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Abstract

Thematic structure is one of the discourse function forms, playing a crucial

RJELAL

role in conveying language information, influencing the understanding of the
original text and the construction of the translated text. This article conducts

wyww.rjelnlown

a contrastive study on the thematic structures of Chinese narrative novels and

their English translations, based on the similarities and differences in

thematic structures between Chinese and English texts. It is found that
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rticle info translators should try to preserve the thematic structure of the original text
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as much as possible while translating, but due to the differences between
English and Chinese texts, translators could make certain adjustments to the
thematic structure of the original text while ensuring the equivalence of
meaning and readability of the translation.
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1. Overview connected at the beginning and end, and

Translation is not only the conversion whether the chosen themes in the translation

between different languages, but also the reflect the intention of the original author. Thus,

exchange of different cultures. Excellent choosing  different information development
translation faithfully reproduces the content of

the original text, and reconstructs of the original

structures will directly affect the fidelity,
fluency, and coherence of the translation when

style and the display of cultural connotations in
the translation. The translation of novels is done
sentence by sentence, but the translation is not a
superposition of individual sentences. It is
necessary to consider whether the information
flow is smooth when the sentences are

translating with the same conceptual meaning.

To Live and Chronicle of a Blood Merchant
are both long fictional novels created by
contemporary Chinese author Yu Hua. Through
these two characters: Fu Gui and Xu Sanguan,
the author vividly depicts the zeitgeist of society
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and the fate of ordinary people. These two
novels, with their calm strokes, showcase the
meaning of life and the value of existence,
revealing the helplessness of fate and the
unpredictability of life. With their unique
narrative style and profound themes, they have
become classic works of Chinese literature. This
article selects the content of each chapter in the
novels To Live and Chronicle of a Blood Merchant
as the research object.

Firstly, based on Halliday’s theory of
thematic analysis, the selected Chinese chapter
content and its English translation discourse are
subjected to thematic analysis. Then, through
contrastive analysis of thematic structures, the
changes in thematic structures between English
and Chinese texts during the translation process
are compared. By comparing and analyzing the
changes in the thematic structure, the thematic
structures is classified, which have been
changed during the translation process. Finally,
the reasons for the changes is analyzed in
thematic structure during the translation
process, revealing the possible factors that affect
the changes, and providing constructive
suggestions for literary translation.

2. Thematic Structure
2.1 Theme and Rheme

Mathesius, the founder of the Prague
School, firstly proposed the concepts of theme
and rheme in his book Functional Sentence
Perspective. He refers to the component at the
beginning of a sentence that serves to introduce
a topic in communication as the theme,
expressing known information, while the other
components are called the rheme, expressing
new or unknown information. These two
concepts help study the role of different
components in sentences during language
communication.

The Prague school believes that the theme
is the topic of a sentence or the object of its
narrative, while Halliday holds that the
conceptual meaning of theme is broader than
the topical meaning, so that the theme should

include the topic as well as other components
located at the beginning of the sentence that do
not represent the topic. It is based on this
viewpoint that the System-Functional school,
represented by Halliday, uses its terminology---
theme and rheme, to explain the discourse
meaning of English. Halliday (2000) provided a
detailed description and in-depth exploration of
the thematic structure, defining and dividing
themes from a functional perspective. He
perceives that the theme is the starting point of
information and the object that the clause aims
to convey. Unlike the subject in traditional
grammar, he deems that the theme is not
necessarily old information, but rather the
starting point of the entire sentence and the
central topic of the clause, which is the starting
point of communication. The remaining part
following the theme is the rheme, which is a
description and explanation of the theme.

From the perspective of the three meta-
functions of language, Halliday divides themes
into textual themes, interpersonal themes, and
ideational themes, while distinguishing
between single themes, multiple themes, and
clause as themes. The difference between a
single theme and a mutiple theme is that the
former lacks internal structure and cannot be
further analyzed, while the latter has internal
structure and can be further divided into textual
theme, interpersonal theme, and topic theme. In
multiple themes, the ideational theme is usually
located at the end, and each sentence must have
at least one ideational theme. And the clause as
theme refers to the entire sentence acts as the
theme position. The theme is the center of a
clause, and the corresponding rheme is used to
further illustrate the theme. Generally speaking,
in the linear arrangement of sentences, the
theme is always placed first and the rheme is
placed last. In terms of information distribution,
the theme is often known information, while the
rheme is mostly new information (Baker,
2000:122).

The theme in the analysis of thematic
structure in this article refers to the part located
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at the beginning of the sentence as the starting
point of discourse information.

2.2 Contrast of Theme Structures between
English and Chinese

Chinese is a paratactic language that
emphasizes topics in language, and the thematic
structures are usually “topic + explanation”.
English, on the contrast, is a hypotactic language
that emphasizes the subject, and the thematic
structure is usually “theme + rheme”. English
and Chinese have both similarities and
differences, manifested as:

2.2.1 Declarative Sentence

Comparing English and Chinese clauses,
the main syntactic components in English and
Chinese declarative sentences can all be noun
phrases, adverbial phrases, and prepositional
phrases, for example:

(1) The station-master spoke to Mrs. Medlock in

a rough good-natured way.

(2) Presently there seemed to be no more hedges
and no more trees.

(3) At last, the horses began to go more slowly,

as if they were climbing uphill.
(4) it Fe A B R K

(5) Akt B (ETEFRZ LA,

(6) 29 1 i H sl i T LR 2 SIRINE .

From the above examples, we can see that
there is a certain similarity in the syntactic
components of English and Chinese themes.
However, the difference lies in that in Chinese,
verbs, adjective phrases, and postpositional
structures are often used as the theme
component, while in English, “it” is often used
as the formal subject and “there” is often an
empty subject. For example:

(7) AIET 0BRSS
B)ER-ANE.
E T EAFJLA,

(10) There are some tables in the room.

(11) It is necessary that we start off at once.
2.2.2 Interrogative Sentence

Interrogative sentences are divided into
general questions and special questions. In
English, general questions are often constructed
by changing the subject verb order of the
declarative sentence, with the subject verb or
linking verb serving as the theme. In special
questions, the special interrogative word WH-
element is used to indicate information gaps. In
Chinese, the absence of a finite verb leads to a
lack of word order changes between the finite
verb and the subject. The theme of a general
question is often taken by the subject or “ & 2"
of the sentence, while a special question is
usually asked in declarative sentence order. For
example:

(12) Is that your new bag?

)1
(13) Why do you want to get it?
(14) i sr 112
(15) It A~ LB EM?

2.2.3 Imperative Sentences

Imperative sentences indicate
command and requests, etc. English imperative
divided into

imperative sentences and negative imperative

sentences  are affirmative
sentences. In affirmative imperative sentences,
the theme of subject-less imperative sentences is
the verb before the sentence ; the theme of
imperative sentences with a subject is the
grammatical subject ; the theme of imperative
sentences with “let’s” is “let us or let’s”, and the
theme of imperative sentences with “do” is
usually the zero theme and “do” together to
form a bipartite theme. In negative imperative
sentences, the theme of imperative sentences
with “don’t” is composed of “don’t +
grammatical theme” or “don’t + zero theme”.

(16) Read after me.
(17) You stop talking!
(18) Let’s/ let us go to school.
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(19) Do your best.
(20) Don’ t follow me.
(21) Don’ t you shout out me!

The construction of imperative sentences in
Chinese is the same as that in English.

(22) PREFL !

(23) R b2t |
(24) 1L FRATT 18— TR IX A A] R
(25)8055 T AT,

2.2.4 Exclamations

The composition of English
exclamatory sentences is the same as that of
special interrogative sentences, consisting of
“what + noun. /how + adj./adv.” or adding an
exclamation mark at the end of a declarative

sentence.

(26) What a fool that the man is!
(27) How beautiful you are!

(28) The book is so interesting!

The composition of Chinese

exclamatory sentences is similar to declarative
sentences, with an exclamation mark added at
the end of the sentence.

(29) 4R FTEA2 !

(30)%{ SERI AL
GLHEE—AAFHE !

2.2.5 Textual Function of Themes

In terms of providing background
information, English and Chinese share
commonalities. Both English and Chinese
themes carry old information and provide some
foundational background information for
subsequent plots, such as:

(32) As far as I know, he is a good manager.
(33) ELIRFTAN, L RAMFLTE

In terms of consistency in text content,

the connection of the text is carried out in the

order of known to unknown, and most of the
thematic parts in both English and Chinese
languages are consistent with the previous text.
For example,

(34) She invited me to her birthday party. It was
held in a big hall.

(35) % A HOAE 6 N\ U LI, {11 D47 S i)
HEAE SR A AL

However, the differences in discourse
between Chinese and English are reflected in the
arrangement, word order, and frequency of

main themes.

(36)_1 had a special affection for that bitter tea
that farmers brew. There would always be a
bucket of just that kind of tea under a tree by the
ridge between the fields, and without a second
thought I would ladle out enough to fill my tea-
stained bowl. Once I'd filled it to the brim, I'd
start bullshitting with some of the male workers.

The girls would whisper among themselves and
then stifle their chuckles as I'd swagger of.

(37) B XM A B A i A5 R I 25K, AATT
AR FEERII T, B oot 5 e
YRR E KM, T E SRR, S5H
R H U ETVAR S, ARGl A R R
AR R KINE.

From the comparison of the above two
parts, it can be found that there are significant
differences in the selection of topics between
Chinese and English texts.

The theme in Chinese is expressed
through time, while in English, pronouns are
mainly used as the theme. In the above two
examples, in the Chinese text, “FX” as the theme
only appears twice. The entire paragraph is
dedicated to describing a series of actions of
“3%”, leaving more space for new information to
stand out, and highlighting the chronological
order and a series of activities of “F&”. This
arrangement ensures the development of
information from old to new, making
information transmission more efficient. The
information value carried by the theme is
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greater, which is conducive to the development
of Chinese discourse.

In English discourse, the theme is often
the protagonist of the entire event, and each
clause has its own independent theme. Similarly,
information transmission also goes from old to
new, but the information value carried by the
theme is not as high as in Chinese, and the role
of the theme in the development of the discourse
is limited.

The above examples may have certain
limitations, but after contrast, there are indeed
differences in the order and frequency of the
themes in Chinese and English texts.

3. Contrastive analysis

In the analysis of the thematic structure
of selected novel passages, the changes in the
thematic components of each discourse during
the translation process are statistically analyzed
based on three elements: (1) The total number of
sentences in the original text;(2) The number of
sentences that retain the main and positional
structure of the original sentence; (3) The
number of sentences with changes in the
thematic structure. Meanwhile, based on
statistics, the changes in the thematic structure
of the selected two mnovel chapters were
classified and analyzed in detail.

3.1 Theme Structure in First-Person Narratives

The selected content of this article is the
second chapter of the novel To Live and its
English translation. The statistical changes in the
thematic structure of its translation are as

follows:
The number of 194
sentences in original
text
The number of 82

sentences with
unchanged thematic
structure

The number of 112
sentences with changed

thematic structure

By contrasting and analyzing the thematic
structures of the original and translated texts
narrated from a first-person perspective, it is
found that the majority of sentences in the
chapters have changed their thematic structures,
which can be classified into eight categories:

Add time adverbials or other conjunctions 43
Prepose adjective phrases/adverb phrases/prepositions 29
Conversion by “There be” 2

Change of organizational order 8
Dependency conversion 6

Translation by “It” 10

Overall translation --- partial translation 4
postposing initiator, highlight the main content 10

(1) When translating the original text into
English, sometimes in order to make the
narrative order of the translation more coherent,
the translator will consciously add some time
adverbs or other transitional words. For
example:

Example 1: FZEEH CHIHM™ L, FiEHH )
W7, HENFARED A — . "7,

Translation: The moment the workers saw Dad
strolling around his land they would hold their
hoes with both hands and respectfully call out,
“Master.”

(2) In the original text, adjective phrases,
prepositions, and adverb phrases in the clause
are advanced to the beginning of the sentence in
the translation. Due to the fact that important
things in the English language are often placed
at the beginning of a sentence, and other
auxiliary elements are placed at the end of the
sentence. In Chinese expression, the structure is
often relatively loose, and each component has
no fixed position. For example:

Example 2: FeZ ik, St & 44 1) fE 2 55 A
Ay, FRATE BRI R R, R AR AR R OR
AR

Translation: Near and far, my father and I were

known as the old and young rich masters. When
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we walked, the sound our shoes made was like
the sound of coins clanking against each other.

(3) The clauses expressing the place in the
original text often ignore location information,
while in English, the sentence structure needs to
be adjusted using the “there be” sentence
pattern, resulting in a thematic change in the
target language sentence. For example:

Example 3: B A MRS AR BT =%, i
FE BRI P K e B AR HEAE R T B T, SR

Translation: There was a fat prostitute there who
really won my affection. When she walked, her
fat butt was just like the two lanterns that hung
outside, shaking from side to side.

(4) The word organization form of the original
Chinese sentence is completely changed or
reorganized in the English sentence. Due to the
loose structure and vague connections in
Chinese, many sentences use zero anaphora,
which cannot be fully organized in English
translation. Making certain adjustments to the
thematic structure can help enhance the
readability of the translation and preserve the
effect of the original text. For example:

Example 4: J K A] B2 A, 350 LTI 7 55 3 o
TN, FREHPNEH, BESRERTRE R
FEE,  JSCAKRAT AL H: 7 — 8 P9 T IR 4
KIGEN B, KAT B ZAH A A
N IRE N

Translation: That was truly an exciting day—
both sides of the city streets were flooded with
people holding small colored flags. Nationalist
flags of a white sun against a blue sky jutted out

at a slant from all the shops. My father-in-law

even had a portrait of Chiang Kai-shek as large
as two doors hanging before his store; the three
hired hands at the rice shop stood under
Chiang’s right-hand pocket.

(5) In the original text, Chinese emphasizes
semantic coherence, with loose structure and
mostly implicit connections, while English
emphasizes form coherence. After C-E

translation, sentences are mostly subordinate
and expressed using conjunctions. For example:

Example 5: BRFEPLSE AT — (R, SEAE RS
X, HEERIET B TN, ReEMmAI=A
UN/B

Translation: The games between Mr. Shen and
Long Er that year were really amazing. The
gambling room at the House of Qing was

flooded with people as Mr. Shen gambled with
Long Er and his men.

(6) In the original text, when multiple clauses
have the same main theme or are unowned, they
are usually translated into English using the “it”
form as the subject or other pronouns. For

example:

Example 6: JERFLAEHE LRI | — K, WREES
DUURRR I LA 7 — 48K, HBREFAIHFED
KRABEZK T, B LR — B vk, BT
HRAN I R I L PR AR OR, AR 35 Belml 5K,
W TR IR R T, BB TR L AR T [l
Translation: I spent that whole night gambling
at the House of Qing. I felt muddleheaded, as if
a heavy bag of rice had been placed on my
shoulders. It had been over half a month since
I'd been home, and my clothes reeked of a sour
stench. I dragged that fat prostitute out of bed
and had her carry me home. I also hired a
rickshaw coolie to follow us so he could take the
prostitute back to the House of Qing once I got
home.

(7) In the original text, Chinese emphasizes
holistic and visual thinking, and is good at
describing things as a whole, while English
translation focuses on expressing specific details
of things and highlighting key points. For
example:

Example 7: B} R EFME T ZH0 RIS AN FRav e, fibk
SERIRMS T AR, BEMAKIVIE & 1/ kg
AR .

Translation: That day as dusk settled, my dad

didn’t make a sound while he took his shit. His
squinting eyes stared far off, and gradually the
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narrow trail leading to town became blurry.

(8) The original text often places the initiator of
the action at the beginning of the sentence,
becoming the topic of the sentence. After
English translation, in order to highlight the
content to be expressed, the action content is
often placed at the beginning of the sentence,
while the true initiator is placed after the
sentence, explaining the reason, purpose, and
accompanying state. For example:

Example 8: FHY 22 ANHAE IRTEER M 22 K171 H,
b T ARACI 8], dh 3 22 R AR BRI AT 5
JEENTERE b, b nis R 7ETE ik H .

Translation: Wiping the tears from her face, my

wife passed the entrance to her father’s rice shop.
She stood there a long time watching the
silhouette of her father’s face reflected on the
wall by the kerosene lamp. She knew that he
was checking the accounts. After standing there
for a while, lost in her tears, she left.

3.2 Theme Structure in Third Person Dialogue
Novels

The selected content of this article is the sixth
chapter of the novel Chronicle of a Blood Merchant
and its English translation. The changes in its
thematic structure are summarized as follows.

The number of 23
sentences in original

text

The number of 13

sentences with
unchanged thematic
structure

The number of 10
sentences with
changed thematic
structure

Through Contrastive Analysis, it was found that
there are changes in the thematic structure of the
clauses in the dialogue content, which can be
classified as follows:

(1) The theme of the general interrogative

sentence in the original text is a personal
pronoun, but in English, the theme changes to a
modal verb or auxiliary verb. For example:

Example 9: ¥F £ =2Ut: “VF =M, MRAKHLME—
TRAKT, BDABATE. 7

Translation: Xu Yulan said: “Will you help me
move the trunk? I can’t move it by myself.”

(2) In the original text, the initiator of the action
is often placed at the beginning of the sentence,
with the agent or speaker placed in front of
sentence. However, in English, the action is
placed at the beginning of the sentence to
emphasize it. For example:

Example 10: ¥F = WG EBER L, 9 L RIZEAE 58
T b, REEEER: =0, KEERAK
T, R bz —i, XRRE, XKk, Xk
KAR, ARFAEIC K LR, 7

Translation: Xu Sanguan sat back in a rattan
chair, his feet resting on a stool. Xu Yulan
approached him and said, “Xu Sanguan, we're
running out of rice. There’s just enough for
tonight. Here are the grain coupons, the money,
and the rice sack. Go down to the store and buy
some rice.”

(3) In the original text, sometimes clauses are
used to indicate time, and explicit time
conjunctions or adverbs are omitted. When
translating into English, it is necessary to
flexibly use time adverbial clauses and other
phrases as the theme in conjunction with the
context. For example:

Example 11: ¥F =W ii: “FAEEEIOK, TIE
M2 FH A T, RIS E A2, 7

Translation: Xu Sanguan said, “I'm not going to
buy the rice. I'm not going to do anything
around here anymore. As soon as I come home,
all I'm going to do is sit back and enjoy myself.”

(4) In the original text, in order to highlight the
central character of the topic, it is usually placed
at the beginning of the sentence. However, in
English, both parties know the object of
discussion. To avoid repetition, highlight new
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information, and make the context closely
connected, the subject can be omitted and
imperative sentences can be used.

Example 13: VF =Mi: “4LANE—E )T, Btk
T

Translation: Xu Sanguan said, “Then get fifty”
Example 14: “JRREEFL —+ T )T, 7
Translation: “Try twenty- five”

By contrasting the thematic structures
of the clauses in these two chapters of Chinese
novels and their translations, it can be
concluded that nearly half of the thematic
structures have been consistently retained.
However, in order to ensure the translation
more fluent and coherent, the translator has
adjusted the thematic structures of some
sentences. In addition, both chapters have
changes in the structural states of the theme,
such as “preposing action”, “preposing
adverbial clause”, and “it/here as theme”.

4. Conclusion

The study of thematic analysis in the
translation of narrative novels shows that more
than half of the sentence undergo thematic
structures in translation process. In short, in
order to achieve formal and content equivalence
between the original work and the translated
version, the translator has split the Chinese
paragraphs. Although most of them retain the
language form of the original Chinese text,
adjustments have been made to a few thematic
structures, which may be related to the narrative
angles of different people. This article analyzes
two styles of novels with different narrative
perspectives. Due to their different narrative
forms, their thematic structures undergo
significant changes, which can be classified as
follows:

(1) To improve the logic of the translation,
add temporal adverbial clauses;

(2) The adjective phrases, adverb phrases,
prepositions, etc. are advanced to the
beginning of the translated sentence as

the theme;

(3) To ensure the completeness of the
translation, adjust the textual structure
using sentence patterns such as “there
be” or “it”;

(4) The organizational form of words is
completely changed or reorganized in
English sentences;

5) Place the agent after the action in the
g
translation to explain the reason,
purpose, and accompanying state, etc;

(6) In the English translation, the change in
subordinate structure expression leads
to a change of the theme;

(7) Other types of thematic structural
changes, such as thematic changes in
interrogatives.

Based on Contrastive Analysis of texts, there are
two main factors that affect the changes in the
thematic structure of narrative novel translation:
(1) Due to the different expression habits of the
two languages, the different choices of themes,
the different starting points of narration, and the
different meanings and information centers to
be conveyed; (2) It is necessary to balance the
correct communication of the original
information and the coherence and cohesion of
the organization of the article. Therefore, the
translator’s choice of translation strategy is
crucial. When translating Chinese novels into
English, the translator should try to preserve the
thematic structure of the original text as much as
possible without affecting the communicative
meaning of the original text. But if the thematic
structure is not changed, it will affect the
understanding of the meaning of the original
text, and then it is necessary to adjust the
thematic structure.
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