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Abs tract

This article is devoted to female di mi nu ti ves in English Trans la tions of Czech
texts. The research for this article was conducted using the Czech corpora (korpus.cz)
where the author created a query to analyze two texts ori gi nal ly written in Czech. The
author briefly describes the struggle of trans la ting Czech di mi nu ti ves to English, as
these two languages have quite different stylistic forms. The subject of the analysis is
female Czech di mi nu ti ves in the texts Druhé město by Michal Ajvaz and Válka
s mloky by Karel Čapek and the measure of equi va lence used when trans la ting said di -
mi nu ti ves to English. 

While Czech, un like West Euro pean lan guages, does not pos sess
a very di ver si fied tense sys tem, it can be com pen sated through as pec -
tual pre fixes or tem po ral ad ver bi als. Be cause many sty lis tic forms are
not avail able in Czech, the trans la tor must seek other fea tures to omit
a cold, col our less and in sen si tive style (Levý, 2011). Di minu tives are
just but one ex am ple of such fea tures. They are an under- valued (and
under- used by less crea tive trans la tors) re source of Czech. Con trary to 
Eng lish, di minu tives in Czech (as well as other Slavic lan guages) are
a com mon phe nome non (Levý, 2011). In Eng lish proper di minu tives,
as in those that evoke an emo tional re sponse or re fer to the size of the
speci fied ob ject, are prac ti cally non- existent. So, while be ing a use ful

tool when trans lat ing from Eng lish to Czech, they might be come trou -
ble some the other way round. This pa per will in ves ti gate trans la tions
of di minu tives from Czech origi nal texts to Eng lish based on the
Czech Cor pora tool. I will dis cuss the re sults of my re search and try to
an swer what func tions they have and what con se quence the trans la -
tion strat egy used in the in ves ti gated works has for the text. 

In this re search, I have only in cluded works of fic tion, as di minu -
tives are not used in tech ni cal lit era ture un less they are tech ni cal
terms, but then they are of no sig nifi cance to my proj ect. The nov els
I used were both origi nally writ ten in Czech, and I com pared them to
the Eng lish trans la tions. In my re search, I fo cused on Mi chal Ajvaz’s
Druhé město (1993) and Turn er’s trans la tion of it (2009) as well as
Karel Čapek’s Válka s mloky (1966) and its trans la tion by Os ers
(1999). I chose to work with the trans la tion of Ajvaz’s book be cause
Turner was a per sonal trans la tor to Václav Havel, there fore I was in -
ter ested to learn about his ap proach. In ter est ingly, he is Brit ish but
uses Ameri can Eng lish in his trans la tions. The rea son I chose Čapek’s
work spe cifi cally is that he is known to use a lot of di minu tives in his
works, there fore I thought there was a lot of room for dif fer ent trans la -
tion meth ods.

The query I cre ated for this re search was quite lim ited, as I only
worked with femi nine noun di minu tives. If I were to ana lyse a broader 
cri te rion, I would per haps write a whole book on it. In my re search
I worked with two cor re spond ing cor pora: In ter Corp v14 – Czech and
In ter Corp v14 – Eng lish. As men tioned be fore, I only worked with
Czech origi nal texts, there fore my source lan guage was Czech. To find 
rele vant and sig nifi cant hits, I looked up the femi nine nouns con tain -
ing the lemma ič. With this query, I got 132 hits, with 11 of those be ing 
ir rele vant to my re search (e.g., angličt ina). 

As to why I cre ated my query in such a way, per haps it would be fit -
ting to ex plain how the di minu tives are usu ally cre ated in Czech. They 
are mostly formed by suf fixes which in clude the con so nant č, spe cifi -
cally –ček (mas cu line nouns), -čka (femi nine nouns), and -čko (neu -
ters) (Schmied tová, 2007). There are sev eral Czech di minu tives
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formed with out the con so nant c (in stead of with -ek/-nek to name but
two), but for the sake of this re search, I de cided to only fo cus on those
con tain ing it. In Eng lish these di minu tive suf fixes have their coun ter -
part in the suf fix -ie, -let etc. (e.g., birdie, dog gie, rivu let) (Schmied -
tová, 2007). In Pol ish it could be -ek, -ka, -ko etc. (e.g., do mek, us tec -
zka, mi astec zko) (Dlugosz, 2009). 

Be fore I dis cuss the re sults of my re search, it would be best to de -
fine what I was look ing for spe cifi cally. I wanted to find out what
meas ure of equiva lence is used when trans lat ing di minu tives. There
are gen er ally three lev els of equiva lence, vari ously re ferred to, but for
the sake of this ar ti cle I will stick to just one, in tro duced by Gouws
(2002) in his dis cus sion of equiva lent re la tions. Gouws (2002) made
a dis tinc tion be tween full equiva lence, par tial equiva lence and zero
equiva lence. Full equiva lence is char ac ter ised by a one- to- one equiva -
lence on the lexi cal, prag matic, and se man tic levels where both source 
lan guage (SL) and tar get lan guage (TL) have the same mean ing. It im -
plies that the trans la tion equiva lent can sub sti tute the lemma in all its
uses (Gouws, 2002). We shall keep in mind Jakob son’s idea that or di -
nar ily there is no full equiva lence be tween code units (when we talk
about in ter lin gual trans la tions), al though mes sages may serve as ade -
quate in ter pre ta tions (Jakob son, 1959). A he (1959) sug gests “trans la -
tion in volves two equiva lent mes sages in two dif fer ent codes”. Most
com monly, we come across par tial equiva lence, which is char ac ter -
ised by a one to more than one re la tionship be tween SL and TL forms.
It sug gests that for a given lemma, there will be more than one trans la -
tion equiva lent (Gouws, 2002). At the last level, zero equiva lence oc -
curs where there is not a one- to- one equiva lence be tween SL and TL.
This is also not un com mon, as lexi cal gaps ex ist in any given lan guage 
(Gouws, 2002). We shall keep in mind that, even if a pro vi sion of an
equiva lent lemma is not pos si ble, there are vari ous strate gies to com -
pen sate for it. The lack of a dic tion ary equiva lent does not nec es sar ily
mean that the lexi cal item is un trans lat able (Vrbinc, 2017). Among so -
lu tions in the case of the zero equiva lence, Svensén (2009, cited in:

Vrbinc 2017) names bor row ing, loan trans la tion, new coin age, en cy -
clo pae dic ex pla na tions, etc.

As men tioned be fore, I only fo cused on femi nine noun di minu tives 
in my re search and ana lysed just two texts. I will dis cuss them sepa -
rately first. In Ajvaz’s Druhé město I got a to tal of 72 rele vant hits and
most of them were re peated words. Ad di tion ally, 4 hits were ir rele vant 
to my re search. One of the most re peated terms was “lasička”, which
was usu ally trans lated into a sim ple “wea sel” or even just “ani mal”, as
in this ex am ple [1]:

[1]
Přede mnou nesyčí žádná lasička. (Ajvaz, 1993)
I had no animal hissing in front of me (Ajvaz, 2009)

None of the trans la tions of the wea sel, how ever, sug gested that
there was a di minu tive used in the ST. What’s more, we would not
read from the trans la tion that it was a fe male wea sel. The ad jec tives
“small” or “lit tle” were used mostly when “malý” (or its equiva lents)
were also used in the source text (ST) or tar get text (TT) as in the fol -
low ing ex am ple [2]:

[2]
nad jemným pískem plulo hejno MALÝCH lesklých rybiček (Ajvaz, 1993)
a shoal of LITTLE shiny fish swimming above the fine sand (Ajvaz, 2009)

There were two hits in which an ad jec tive sug gest ing a smaller size 
ap peared, as pre sented in ex am ples [3] and [4]:

[3]
tiché pleskání mnoha NOŽIČEK (Ajvaz, 1993)
the pat te ring of many LITTLE FEET(Ajvaz, 2009)

[4]
Vtáhl jsem z kapsy LAHVIČKU (Ajvaz, 1993)
I took out of my pocket the SMALL PHIAL (Ajvaz, 2009)

Other than the ex am ples above, the di minu tive was ig nored. In
most cases, we can not read from the trans lated text that there was a di -
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minu tive in the ST. Even though di minu tives are used quite of ten in
the ST, the TT omits them most of the time. The ad jec tives sug gest ing
a smaller size only ap pear when it is pointed out in the ST as well, as
shown in ex am ple [2].

Since Čapek is well known for us ing a lot of di minu tives, I was
very cu ri ous to see the ap proach in the trans la tion of his work. From
Válka s mloky I got a to tal of 60 rele vant hits, which were over all much 
more di verse than in the pre vi ous text, though with some repe ti tions
any way. Other than those, 7 hits were ir rele vant to my re search. Here
again, the di minu tive was mostly ig nored, al though less of ten than in
Druhé město. Of ten, the trans la tion it self did not in clude an ad jec tive
such as “small” or “lit tle”, but the con text would sug gest that any way,
as shown in ex am ple [5]:

[5]
Lovil tlustými prsty v kapsičce u vesty’ (Čapek, 1966)
He fished with his fat fingers in his wa i st co at pocket (Čapek, 1999)

In the ex am ple above, the pocket is not trans lated as a “small
pocket”. How ever, with the “fat hands” pointed out, we can imag ine
that the pocket was con sid era bly smaller as he strug gles with it. Some -
times the ad jec tive “lit tle” was added to the trans la tion so as to sug gest 
a smaller size, as shown in ex am ple [6]:

[6]
Po celém těle mu vy ra zi ly KRUPIČKY husí kůže (Čapek, 1966) 
LITTLE PIMPLES of go o se flesh erupted all over his body (Čapek, 1999)

There were a few ex am ples where a di minu tive was trans lated as
“lit tle N” and then con tin ued as just “N”. There again, we could read it
from the con text that the noun was small. 

The fol low ing ta ble [1] pres ents the re sults of my re search. The
first col umn dis cusses Druhé město, the sec ond one Válka s mloky and 
the third one sum ma rizes them both. The first row out lines the number 
of hits in which the di minu tive was ig nored or there was a pos si bil ity
of read ing it from the con text. In Druhé město it was 63 out of 72 rele -

vant hits (87,5%), and in Válka s mloky it was 47 out of 60 rele vant hits 
(78,3%). In to tal, 110 hits out of 121 rele vant ones showed that the di -
minu tive was ei ther ig nored or read from the con text. The sec ond row
pres ents that there was only one in stance of add ing “small” to trans late 
a di minu tive in Druhé město and it made 0,83% of all the rele vant hits. 
The third row shows that the ad jec tive “lit tle” was added only once in
Druhé město and 10 times in Válka s mloky (16,7%). The last row de -
scribes the in stances where the ST con tained “small” or “lit tle” along
with a di minu tive, so it was trans lated with that. In Druhé město it was
7 out of 60 rele vant hits (9,72%), and in Válka s mloky it was 2 out of
60 rele vant hits (5%). Over all, these in stances made 8,26% of the 121
rele vant hits.

Ta ble 1.

Out of 121 re le vant hits Druhé místo
(% of 72)

Válka s mlo ky
(% of 60)

Ove rall
(% of 121)

De mi nu ti ve ig no red or we might 
re ad from the con text 63 (87,5%) 47 (78,3%) 110 (90,0%)

Ad ded “small” 1 (1,39%) 0 (0%) 1 (0,83%)

Ad ded “lit t le” 1 (1,39%) 10 (16,76%) 11 (9,09%)

The ori gi nal had “small” or “lit t -
le” along with a di mi nu ti ve so it
was trans la ted with that

7 (9,72%) 3 (5,0%) 10 (8,26%)

As we can see, the dis cussed texts were trans lated mainly us ing
zero equiva lence. On the other hand, if we in ves ti gate the TT as
a whole, we will no tice that the trans la tors used vari ous tech niques to
en rich the TT in other ways. The TT does lack the di minu tives, but
mostly be cause they are al most non- existent in the Eng lish lan guage.
As dis cussed above, what one lan guage lacks, can be com pen sated for
in other ways. A trans la tion can only try to con vey a mes sage but will
al ways dif fer from the ST and the way the read ers per ceive it. Quite
surely though, most read ers of the Eng lish trans la tion would not even
sense a “lack of di minu tives” in the trans la tion. Since in Eng lish the
“proper di minu tives” prac ti cally do not ex ist, the reader will not crave
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them. All in all, the re search shows that the ex is tence of di minu tives in 
Czech origi nal texts was usu ally ig nored in the dis cussed texts. It does
not nec es sar ily mean that the trans la tions are bad – every trans la tor
has a dif fer ent aim and fo cuses on dif fer ent as pects. Di minu tives are
sim ply not rec og nised as one of the most nec es sary tools in Eng lish, as 
they are not com monly used in eve ry day speech ei ther. 
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