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Abstract

As the earliest collection of poems in China, The Book of Songs contains rich agricultural
cultural information, among which the records of farming tools are of great significance
for studying the agricultural development in the Zhou Dynasty. With the overseas
dissemination of The Book of Songs, the translation of the names of its farming tools has
become an important subject in cross-cultural research. Based on the established corpus
of The Book of Songs, this paper conducts a specific analysis of the translations of farming
tools in multiple vernacular Chinese versions and English versions. The study finds that
existing translations have problems such as confusion in the evolution of tool ages,
neglect of differences in utensil shapes, and lack of culturally specific connotations. To
address these issues, this paper proposes that vernacular Chinese translations can adopt
the method of “original character + annotation” or free translation that takes both
function and shape into account; English translations can combine transliteration with
functional description or use words that reflect their characteristics. These approaches
aim to more accurately convey the cultural connotations of farming tools in The Book of
Songs, providing a reference for the translation research and international
dissemination of farming tools in The Book of Songs. The research provides empirical
evidence for the accurate translation of farming tool names in The Book of Songs,
promotes the cross-cultural communication of pre-Qin agricultural culture, and
establishes a methodological reference for the translation practice of ancient Chinese
scientific and technological terms.
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1. Introduction

As the earliest collection of poetry in China, The Book of Songs not only has literary value, but
also contains rich agricultural cultural information, records the farming tools of the Zhou
Dynasty, and has popular science value. With the overseas spread of The Book of Songs, how to
accurately translate the names of farm tools has become an important issue in cross-cultural
research. This paper reviews the research on the vernacular translation and English translation
of farming tools in The Book of Songs in recent years, sorts out the problems existing in its
translation, and puts forward solutions, in order to provide reference for the current translation
research of farming tools.

2. Literature Overview

As an encyclopedia of ancient Chinese agricultural society, The Book of Songs contains farming
culture, which is an important window to understand the agricultural development in the pre-
Qin period. The purpose of this literature review is to sort out the achievements of predecessors
in the study of farming tools in The Book of Songs in recent years, analyze the shortcomings of
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existing research, and then clarify the research value and innovation points of the new paper in
this field.

Xu Wenjing and Fang Ming analyzed the shape and function of farm tools in The Book of Songs,
and interpreted farm tools from the perspective of agricultural culture, and explained the
connotation of agricultural culture contained in them from two aspects of material culture and
institutional culture [1]. Li Linying divided agricultural production tools into land preparation,
harvesting, warehousing and transportation, and divided agricultural production behavior into
three categories related to land preparation, planting and collection, and discussed its
horizontal semantic relationship. Through the statistics of its occurrence in The Book of Songs,
it is concluded that the agricultural production tools at that time reached a certain level,
warehousing plays an important role in agricultural activities, and relatively complete
agricultural production behavior promoted the development of agriculture [2]. Chen Chaoxian
introduced the cutting tools, soil digging tools, weeding tools, harvesting tools, storage tools,
agricultural transportation tools and labor protection tools in The Book of Songs one by one [3].
Starting from the differences of previous people, Li Xinyu analyzed the name, function,
characteristics and application scope of agricultural tools [4]. Xia Tong found that the three
methods of literal translation, free translation and transliteration with annotation are suitable
for the English translation of agricultural tools [5]. Although these documents have played an
indispensable role in the classification and summary of farming tools in The Book of Songs, and
also provided strong literature support for the study of farming tools in the Zhou Dynasty, there
is still a lack of research on the English translation and vernacular translation of farming tools
in The Book of Songs.

Based on the 11 translations, this paper establishes a corpus of The Book of Songs, which helps
later scholars to understand the English translation and vernacular translation of farming tools
in The Book of Songs more comprehensively, clearly and concisely, and promotes the
international exchange and dissemination of The Book of Songs. It also provides an important
basis for the preservation and change of farming tools in the Zhou Dynasty.

3. A Specific Analysis of the Translation of Farming Tools in The Book of
Songs

“¥f” appeared five times in The Book of Songs, respectively, “=2 HT#H, M Hz8hE. "PIF
BAR, MR R RS MR, B . R Z R, MEFIE". In the corpus, the

vernacular and English translations are found as follows :

Table 1. Vernacular Chinese versions and English versions of # Across Different Corpus

WoERE | REEE | N R et
=ZAT
i, 112 R A Tt A I
et
| ERRIES gl ! A TR L
B | AL i i R | AR
PR
g | s A% 3% TR 3
| amie A% 2% KA | BRI
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Bernhard | Arthur Zhao
Karlgren Waley Stephen Owen Legge Yanchun Xu Yuanchong
=ZH7T No farmi N di
#, WUz H | plough plough corresponding plough arming o cofresponding
" . tool translation
z5 translation
s No .
DIFCERR, - - -
| e | o | comospondng | Pt | plowh | Mo componing
P translation
G HAR, plough-
R B ploughs shares plowshares shares plough plough
No
EFiE Liang s very corresponding L?ang sze The Keen Hymn_of
Sharp . Plough Thanksgiving
translation
2R, No
R ploughs shares corresponding shares plough plough-shares
H translation

It can be seen from the chart that, except for the untranslated part, “#7” is translated into “Z"“Z!

S« EL” in the vernacular translation, and plow, share, plow-share and farming tool in the
English translation. “4f” is an important agricultural production tool in ancient China during
the Western Zhou Dynasty. It was first seen in Shi Jing - Minor Odes - Da Tian (The Large Fields)
and other chapters. VAFE 2 _Fuii fiAHRIY K, LLR 2 R w4 7J I FE [6]. The original K was a
two-toothed earth-excavating agricultural tool and was made of tree weights, and later
developed into a bronze . There is a bronze & of the Western Zhou Dynasty in the Shanghai
Museum, which is 16.8 centimeters long and 6.8 centimeters in pitch. The shape is like a branch,
a flat tooth, and a square hole [7]. According to the record of Shuo Wen Jie Zi: “¥5, . ”[8].
It is a shovel-shaped device made of wood or bronze, which is installed at the front end of “R”

(F#4) for turning soil and sowing. It belongs to the human-operated Leisi composite tool
system, which is essentially different from the “Z%” in the later cattle farming era. In the Western
Zhou Dynasty, there was no mature animal ploughing technology, so the core function of “ff”
was manual ploughing, rather than “Z%” relying on livestock traction. The ploughing technology
of “AY” was popularized after the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period.In
the Western Zhou Dynasty, “Z%” was not a plough, which confused the evolution history of tools,
so it was not advisable to translate it into “Z%”. “ZA%3L” has the same problem, and “Z!3k” is
attached to the plow, while “#i” can be used independently as the soil-breaking part of “R#h".
Although the definition of farm tools is accurate, it is too general and loses the cultural
information of “#” as a specific form of farm tools, which cannot reflect its historical
uniqueness. Plough corresponds to the core tool of Western agricultural culture. Similar to the
era error of “ZY”, the animal traction mode of Western plough is completely different from the
human operation of “¥”. Share refers to “Z.#£” (the soil-breaking part of the Z!), which is still
based on “Z!”, and share is a metal ploughshare, which is significantly different from the
material and shape of the wooden bronze #i in the Western Zhou Dynasty. “Plough-share”
emphasizes the function of components, and its essence is still “Z.#£”, which is not separated
from the conceptual framework of “Z%” and cannot correspond to the Leisi system. Farming tool,
similar to the vernacular “f& H.”, lacks cultural specificity and is difficult to convey the
characteristics of farming tools in The Book of Songs era.
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Vernacular translation can be translated into #5 (E#) + annotation, directly retaining the
word “#5” and adding annotations (such as ancient earth-moving agricultural tools, similar to
shovels, installed on 3 for use ), which not only avoids translation errors, but also retains the
original terminology. If free translation is necessary, it can be translated into “F -4, taking
into account both function and shape. The English translation can be translated as leisi (K#R)
+ a spade-like soil-turning tool in ancient China. Transliteration leisi is used to retain cultural
symbols, supplemented by functional description (shovel-like earth-moving tool). If it needs to
be integrated into the English farming tool system, it can be translated as a primitive spade for
tilling, emphasizing its early stage with primitive, and spade is close to its shovel shape to avoid
the misleading of the plough series.

Table 2. Vernacular Chinese versions and English versions of £# Across Different Corpus

B MR PR IEVE VFIH HR Y fth B AP
AN, REJDERER | JoR RS il KA Yig ! PV IIVAZ 'S
RN, RS | O NS % & A & A Tk S
e, AT | JoR RS il =k =k Tk RS
Bernhard Arthur Stephen Owen Legge Zhao Xu
Karlgren Waley p 88 Yanchun Yuanchong
AN No corresponding spade,
5 JhER spade spade translation spud spud spud
AN No corresponding spade,
3 Th 4R hoe hoe translation hoe spud hoe
Ay, No corresponding
AR hoe hoe translation hoe hoes hoe

“£%” appeared once in The Book of Songs, that is “fyE AN, & JHEEE, AW “H”
appeared twice in The Book of Songs, namely, “tnFAx N, & 54, EMEEIL” and A
2, FERE, DIggsEEy,

By looking up the corpus, it can be seen that “£%” is translated into “8lJ” and “4% " in vernacular
Chinese. “#” is translated into “#"“#"“8)k"“4& H” in vernacular Chinese. In the English
version, “#%” is translated as spade and spud. “#§” is translated as hoe , or “£%” is translated
as spade, spud and so on. Chen Gong (To the Officers of Agriculture) said that “J% J54&5, 4N
Y, . According to Shuowen Jiezi,tk, ¥k, HHZS. [8]"Ek (F°) EATEARILEN, 7]
M, BANREE, XTHERTH. 2T (gD , WEEREXR, 7TTHE%. (AREF
FKAEHY - “#FE (W) R, 8757, 7. Gao You note said : “blade width six inches”. The
direction of force is different from that of £% %% is forward force, that is, push ; # is backward
usage, namely pull. These determine the difference in the location of their attire. From the
handed down and archaeological excavations of the bronze shovel, the shovel body is generally
rectangular with shoulders and heads, and the handle kettle hole is at the head of the middle of
the top of the shovel, with vertical down. The blade of the hoe is wide, the body is close to the
square, and the upper plane of the hoe without shoulder is perforated to insert the hoe handle
horizontally. There are also differences in the parts of the handle between the hoe handle and
the hoe body, which is in line with their respective force directions.

% refers to the small shovel-type farm tools in the Western Zhou Dynasty, which are suitable
for the inter-tillage of weeding in the furrow field. When used, the handles are held in both
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hands and pushed horizontally from the inside of the Huai. Erya Shi Qi: Explaining UtensilsBo
recorded that “#, #jth. [9]” From the unearthed cultural relics, “#” is a bronze flake tool
with a slightly curved blade and a long handle, which is used for hoeing and crushing soil. The
shape is closer to the later “8}j3k”, but the blade of the early “#” is narrower and more suitable
for fine farming, forming a tool combination with the wide-edged shovel of “£k”. The “#l)” was
designed as a long-handled weeding tool after the Tang and Song Dynasties. The “8l}” in the
Western Zhou Dynasty was short-handled and focused on shoveling soil, with significant
differences in shape. The “4& E.” cannot reflect the characteristics of the specific shovel-shaped
farm tools in The Book of Songs. At the English translation level, spade corresponds to the
Western shovel-like tool (wide blade). Spade usually refers to the long-handled shovel, which
is suitable for digging soil, and does not fully match the short-handled weeding function of “£%”.
Spud, especially a small digging tool, refers to potato diggers in English, with specific crop
associations, which weakens the universality of “£%”. In the vernacular translation of “##”,
shovel emphasizes that the digging function of the tool is characterized by deep digging with
straight edges, while the arc edge of “#§” is more suitable for digging and breaking soil. “8lj /)
3k”, close to the tool cognition of later generations. Similarly, the long-handle shape of “#})” has
not been popularized in the Western Zhou Dynasty, and there is an era error. The “& E” are
safe, but lack of cultural specificity. Hoe , corresponding to Western hoe tools (curved blade).
In English, hoe usually refers to a long-handled hoe, which is inconsistent with the possible
short-handled shape of “#4” in the Western Zhou Dynasty (it needs to be restored in
combination with the length of archaeological handle). The translation of “£¢%” into spade,
spud, “£%” as shovel and “44” as hoe is easy to cause ambiguity of tool type.

The reasonable translation of “%&” in vernacular Chinese is preferred to “k (%") ” +
annotation, and the original word is retained and the annotation “\FACEARTIRA H, T
HFA+” is added, which not only respects the original terminology, but also supplements the
functional description. The second choice is “FA 1%*”, which is defined by function + shape to
avoid the misleading of “4)”. The reasonable English translation of “£%” qian (transliteration) +
" ashort-handled spade for weeding " is preferred. Transliteration retains cultural symbols, and
functional description (short-handled spade) corrects the long-handled deviation of spade. The
second choice is weed-spade, and the compound word emphasizes the weeding function and
is close to the use scenario of “4%”. In the reasonable translation of “#i”, the vernacular
preferred “# () ” + annotation, retaining the original word and stating that “ {5 /X3IE 7]
ek B, HT#L”, which is distinguished from the long handle hoe of later generations. The
second selection was “F )", which was defined by function, highlighting its division of labor
with “E&” (“£%” weeding, “#” broken soil ). English preferred bo## + a curved-blade hoe for soil-
breaking, that is, transliteration + functional description (curved blade hoe), to correct the
possible shape error of hoe . The second choice is soil-breaker, which weakens the form of tools
and avoids the cognitive interference of Western farm tools system by functional translation.
When “:%%"is mentioned together, it is suggested to translate it into jiank and bo#§ ancient
spade and hoe), emphasizing the times withancient, and adding functional free translation in
brackets, which not only reflects the combination of tools, but also retains their respective
characteristics. When there is no fully corresponding ancient Chinese farm tools in the Western
farm tool system, the principle of functional description and morphological correspondence is
adopted. For example, “£%” does not pursue the complete consistency with the shape of spade,
but emphasizes the functional matching of weeding.
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Table 3. Vernacular Chinese versions and English versions of 42 ¥ Across Different Corpus

W /N 1 TR S 4R ML ES HR Y B A
AR L ToXS NS i i 9| W) Te Nt PR
Bernhard Arthur Stephen Owen Leooe Zhao Xu
Karlgren Waley P 88 Yanchun | Yuanchong
M sickle sickleand | No corresp(?ndlng sickle sickle Sickle
scythe translation

They only appeared once in The Book of Songs, that is, “fi AN, & JhE#, AW Y”. By
consulting the corpus, it can be seen that “42 % is translated into “%§”“%it 7J”, and the English
translation is “sickle”, “sickle and scythe”. In Shuowen Jiezi, “#, FRMIEN . [8]". “&is a
tool used to harvest crop ears. In the early stage, “#%"was not perforated. Later, in order to
facilitate the use of grip, two-hole tethering was worn on Zhi. After the development of the
bronze smelting industry, a variety of forms of Zhi have been developed, such as double-hole
stone knife-shaped copper Zhi, double-hole shell-shaped copper Zhi, wood-backed copper Zhi,
and bone-backed copper Zhi. There are also differences in their morphological use. For example,
in 1953, a copper nephew of the Western Zhou Dynasty was unearthed in Hong 'an County,
Hubei Province. The original double-hole copper knife was flat and slightly rectangular, with a
long side as a blade and a long side as a back slightly thick. There are two holes in the middle of
the back, with a length of 6 and a width of 3.5 cm [10]. “X”as a noun in The Book of Songs,
meaning “X|”, , refers to the harvesting tool. Erya Shi Qi (Explaining Utensils):“N|, .

[11]”. The pre-Qin bronze sickles that have been unearthed are mainly divided into two
categories : non-porous sickles and porous sickles [10]. The“ " should be a long-handled sickle
with a long blade, which is used to harvest the stem of the crop. The shape is closer to the
common sickle of later generations, which is complementary to the short-blade picking
function of “42”. In the Western Zhou Dynasty, “3” may be stone or bronze, with a stem length
of about 1.5 meters, which is convenient for standing and harvesting. “4 %" is translated as “¥j
/#it7]”, which confuses tool differences. “4£” is a short-blade snapping tool, and “*X” is a long-
stem cutting tool. The combined translation of sickle blurs the division of labor between the
two in the harvesting process. Sickle corresponds to a short stalk (such as Zhi), but ignores the
long stalk feature of “¥.”. Sickle usually refers to a short stalk (stalk length less than 30cm),
which conflicts with the long stalk (1.5m) of “3.”. Sickle and scythe distinguishes between short

sickle and long sickle, but scythe specifically refers to the long-stalked big sickle in English.

The preferred scheme for the vernacular translation of “£ 3" is “48 (fifJ]) ¥ (KW ”
+ annotation, retaining the original word and attaching a functional description : Zhi is a short-
edged ear picking tool, Ai is along handle cutting stem sickle, which is used in combination with
agriculture in the Western Zhou Dynasty, which not only respects the literature terminology,
but also clarifies the division of labor through the definition of brackets. The second option is
“¥i #E Bk 5 #I ZX 8k, which is translated in function + form, highlighting the picking ear
characteristics of “#” (different from the cutting stem of ordinary sickle), and strengthening
the details of agricultural technology. The preferred scheme for English translation
optimization is “zhi % (ear-picking sickle) and ai ¥ (long-handled reaper)”.Transliteration
retains the cultural symbols of the original words, and functional translation is added in
brackets : ear-picking sickle accurately corresponds to the ear picking function of “#2”, which
is different from the stem cutting function of ordinary sickle. Long-handled reaper emphasizes
the grain harvesting scene with reaper and corrects the forage harvesting association of scythe.
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The second option is “the zhi-ai%% ¥ set : short sickle for ears and long blade for stems”. Treating
“#£ " as a tool combination and explaining the division of labor with a colon clause is suitable
for the context of emphasizing the agricultural technology system. When “#2 %" needs to be
translated in parallel with “£%#4”, such as the parallelism of the original agricultural tools, it is
recommended to use “zhi¥£ai ¥ (ancient ear-picker and reaper)”, use “ancient” to emphasize
the times, and form a tool chain corresponding to “spade and hoe” of “£:4#4” through “ear-picker”
and “reaper”, so as to maintain the systematic translation of the terminology of agricultural
tools in The Book of Songs.

Table 4. Vernacular Chinese versions and English versions of 7 Across Different Corpus

W /N R 1E FEAR v VFIH i NG gy
Wigh e HEA AR %3k %3k ExmiEr | Ak | ExmiE
A, FUHhz 75k 75k S 7 TR S
A K, BT 7k 7k TS NS 7k 7
s (bR 75 75 PRI INAL S 75 PRSI AL
RER 7, BRI AT ik 7 73k ToX B S ik 75 ToRF NS
MR, LIk s %3k T BB 5L e | ramiEy
RER 7, B IR Bk ik 7 73k PRI INAZSE ik 75 PRI INAZS'E
Ay 2 HEF AN v 75k 75k #r 7k #T
Bernhard Arthur Wale Stephen Owen | Legge | Zhao Yanchun Xu Yuanchon
Karlgren y p 88 8
B 2 42 No o
HE 28 Ao axe axe corresponding axe axe corresponding
translation translation
B, 7 axe axe corresl\;)(c))nding axe axe axe
M HE S
LAz translation
fe = No No
PEEE?;;% = axe chopper corresponding axe Cut and chop corresponding
! translation translation
No No
W () fu axe corresponding foo axe corresponding
translation translation
MR, X No No
e axe corresponding axe axe corresponding axe
translation translation
W, X No No
e axe axe corresponding axe axe corresponding
translation translation
BERRE, No No
ek axe axe corresponding axe axe corresponding
translation translation
£l tnfa? HE No
PSS axe axe ax axe axe corresponding
translation

“#" appeared 8 times in The Book of Songs. According to the corpus, “7" is translated into “7
sk /7F /7% /i7" in vernacular Chinese ; it is translated into English as “axe / chopper” or “fu
/ foo” according to Pinyin. In The Book of Songs, “7%” is more used for farming and logging, so
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“3% /753 /71" is semantic, simple and clear ; it was translated as “/i%7"” when used in war,
which is also in line with the original meaning. “axe” corresponds to the general name of “73k”,
which is in line with the positioning of most “#:k” in The Book of Songs as production tools
(such as cutting mulberry branches and wood), and the reader's understanding cost is low.
However, it is impossible to distinguish the shape differences between the “7” and the
“J7”(square hole axe), and it lacks the cultural specificity of the details of ancient Chinese
artifacts. “chopper” focuses on the action attribute of cutting tools, which is more in line with
the main functions of “7” in The Book of Songs (cutting branches and logging). For example, in
the scene of “lop the far boughs”( cutting far branches ),”chopper” emphasizes the practicability
of tools more than “axe”.

In an English context, “chopper” refers more specifically to a short-handled chopping axe or
machete, which differs from the form of long-handled axes (such as “7 ") that may have
existed in The Book of Songs. “fu/foo” fully retains the Chinese phonetic symbols, in accordance
with the “alienation translation” strategy. When taken out of context, English readers cannot
associate the specific form of an “7:k” with its pronunciation. In a vernacular translation, it
can be rendered directly as“ 7 ”. This single-character, literal translation maintains the
morphological correspondence with the original text and aligns with the faithfulness principle
of the Faithfulness, Elegance, and Clarity criteria for translating classical texts, making it
suitable for both academic and popular translations. If it is necessary to distinguish the type of
tool, a footnote can be added stating, “It refers to a logging axe” or “Its form is similar to that of
a giang”. In English, it can be translated as “axe” followed by a contextual qualifier, such as
“felling axe” or “battle-axe”. “;i” is translated as “giang (square-hole axes)”, which uses the
general translation “axe” while annotating the specific design with the pinyin “qiang”, balancing
readability with cultural fidelity.

4. Conclusion

In summary, by establishing a corpus comprising 11 translations, this study systematically
examined the current state of vernacular Chinese and English translations for the names of core
agricultural tools in The Book of Songs, including “¥8”, “£%”, “#4”, “#2”, “X”, and “7=”. The analysis
reveals common issues found in current translations. This study not only provides specific
correction proposals for the accurate translation of agricultural tool names in The Book of Songs,
thereby promoting the cross-cultural dissemination of their agricultural cultural connotations,
but also offers methodological insights for the translation of proper nouns in the history of
ancient Chinese science and technology, as well as practical correction proposals for the
translation of agricultural tools in The Book of Songs. Future research could further integrate
new archaeological discoveries to deepen the examination of the tools’ design details and
expand to comparative analyses of translations in more languages, with the aim of establishing
a more comprehensive translation system for ancient Chinese agricultural tool terminology.
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