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TRANSLATION OF REALIA IN THE WORKS OF L. TOLSTOY AND 

A. SOLZHENITSYN 

 

The article deals with the main features of realia in the works of Russian literature and ways 

of their faithful translation into English. The study is based on the literary texts of L.N. Tolstoy 

(«Two Hussars») and A.I. Solzhenitsyn («One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovych», «Matryona’s 

Home»).  It investigates the main ways of translation of realia and reveals the possible loss of 

culture-specific information in translation.  

The word «realia» is used to name some elements of everyday life, history of a nation that are 

foreign to the language of another nation or country. I.V. Korunets names such words as units of 

nationally biased lexicon [3, p. 151]. The word realia comes from medieval Latin, in which it 

originally meant «the real things», i.e. material things, as opposed to abstract ones. In translation 

studies the term is used to refer to concepts which are found in a given source culture but not in a 

given target culture [7, p. 126]. S. Vlakhov and S. Florin, the Bulgarian translators, were the first to 

carry out an in-depth study of realia. They determine realia to be a particular category of the 

expressive vocabulary, including words and word-combinations naming the objects of life, culture, 

history of a nation which are unfamiliar to another one. The researchers note that the process of 

realia translation needs a particular approach because they do not have a corresponding equivalent 

ТЧ ШЭСОЫ ХКЧРЮКРОЬ КЬ ЭСОв КЫО ЛОКЫОЫЬ ШП ЧКЭТШЧКХ КЧН СТЬЭШЫТМКХ МШЧЧШЭКЭТШЧ Д2, . 2Ж. 

The penetration of a nation’s culturally biased specific notions into other national languages is 

realized in different historical periods through various channels and in most different conditions 

including literary texts and their translations.   

The task of our investigation is to analyze the use of realia in the works of Russian writers and 

study the ways of their translation. We singled out several thematic groups of realia in the 

investigated material and classified them according to the  principle suggested by S. Vlakhov and S. 

Florin who note that realia  differ in the nature of their subject matter, i.e. close relationship of 

denotatum with the people, country, tribe or at least a social community on the one hand and the 

historical  period on the other hand, which forms appropriate national (local) and/or historical flavor 
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[6, p. 123]. This classification includes three basic groups of realia: geographical, ethnographical, 

social and political ones. 

RОКХТК ШП ЭСО РОШРЫКЩСТМКХ РЫШЮЩ ТЧМХЮНО ЭСО ЧКЦОЬ ШП  ШЛУОМЭЬ ШП ЩСвЬТМКХ РОШРЫКЩСв:   

– ЭКТРК,  – ЬЭОЩЩО,  C   – Great Northern Route. Ethnographical realia  

mean notions dealing with mode of life, folk culture, material culture, customs, religion, spiritual 

culture, as well as art, folklore and so on. They include objects of the daily life: a) food, drinks and 

ЬШ ШЧ:  – ЛЮЛХТФТ,   – ПЫТОН МЮЭХОЭЬ,   – ФКЬСК,  – salt pork,  

 – UФЫКТЧТКЧ НЮЦЩХТЧРЬ,  – ЬШЮЩ,  – stew, b) establishments of daily life: 

 – ТЧЧ,  – tavern, c) clothes:  – ЭЮЧТМ,  – УКМФОЭ,  – wadded 

УКМФОЭ,  – ЫШЩО ЬКЧНКХЬ,  – CСОЭОгОЬ (К ЬШЫЭ ШП РКХШЬСОЬ),  – qЮТХЭОН УКМФОЭ,  

– МКЩ,  – ЯКХОЧФТ,  – аКННОН ЭЫШЮЬОЫЬ, Н) НаОХХТЧРЬ, ПЮЫЧТЭЮЫО, ЭКЛХОаКЫО:  

– ЬКЦШЯКЫ,  – ЫШШЦ, ё  – ЬШЮЩ ФОЭЭХО,   – ХШР МКЛТЧ,   – hovel, 

 – ЛКЫЫКМФ ЫШШЦ,   – гОФ’Ь МКЧЭООЧ,  – ЬОЧЭЫв СШЮЬО,  

 – German mess-ЭТЧ,  – TЮЫФТЬС ЛКЭС, О) ЭЫКЧЬЩШЫЭ:  – ЬХОТРС НЫТЯОЫ,  – 

МШКМСЦКЧ,  – ЩШЬЭТХТШЧ,  – ЩШЫЭКЛХО РОЧОЫКЭШЫ,  – sleigh-and-three. 

RОКХТК КХЬШ НОЬМЫТЛО аШЫФ КМЭТЯТЭв: К) ЩОШЩХО ШП ХКЛШЫ:  – аКТЭОЫ,  –  squad 

ХОКНОЫ,  – ЫКЭО ТЧЬЩОМЭШЫ,  – ПШЫОЦКЧ,  – mess chief, 

 – SЭКФСКЧШЯТЭО, Л) ХКЛШЫ ШЫРКЧТгКЭТШЧ: -   – planning 

ЩЫШНЮМЭТШЧ НОЩКЫЭЦОЧЭ,  – ФШХФСШг,  – аШЫФ ЫОЩШЫЭ,  – power station, 

 – machine shop.  

The group of  ОЭСЧТМ ШЛУОМЭЬ  ТЬ ЬЮЛНТЯТНОН ТЧЭШ: К) ОЭСЧШЧТЦЬ:  – Vyatka, b) nicknames: 

 – гОФ,  – ЬЭЫТЧРв ЦКЧ, ё  – СОХЩОЫ,   – Stalin, c) people’s 

ЧКЦОЬ Лв ЭСОТЫ ЫОЬТНОЧЭТКХ ЩХКМОЬ:  – UФЫКТЧТКЧ ХКН,   – mistress of 

ЭСО AПЫОЦШЯЬФКвК ОЬЭКЭО,  – HЮЧРКЫТКЧ, Н) ЮЧТЭЬ ШП ЦОКЬЮЫОЦОЧЭ:  – вКЫН,  – 

ШЮЧМО,  – ЩШЮЧН,  – ЦТХО, О) ЦШЧОЭКЫв ЮЧТЭЬ:  – ФШЩОМФ,  – 

СКХП К ЫЮЛХО,  – qЮКЫЭОЫ,  – ЫЮЛХО,  – five-ruble notes.  

Social-political realia are represented by a) administrative and territorial units and residential 

ЩХКМОЬ:  – РЮЛОЫЧТК,  – ЮвОгН, М   – a settlement of Old 

BОХТОЯОЫЬ,  – «Social way of lТПО» ЬОЭЭХОЦОЧЭ,   – Kotlas 

НОЩШЫЭКЭТШЧ ЩШТЧЭ, Л) ЛШНТОЬ ШП ЩШаОЫ КЧН КЮЭСШЫТЭТОЬ:  – МШЦЦКЧНКЧЭ’Ь ШППТМО, 

-   – ЭСО SШЯТОЭ PШаОЫ,  – ЭЬКЫ,  – security boys, 

 – ФШЦТЬЬКЫ,  – mТХТЭТКЦОЧ,  – police captain; c) social positions: 

 – ХШМКХ РОЧЭЫв,   – ЬОЫПЬ,  – ТЧЭОХХТРОЧЭЬТК,  – kulak, 

 – ЩЫШХОЭКЫТКЧ, Н) ЩКЭЫТШЭТМ КЧН ЩЮЛХТМ ЦШЯОЦОЧЭЬ КЧН ЭСОТЫ ЫОЩЫОЬОЧЭКЭТЯОЬ:  
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– TugОЧЛЮЧН,  – oprichniki, e) organizations, educational and cultural establishments: 

 – НТЬЩОЧЬКЫ, -   – Culture and Education Departmen. 

MТХТЭКЫв ЫОКХТК КЫО ЫОЩЫОЬОЧЭОН Лв ЬЮМС РЫШЮЩЬ КЬ: К) ЬЮЛНТЯТЬТШЧЬ:   – 

BОХОЯЬФв RОРТЦОЧЭ,   – ЬЭКПП qЮКЫЭОЫЬ,  – GULAG,   – 

ЬЩОМТКХ МКЦЩ,  – МОХХ, Л) КЫЦЬ:   – ЫТПХО, М) ЮЧТПШЫЦ:   – 

UСХКЧ ЮЧТПШЫЦ,  – МШКЭ, ё  – ЭЮЧТМ,  – military tunic, d) servicemen and 

МШЦЦКЧНОЫЬ:  – СЮЬЬКЫ,  – ШППТМОЫ’Ь ЬОЫЯКЧЭ,  – ОЧЬТРЧ,  – UСХКЧ,  

– МКНОЭ,  – ТЧПКЧЭЫв ШППТМОЫ,   – ЫОРТЦОЧЭ МШЦЦКЧНОЫ,  – 

МКЩЭКТЧ,  – ЛКЫЫКМФ ШЫНОЫХТОЬ,    – ЬОЧТШЫ ЫШЬЭОЫ РЮКЫН,  – 

ЧКЯКХ МКЩЭКТЧ,  – head guard.  

So we see there are various examples of thematic groups of realia  used in the works of  L.N. 

Tolstoy and A.I. Solzhenitsyn. Ethnographical realia  prevail in both works which reflect mostly 

Russian daily life connected with the period of Russian Empire (the 19th  century) and the USSR 

(postwar period).  

We investigated the ways of translation of realia according to the  classification by S. Florin 

and S. Vlakhov. In case of realia we should talk about finding semantic and stylistic equivalent or  

realia renaming rather than translation itself.  

It is clear that to communicate the definition of the objects used in the source language and 

the images connected with them, it is necessary to have definite awareness of the reality described 

in the source text. In the theory of translation such awareness is called «background knowledge» 

which is a complex of the ideas about the real background of the life in the country of the source 

language.  Background lexicon is the words or expressions bearing some additional meaning and 

definite semantic and stylistic flavor, which affect the main meaning and are known to all the 

people belonging to some peculiar language group [2, p. 93].  

Transcription or transliteration is a mechanical transmission of realia from the source 

language into the target one by means of graphical signs with maximum approximation to the 

ШЫТРТЧКХ ЩСШЧОЭТМ ПШЫЦ:  – СЮЬЬКЫ,  – ЛЮЛХТФТ,  – ЩХвКЬФК,  – гОФ,  

– ШЩЫТМСЧТФТ,  – ТЧЭОХХТРОЧЭЬТК,  – ФШЦТЬЬКЫ,  – kulak. 

Translation as a way of rendering realia into the target language is usually applied in the cases 

when transcription is impossible or irrelevant. Introduction of realia is the most suitable after 

transcription way of preserving the content and coloring of the translated realia with the help of 

creating a new word or word-combination in order to get a similar effect. Such new words can be 

calques or semi-calques. Calque (word-for-word translation) is a special type of loan when 

structural and semantic language models are rendered element by element with the help of the target 

ХКЧРЮКРО ЦКЭОЫТКХ ЦОКЧЬ:  C   – GЫОКЭ ІШЫЭСОЫЧ RШЮЭО,   – 
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German mess-ЭТЧ,  – RОН AЫЦв ЦКЧ,  – Socialist Way of Life  

ЬОЭЭХОЦОЧЭ,  – regimental commander. Semi-calque are partial borrowings, new words or 

set expressions, which consist both from the native material and the material of the foreign word: 

  – VКХНКТ МКЫЫТКРОЛОХХЬ,  – SЭКФСКЧШЯТЭО,  

 – KШЭХКЬ НОЩШЫЭКЭТШЧ ЩШТЧЭ,   – BОХОЯЬФв RОРТЦОЧЭ,   – 

UСХКЧ ЮЧТПШЫЦ,   – Vladimir Cross.  

Semantic transformation is conditionally a new word or word-combination created by the 

translator that permits to convey the semantic content of realia. The etymological connection with 

the original word distinguishes it from calque. This way of translation is the rarest one because 

ЫОКХТК КЫО ЮЬЮКХХв МЫОКЭОН Лв ПШХФ (  – sleigh-and-three). 

 Approximate translation is applied to convey the subjective content of realia, however, the 

coloring is almost always lost because the expected connotative equivalent is substituted by the 

neutral style, i.e. by a word or combination with a zero connotations. There are some examples:  a) 

principle of  substitution permits to convey  the meaning of realia by the unit with a wider meaning, 

ЮЬТЧР  РОЧОЫКХТгКЭТШЧ (  (   ) – ЭЮЧТМ,  – ЧШЭОЬ,   – 

аКТЭОЫ,  (  ,    БIБ )  – refreshment, 

 – МКЩ,  – ЫШШЦ, -   – ЭСО SШЯТОЭ ЩШаОЫ,  

 – electiШЧЬ ШП ЫОЩЫОЬОЧЭКЭТЯОЬ,   – ЬЩОМТКХ МКЦЩ,  – coat, 

ё  – ЭЮЧТМ,  – ЦТХТЭКЫв ЭЮЧТМ,  – cell); b) functional analogue is an 

element of the final statement which has a similar meaning in the language of the target audience. 

The substituted element is said to arouse a similar reaction of the receiving culture reader to the one 

КЫШЮЬОН Лв ЭСО ЩЫШЭШЭОбЭ ШЧ ЭСО ЬШЮЫМО МЮХЭЮЫО ЫОКНОЫ:  – ЦТЬЭЫОЬЬ,  – page 

ЛШв,  – МХОЫФ,  – МКНОЭ,   – inn,  – вКЫН,  – ЭКЯОЫЧ,  

 – ХШР МКЛТЧ,   – ЬЭОа,  – ЛЫШТХОН ЬЭОКФ,  – ЬШЮЩ,  – jacket, 

  (М  ,    ) – stearin 

МКЧНХО,  – ПШЫОЦКЧ,  – ЩШЮЧН,  – ЦТХО,  – ХКНв,  – 

ХШЫН,  – ЦОЬЬ МСТОП, ё  – helper, c) description or explication  as the way of 

approximate translation is usually used in the cases when it is the only possible way: the notion 

which cannot be conveyed through transcription is merely explained. It should be mentioned that 

the approximate translation is not adequate. It does not convey the content of the appropriate unit 

КЧН ТЬ ЮЬЮКХХв ХШЧРОЫ ЭСКЧ ЭСО ЬШЮЫМО ХКЧРЮКРО ЮЧТЭ:  – officer’Ь ЬОЫЯКЧЭ,  – half a 

ЫЮЛХО,  – ЩШХТМО МКЩЭКТЧ,  – qЮТХЭОН УКМФОЭ,  – ПЫЮТЭ НЫТЧФЬ,  – 

ТМШЧ ХКЦЩ,  – ЬКХЭ ЩШЫФ,  – UФЫКТЧТКЧ ХКН,  – аШЫФ ЫОЩШЫЭ,  – home-

grown tobacco. 
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The term «contextual translation» is usually contrasted to the dictionary translation pointing 

in such a way to correspondence which the word can have in the context contrary to the one given 

in the dictionary. This option is followed when the translator thinks that the context is the 

dominating factor in the given message. The context becomes the main factor in translation. It is a 

substitution of the dictionary correspondence into a contextual one which is logically connected 

аТЭС ТЭ:   – гОФ’Ь МКЧЭООЧ,   – Old Whiskers – Stalin. 

Realia as the specific lexical units present one of the most popular means used in the belles-

lettres text for rendering local and temporal coloring. They are rendered in the target language in 

various ways (transcription/transliteration, introduction of realia, approximate and contextual 

ЭЫКЧЬХКЭТШЧ). TСО МСШТМО ШП ЭСО аКв ШП ЭЫКЧЬХКЭТШЧ ТЬ НОПТЧОН Лв К ЧЮЦЛОЫ ШП ПКМЭШЫЬ (ЭОбЭ’Ь РОЧЫО, 

significance of realia in the given context, their specific nature, correlation between the source and 

target languages, readership for which the translation is aimed). Unfortunately in the process of 

rendering realia there may be possible loss of culture-specific information in translation. To convey 

the colouring of realia  is the most difficult task for any translator. 

 

: 

1.  . .    / . . . – .:  

, 1975. – 235 c. 

2.  .   . . «  ».  

, 1969 / . , . . –  .:  , 1970. – 320 . 

3.  . .     (  ):  / . . 

. – :  , 2003. – 448 .  

4.   . .  / . . . – .: , 1989. – 302 . 

5.  . .    / . . . – ., 1984. – 256 . 

6. Florin, Sider 1993. Realia in translation. In: Zlateva, Palma (ed.) Translation as Social 

Action. Russian and Bulgarian Perspectives. – London: Routledge. – P. 122-128. 

7. Leppihalme, Ritva 2011: Realia. In: Yves Gambier and Luc van Doorslaer (ed.): 

Handbook of Translation Studies, John Benjamins. – Amsterdam. – P. 126-130.  

8. Solzhenitsyn A.I. One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovych (translated by Ralph Parker). 

Carl and IlseWhisner, United States Peace Corps Volunteers.  – March, 2011. 

9. Tolstoy L.N. Stories / L.N. Tolstoy. – Moscow: Raduga Publishers, 1983. – 376 p. 

 

 

 

 


