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Translation Strategies of Instructional Text
—Taking Murder Your Darlings and Other Gentle Writing

Advice from Aristotle to Zinsser as an Example

KE Li
Guangdong Polytechnic, Foshan, China

With the popularity of English learning in the world, the demand for instructional materials is increasing, and
how to accurately convey the information of these texts to English-learners and provide the learners with an
effective learning experience has become a major problem. Therefore, the role of the translator is crucial. It is
found that that translators should make linguistic choices based on the text functions and target readers’
expectations, and flexibly adopt the translation strategies, such as addition, conversion, and cohesion to convey
the intention of the source author and generate the source context accurately and appropriately. Applying relevant
theories to the analysis of translation cases, the paper tentatively puts forward solutions to the problems
encountered in the E-C translation of chapter one of Murder Your Darlings and Other Gentle Writing Advice
from Aristotle to Zinsser. Hopefully, it could provide a reference for other translators working on instructional

texts.
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Introduction

Due to the surge of interest in learning English, books of English language skills have attracted people’s
attention, of which English writing is one of the most popular. As a famous American writing coach, devoted to
creating a nation of writers, Roy Peter Clark has provided much precious advice and gained fame around the
world. His new book, Murder Your Darlings and Other Gentle Writing Advice from Aristotle to Zinsser,

published in 2020, is an effective writing tool with no doubts.

Characteristics of the Source Text

Clark’s book was mainly written for educational purpose, attempting to provide useful and inspirational
writing guide to English learners at mid- and advanced levels, including ESL (English as a second language)
learners.

This book is aimed at transmitting the appropriate information about writing skills to English learners, so
that their learning, especially of writing, could be more effective. Apart from Clark’s own writing experience,

this book also contains a variety of advice from other writing experts and coaches. On the whole, the translation
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material is an instructional text, featuring two distinct modes of expression—narrative writing and expressive
writing.
Narrative Writing

The first expression mode is narrative writing, which is to convey Peter Clark’s personal experience as a
writer. For this part, the language is diversified with many colloquial words and informal expressions.

At the lexical level, this part presents many oral expressions being used in personal anecdotes. Besides,
some are culture-loaded and need to be reproduced in the target language based on both English context and
Chinese expression. At the syntactic level, it mainly appears to be short sentences where cohesion should be the
priority in the translation, and such rhetoric as metaphor and hyperbole are more often shown in this part.

Taken all together, the expression of this part is more flexible.

Explanatory Writing

The second expression mode in this book is explanatory writing. For this part, large quantity of lines is
created for analysis which involve example illustration and advice list, thus challenges remain during the
translation, such as difficulties in gaining sufficient background information and expressing in a concise
manner but to the point.

Therefore, the explanatory writing plays a role as informative texts. At the lexical level, this part displays
many literary terms and expressions, which requires the translator to acquire relevant knowledge to guarantee
the accuracy of the translation. At the syntactic level, there are some long and difficult sentences with strict
logic. Hu Ni and Li Xiaolu (2020) put forward that these sentences in the informative text increase the
difficulty in understanding and translation, although the meaning of the original text could be more precise with
objective and logical expression.

In addition, fluency is another one highlighted during the translation. At the textual level, given that
different writing books and professional writers are introduced, the text is written at one stretch for each chapter.

Therefore, coherence and cohesion should be emphasized in translation.

Case Analysis

The translation of the first chapter (over 8,000 words) of Murder Your Darlings and Other Gentle Writing
Advice from Aristotle to Zinsser from English into Chinese is a complex process that contains appropriate
adaptations according to the ST-context, different expression habits and thinking patterns between English and
Chinese readers. In this chapter, the author will elaborate the corresponding translation strategies based on case

studies at lexical, syntactic and textual levels.

Target-reader Investigation

In order to know the acceptability of the translation, a questionnaire survey (see appendix) with some
typical examples was conducted online among four different universities in China. Respondents were selected
from English learners.

For this research, 115 questionnaires were distributed, and 115 valid answers were received. In the second
part of this questionnaire, each question consists of two translation versions, among which option A is more

informal and option B more formal. After analyzing the results of this survey, the author found that the
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respondents gravitate toward the option A in seven questions for the second part, while for another 3 questions,
including Q2, Q4 and Q8, the respondents choose the second option with the concision and “relatively formal”
(accounting for 47.83% in appendix) considered.

According to the first part of the questionnaire, it is found that 68.7% of respondents are looking forward
to acquiring practical writing skills from the writing-guide books, and over one half prefer relatively formal
language, while only 7.83% don’t care about the style. Based on data from first part of the survey, the author
realized that the respondents have high expectations for acquiring knowledge and information in instructional
text featuring with relatively formal language.

As for the second part (concerning diction and syntax of specific cases), to words’ diction, data collected
in the questionnaire indicates that the version with concise and popular expressions is more favored, such as Q2.
In handling narrative part of ST, translators are supposed to keep the author’s writing styles. As is shown in the
data of Q3 and QS5 respectively, 53.91% of respondents choose the option A with colloquial expressions and
40.87% think the option A more acceptable in terms of its vivid description. Based on these data, the author
found that the target readers prefer colloquial expressions or even humorous words in the instructional text. In
handling long and complex sentences, translators should use simple, direct and clear expressions which are
easily accepted by the readers as is shown QIl, and 29.57% think both versions are acceptable for the
conciseness. However, comparing two options, the author realized that option A is more likely to be favored for

the greater readability of straightforward expressions.

Case Studies

According to Nord’s translation theory, functionality and loyalty are the cornerstones. Considering the
functionality of the ST, the author has given priority to the realization of its referential function in the TT, so
the integrity of information is the main criterion of the translation evaluation. In addition, since the ST is an
instructional text, it is not only required to convey the original information accurately, but also to retain its
fluency and readability.

Besides, according to the survey findings, the author has revised the translation accordingly by adopting
translation strategies at different linguistic levels, including lexical level, syntactic level and textual level,
which is elaborated respectively with case analysis in the following sections.

Analysis at lexical level

Example (1)

Source Text: In examining my first draft, I loved everything I had written. What was I to do?
A voice with a British accent invaded my thoughts: “Murder your darlings.” So that’s what I
did. I murdered my mother. (Clark, 2020, p. 22)

Target Text: i [#FIRRNF, X — VIR E. 3 TRIZMEEA A7 A PE R IAL I
TR BIERIR TR E . 3 TRE CREERNT .

Analysis: The word “murder” appeared twice here. The literal meaning of “murder” in Chinese is “f:7%”.
Apparently, this word cannot be translated literally, or the translation will appear confusing and impenetrable
with heavy translationese. Therefore, the word should be further extended from its basic meaning according to

the context, being loyal to the original text and conforming to the habits of target readers. With this in mind, the
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translator rendered “murder your darlings™ as “ZJfi# %2 instead of “UE 74 %>, which matches the contextual
meaning that the writer should cut his beloved words when it comes to writing. As for the second, the original
author said he abandoned the part of talking about his mother in his draft. In view of the Reception Theory and

ER]

Nord’s ideas of “function plus loyalty”, the translator rendered the second “murder” as “5 % so as to coincide
with reading habits.
Example (2)
Source Text: There were problems he could not identify and solutions he could not remember
and re-create. That, my friends, is the vulnerability that all apprentices feel—and some
masters, as well. (Clark, 2020, p. 28)
Target Text: fi3H [ 5 C AN E SR 74 BrATCER R, 707%
AR R AL BT 22 DL BRI B OO ibRic . IR, X ]2 B A A LA
) i ——— e R 5 BE A1
Analysis: This paragraph writes about an exercise at the beginning of a seminar which demonstrates an easy
atmosphere and shows the author’s sense of humor. In the ST, it seems like a dialogue with the readers as the
sentence begins with “my friends”. Besides, “apprentice” is contrary to the word “master”. According to the
findings of the questionnaire, the target readers choose the colloquial version for its attractiveness. Therefore, the
author translated “apprentice” into “Bffi )L, echoing the translation of “KJii”, so as to assure the readability
and maintain the fun of the TT.
Analysis at syntactic level
Example (3)
Source Text: Writing may look like magic in the hands of an author such as John McPhee, but
Bill Howarth reveals that the magic is not magic at all, but the product of a process—elaborate,
yes, but one that can be learned. (Clark, 2020, p. 18)
Target Text: {EZ£)5 » &7 JE (John McPhee) XRIEXME T, SEUFLLABEAR —M.
K « 2R (Bill Howarth) WAy, XAMBERT AME BRI HAESR, ElRAEE
AR DT Lo 3 B AR HEAR BX o
Analysis: This addition belongs to semantic addition. In ST, the author holds that writing is not a magical
creation but an elaborate process of learning. Two words of “magic” are included in this sentence—*the magic is
not magic at all”, which are totally different in contextual meaning. The former refers to an elaborate process for
trick while the latter is a sheer fabrication out of nothing. Therefore, the author added “JcH 4™, so that the
target readers can acquire the underlying message of the original text more accurately.
Example (4)
Source Text: Writing Well is a composition textbook written by a poet. The advantage of that
is a deeper appreciation for the individual word and families of words. It’s as if a word has a
door and you are invited to step inside. (Clark, 2020, p. 32)
Target Text: (S{EFRFE) & AR NRBIEM R, HAFSETAEE X AR A
HAABERNE . — MG, ZBAN, TA—H AR
Analysis: When the author reads through this sentence, it is noticed that “step inside” remains as a challenge

to expressing the information completely. What it means here is that this book is written by a poet who is able to
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provide more profound insights in terms of the word. The ST says that each word has a door await the reader to
explore. But it seems like the sentence does not come to an end in the target language when the sentence is
rendered into “373# A\ A according the original words. On the contrary, the target readers may feel bewildered.
Therefore, the author added “J7 A] —#£ 7T % to make the expression sound more complete.
Analysis at textual level
Example (5)
Source Text: I calculated that I could deliver about 2,000 words in 15 minutes. By early May
I had a first draft. It spread to 8,000 words. I did the math. I had prepared a speech that would
take at least an hour to read. (Clark, 2020, p. 22)
Target Text: &L, 15BN REE20000 24 IR T LAV, BIER T — KR
VRV 80003, H—F, BAH /DA REETE.
Analysis: In the ST, the translator uses the cohesive device “reference”. It is an important device to embody
cohesion, which can make one language component correlate with another language component. This device is
divided into three types—personal reference, demonstrative reference, and comparative reference. The word “it”,
which is used to represent the word “draft” in the case sentence, belongs to personal reference, and can also be
translated into “draft”. In this example, the translator omitted the pronoun “it” and translated the sentence into
“VEVEIEPE80001 ] instead of “HIfH ZE{# 280001]”. Obviously, the latter is Chinglish which should not occur
in translation. In this way, target readers will have the similar reading experience as the original readers do, thus
the communicative function of the ST could be achieved with internal logic in the translation.
Example (6)
Source Text: Over the next hundred days, I thought of little else but that speech. Without
committing a word to paper or screen, I spent a month in bed, in the shower, over coffee, behind
the wheel, rehearsing the imagined text. (Clark, 2020: p. 22)
Target Text: £ FRI—H L RE, B 17XIpEY, ROBHAHBEAT. HERIFREE
AR bR ER LA, MARKR B R E EIER . JFER, 467 —A T,
S BB AR T B HERE A .

Analysis: In this case, the second sentence expresses an implicit logical relationship. Based upon the

ER]

observation, the sentence “without committing...” implies an adversative relation. The preceding sentence
introduces the original author’s worries of this speech, and the latter sentence makes description that he didn’t
commit a word to paper or screen but rehearsed the imagined text in his mind. As mentioned above, instrumental
translation concentrates on presenting a familiar target text to its readers, and Reception Theory requires
reader-oriented strategies in translation. According to the logical relationship, the translator added the linkage
word “HILIFEA...MMAE...”, so its explicit relationship was preserved. As a result, an understandable and

smooth text is made for the target readers, which echoes the referential function and loyalty principle in a way.

Conclusion

The research is based on the E-C translation of an excerpt from Murder Your Darlings and Other Gentle
Writing Advice from Aristotle to Zinsser and viewed from the perspectives of Nord’s Function plus Loyalty as

well as the Reception Theory. It is aimed at studying the strategies for the translation of instructional texts at
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lexical, syntactic and textual levels, supported by findings from a questionnaire with target readers. Firstly,
while studying the various strategies used in translation within this report, it can be found that the expression of
instructional texts have such features as flexible and varied vocabularies, concise and logical sentences as well
as coherent discourse. The findings could provide a reference for other translators working on instructional
texts. Secondly, it is believed that faithfulness must be seen as paramount in translating instructional texts and
the translator must adopt reader-oriented strategy in transferring what was found in the original, including
meaning, culture and the implied values to the target audience. Thirdly, the questionnaire results show that the
target readers are more likely to accept concise and straightforward expressions, although there are still some
relatively formal expressions in popularity according to the survey. In addition, some translation innovations
such as colloquial expression in the TT have been also approved by the respondents; this proves that the

attractiveness of the instructional texts is an important element in the acceptability of the translation.
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Appendix: Questionnaire

Bl ANIEAEHOS T IR SRR PRI S, A SRR EEGESEE RS EREN. ZAEH
B BRI RIS R BA R, AMEEH . IR E s b2, sk

—. RIESEE, EHAENER.
L. R NISE SR fR R P EE kA4 ?
A. THEEHTS (68.7%)
B. IG5 CFEM (13.91%)
C. SMEREF X (17.39%)
2. TEMAHSEESEfam BTN, RERTEF ARG ERR?
A, IRIET (33.91%)
B. WRTET (58.26%)
C. NEATET (7.83%)
3. AT PR E T RIBRE S 7
A, FEFIER (6.09%)
B. IExXX (33.91%)
C. WIE (47.83%)
D. Mt (12.17%)

N PN ESCH RG], EER, T AR TV R A SR T .
1A fEREGEEFAENE . ERET, HEL—ERMWE, BETHES, nRpRERES, BIREHEkR
(40.87%)
B. /EEERTEE RN HNE « BIRE TR, FBEMEAR T~ E—E TS, gt ss, Wit
TR (29.57%)
C. VL EPR RSO (29.57%)
2. A, TEZ)E « Z503F (John McPhee) XEAMERMET, SBEIFILARBA MK, /R « ZIRE (Bill Howarth) NN,
KR AMGEEIFE T AR, TR OHIERFY. aT LB R (24.35%)
TEZ)E « 250 3E (John McPhee) RXBMERMIET, SEFHARBA M. R « ZLKE (Bill Howarth) RIWAH,
IXFPBEAR AT AMGEEEIFE LR AT, E IR AR IR O B FARSREAER (55.65%)

®

C. LRI (20%)

A BIRK—BETE, RHBKREE 4, HAEmL, HEERRRRILEE (53.91%)
B. BIRE—BM, ROPBRES 4, HEFEQ, FEERJETHEE (33.91%)
C. VL EPRM RSO (12.17%)

4. A, G, XANERTEAT TG A 2RI RN R R i SRR TR B A AR, TR T TR A (8.7%)
B. M, EANFERIEN . ST A I R AN R S s SRR TR ST A v, REHERE T IIXAS (74.78%)
C. VL EPRME LT (16.52%)

5.A. RITAATT, XAREFTEEA ) LEBFER A8, —RIMHMESLEESt (40.87%)

B. WIMIAANT, ZXRFTE B TFAAAER RS, —SRIMt 2t (38.26%)
C. L EPRM RSO (20.87%)
6. A, BRIARESER —OARST R EBUE, (H Itk 5 ke N\ R-505 Sk TR SR 8 Bl (1 % T AT AP FE (56.52%)
B. BAAREER MR IR EHLE, Bitrets G0k TR B A REMNZ T —FEHEIE (24.35%)
C. VL EPRME SO (19.13%)
7. A, FEPE—FiArE M BUR B 1E XK FIRESE, b —FomiEmi e BAT ORI . a0 RARAE LR AT Sk 1 [R] IR
KE, LRI T (42.61%)
B. M EHE —FiRe & M B B AR RS PR BE, Forh —Fh o5 vE SR BAT SCRE o W R ARAELE A AT B R R R
%, W T (33.91%)
C. VL LEPIRM RSO (23.48%)
8. A, HEAMCARIEENAES), BAEUWRS: MBAIESENLT, 2 NKE (38.26%)
B. AR CAZMBEMES), BEUWMRI; MABARRESRIETEL, S ARE (39.13%)
C. L EPR RSO (22.61%)
9. A Q BTEM “hmiE” , WA “RiE” , REEFITERMNER — LS TRER “SCFERILT, SRR A

YETCIE HOMIIs (47.83%)
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B. Q BTEM “hmEk” , midE “uiE” , XIEFITER R EREATA 1 SCFEIL” AE IR, W E SR A E
Tt M (26.96%)

C. DL EPIF BRSO (25.22%)

10. A (58 4 SHZE) YR TR ZWIETE (AAR) KRICE, RECFAHITHEER . RERENSERTT.

RUE AP REERFERER: B RN EFRITES T (22.61%)

B. (& 4 SEZE) WRT/\BERIFLE (AAR) KRIOCE, XA THEER. RERENSERTS. W
RUE AP RBERFERER: BoRARNERTXER SRR FPHEE (47.83%)

C. L BB %2 (29.57%)



