is working for the bike company Schwinn. As he enjoyed that
period so much, I have sharpened the comparison of it and tough days in Saudi Arabia
through my translation, increasing the engagement of the readers into the story. For
example, for the ST of “Alan remembered. Those were bright days.”, which talks about
the days when he operates the company with most of the best sellers of bikes, I have
translated itinto " Y {@ELE0E: - HEE H T2 8 EE4FAY - . The invention of " £J |~

M 2402 | are adopting the technique of addition, and also reconstruction. Although the
ST did not include the word ‘all’, the context here delicately emphasizes how good those
days are. To achieve parallel feeling of source context in the target text, I have done a
little bit of over-translation. For the second sentence, the formal translation would be " F[5

LLEESEFAVH T | . However, this structure in Chinese writing style could not deliver
7



the vivid feeling of wonderful, and somehow turned it into a statement with plain
description. Seeing this problem, I reconstruct it from [determiner + verb-to-be +
adjective + noun] to [determiner + noun + verb-to-be + adjective] in target text,
contributing more on the sensibility.
The third type in this text is historical event and circumstance based on the reality among
the world. For this kind of text, we should have a clear mind about the sequence of those
events, especially for those with great number of relative clauses. We also need to do in-
depth researches on the actual proper nouns and give them the translation that are
frequently used in this century. As this requires more accuracy than emotion, we should
not make addition on the target text but a hard work on reconstruction and concise
expression. For example, the ST “the rise and fall of the garment industry” can be
concisely translated into " BN SEREIEE rather than " B FEAIFEESL G YK |, while
"BH%F | would be more neutral and simple in this context. Another example is the ST
“To try to make bicycles, very complicated and labor-intensive machines, on the West
Side of Chicago, in a hundred-year-old factory, until 1983?”. As there are several
prepositional phrases about where, when, and how to make bicycles, we have to rearrange
the sentence for complying the Chinese writing style. In this case, we have to first put the
wider place to the beginning of the sentence, followed by the smaller one and the method

to make bicycles. The last thing to put would be action itself. Therefore, the translation

would be " S NIBHITE - FE R TR LA TRIEE - FI9E R MRS58
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HEAAES - RESBUSHE > HEF 19837 | .

The fourth type of the text is exotic term about Saudi Arabia. In these chapters,
there are some proper nouns about the outfits of Saudi people, for examples, “thobes’ and
“gutras”, which refer to the white gownlike garment worn by men in Saudi Arabia and
Arabian headdress. These exotic terms, although they are known among the world, do not
have an official Chinese translation, yet, there are lots of detailed description about the
outfitssuchas " #EH | (direct translation), " FEHAA S /DEFE4 | (detailed translation)
and " HEEH | (general translation) for the term “thobes”. During the process of
deciding which translation is the most suitable one in the target text, I firstly balance them
by jumping into the shoes of target readers, that whether I will have full engagement in
the scene when I read the translation. In this case, I eliminated " #£H | at the first place
when it only carries out the pronunciation without any meaning. Even it can be
supplemented by adding a footnote at the bottom of the paragraph, there may be a loss of
interest when the target readers have to jump out from the story first and get into the
definition of the specific term. The readers may also forget the meaning when there is a
huge gap between the pages containing the same term. Therefore, it is unnecessary to
make the simple thing complicated. For the next round, the two Chinese translations have
similar characteristics that give description of the term “thobes”, yet, " [ fE{E | seems
to be common and may cause ambiguity and misleading. For ambiguity, " {&#Z ; does

not only refer to the Arabian one but some similar outfit with different texture and design.
9



Readers may have other thoughts when they get the term “thobes” in mind. For
misleading, " [ f£4E | may somehow connect with the Arabian one, however, after I
have do researches on all kind of “thobes”, they are not restricted to white color only, but
also grey and deep blue. Because of it, using " [ 4@ | will mislead the target readers
to the single color of thobes, exploiting their deserved vision to the story. Comparing to
"HEEME ), " BEMEDEE# could convey parallel exotic perception of “thobes”

when the use of " F2Hi#f | would be mysterious and religious to the readers. However,
this translation carries great number of words, leading to the bulk of information. To
achieve perfection in my translation, I chose to cut down some excess words like " 55
vD#f | while the readers have already recognized that those who wear “thobes” are Saudi
males. In conclusion," F2EfAE4E would be the perfect translation to the term “thobes”.

The fifth type of text is American slang, which is the most difficult one to tackle.
As we know that some of the American slang are untranslatable and puns to the Chinese
context, a thorough comprehension and skillful technique are necessary to be brought out.
I would like to give two examples about that. The first one is a joke about a policeman,
who has to record the scene of a car accident, and he saw a head on the boulevard, which
is a road with trees on both sides. However, he wrote wrongly in a row with “Head on
bullevard”, “Head on bouelevard” and “Head on boulevard”. The policeman is fury about
it and wrote “Head on curb” at last. As the three wrongly spelled words are untranslatable

and meaningless to the target readers, I chose to remain the source text for the translation
10



at the first thought. However, we can not neglect the translatable words ‘head on” when

some readers would like to know their meaning. Thus, I make an addition after the text

with bracketed Chinese translation according to the pronunciations of those words, such

as “Head on bullevard ( fEfRFZERF FAYTH ) ” and “Head on bouelevard ( 7E3 |

]

#ERE FAYEE ) 7. For the pun of “Head on curb”, it means “a head is on the road” by
separating it to be “head” and “on curb”, and also means "trying to restrain” by treating
this sentence as a phrasal word “head on” and “curb” with second meaning. For this hard
task, I tried to adopt some Chinese words for the similar effect of pun, for instants, the
idiom " ZGE _E | can elaborate both “seeing a head” and “struggling to solve the
difficulties”, yet, the meaning of “road” of curb and “restrain” of the phrase “head on
curb” will be omitted in this case. Therefore, I surrounded and continued to remain the
original text “Head on curb” with a bracketed translation of the pun after it as “Head on
curb (EERHRE © fERRIEAYEE/TEE]H ) ». This may make the translation less flexible, but
it can include the actual meanings of the pun, showing the target readers what is so funny
about it.

The second example is tackling with a joke about a man called “John Odd”, who was
humiliated by his last name “Odd”. To render this joke in Chinese context, I have adopt
the approach of domestication, which allows me to turn “John Odd” into " ¥%f& | .

Afterwards, it is easier to deal with the nouns containing “Odd”, like “the Odd couple” is

translated into " EHaF4w | and “the Odd man” into " [RGB+ | . However, the last
11



“Odd” sentence, which talks about the death of “John Odd” and being buried in an
unmarked grave with a plain headstone in order to stop the humiliation from the public.
Nevertheless, there are still people found it odd and says ‘Look, isn’t that Odd?’, which
plays with the adjective “odd” and the name “Mr. Odd” as a pun. In the expression of
Chinese translation, it wouldbe " & » BN FEEEEIEWE? |, yet, the phrase " “NEEE |

are usually followed by an identification of a person rather than a description of a person,

which can hardly comply with the Chinese writing style. If we adopt the above translation,

the word " [%f& | will only bereferto " #:¥ 4404 | ratherthan " —{&EFEHA | . To solve

N e

case, the Chinese phrase " 72 E /& | can either be followed by an adjective or an

identification, such as " & | or " %404 | , by that achieving the same effect of the

original pun.

12



Reflection

After translating A Hologram for the king, 1 have a perception of limitation on the

research of local American register, that only looking for the definition of those phrases

through dictionary will lead to misunderstanding of one’s intent. This reveals my lack of

experience on dealing with foreign fictions, especially those with American jokes which

play with pronunciation, pun, prefix and suffix of English. In this case, there is a great

privilege on manipulation of the target text for the translators, limiting the perception of

the readers regarding those jokes and affecting their acceptability on the translation skills

applied by the target author. Although there are no criteria or fixed answers for the

solutions to those untranslatable subjects in the source text, an adept translator will

instantly recognize by which approaches can he or she achieve general acceptance from

the target readers in different groups of ages. This is the objective that I have to make

myself “full steam ahead” to.

Another limitation that I have suffered from is the ability to sculpture the real

situation of Saudi Arabia. When dealing with some measures taken place in there, for

example, the regulation of how to avoid the assassination toward king Abdullah. As it

requires me to do researches on the history of the government of Saudi Arabia. However,

this is not enough for a considerate translation when logical reasoning is necessary to

improve the quality of translation, and I admit that I currently lack this ability. Therefore,
13



this is the second limitation that I have to break through for the next opportunity of the

similar task.

14



Conclusion

A Hologram for the king is an exotic fiction that consists of American and Saudi

elements alternately through the chapters, giving out a fresh chemical reaction when a

local American folk throws himself to a Muslim society, where he encounters odd events

when dealing with Saudi people. If you are sick of the American fictions which only focus

on the plain stories taken place in Los Angeles, California or New York, here is one for

you to widen your vision about how rich and arrogant the Saudi celebrities are, and how

luxury the development of King Abdullah Economic City is. If you have no ideas of how

to stage a comeback for your misfortune life, here is one for you to take reference of while

Alan Clay has nothing but the last chance of dealing with the king Abdullah to solve all

problems twisting him for a long time. If you are enchanted with the mysterious landscape

and exotic aesthesis among the world, here is one for you to expand your knowledge

about the advanced culture in Saudi Arabia. This version of translation may not be the

perfect one to this novel, but I can guarantee that it would be the one written with tons of

effort, improvement, amendment and delicate thought, and you will never forget to give

a smile to it while reading some chapters with funny facts.
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