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Museums are open and inclusive places for knowledge dissemination and cultural
communication. As both contact zone and translation zone, museum representation
intersects with translation via texts, exhibits, illustrations, space, light and audio-
visual resources. These various factors influencing meaning-making in the museum
can be summarized as multidisciplinary, multimodal, multilingual and multifunctional.
Given the self-contained, static, and isolated nature of written texts in museums,
texts in the museums must prioritize clarity and conciseness, in the process of which
critical considerations include selective elaboration, necessary adaptation and better
accessibility. Turning to the specific Chinese-English description plates in a famed
history museum, the first large-scale modern national museum, in Shaanxi province,
this paper is principally concerned with how multimodal elements and translated texts
are combined to increase language accessibility for foreign visitors. Through two rounds
of field visits and the careful analysis into the original texts and translated versions, the
study mainly investigates the translation and transformation process of information in
these labels and uncovers how texts on the artifact plates achieve better accessibility
via different methods. It is found that the most frequently used strategies in the selected
museum is omission, which primarily involves omitting culture-specific elements,
omitting supplementary, explanatory, or descriptive information and omitting text that
forms intertextual relationships with other symbols in the artifact’s environment. Other
methods include supplementation, namely supplementing information regarding the
historical context involved, and hypernym-based translation for easy understanding.

Key words: accessibility, multimodal, museum, plate, translation strategies.
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My3ei BUCTYyNaroTh BIIKPUTHMH Ta 1HKIIO3UBHUMHU MPOCTOPAMHU ISl TIOIITUPEHHS
3HAaHb 1 MDKKYJIBTYPHOT KOMYHIKaIlli. Ik mMpoCTip KOHTAKTy Ta 30Ha MepeKiIaay My3eiHa
perpe3eHTallis B3a€MOJIE 3 TEPEKIaJoM dYepe3 TEKCTH, EKCIIOHATH, LUTICTpaIlii,
npocTopoBe oopMIIEHHS, OCBITJIEHHS W aymioBi3yalibHI pecypcu. LI umHHUKH, 110
BIUIMBAIOTh Ha TMPOIIEC CTBOPEHHS CMUCIIB Yy My3€i, MalOTh MDKAMCHUIUIIHAPHUMH,
MYJIBTUMOJAJIBHUAN, OaraTOMOBHHMIA 1 MYIBTU(QYHKIIIOHATBHUNA XapakTep. YpaxoBYyIOUH
CaMOJIOCTaTHIM, CTATUYHUI Ta 130JIbOBAHUM XapaKTep MUCHBMOBHX TEKCTIB y MY3€fX,
TEKCTH B My3€sX MOBUHHI OyTH YITKUMH Ta MaTH CTUCITY (OpMY, TP LILOMY BaXKITMBUMHU
acreKkTaMu € BUOIPKOBE PO3IIMPEHHS, HEOOX1IHA aJanTailis Ta MoKpamieHa J0CTYITHICTb.
3BEepTAIOUMCh 10 KOHKPETHUX KUTANCHKO-aHITICHKUX OMMCOBUX TAOJIUYOK y BIIOMOMY
ICTOPUYHOMY MY3€i, IepIIOMY BETMKOMY Cy4aCHOMY HaIllOHAJIbHOMY MY3€i y MPOBIHIIIi
[ennci, y wiid crarTi, Hacammepen, PO3KPUTO, K MYJIbTUMOJAJbHI €JIEMEHTH Ta
NIEPeKIIaICHI TEKCTH IMTOETHYIOTHCS JIJIS I IBUIICHHSI MOBHOT IOCTYITHOCTI JISI IHO3EMHUX
BIJIB1TyBauiB. 3a IOMOMOTOIO BIJ[BIJTUH JIBI141 Ta pETEIHLHOTO aHATI3y OPUTTHAIIBHUX TEKCTIB
1 IepekyIaieHNX Bepciii Hallle TOCIiHKEHHSI TIEPEBAYKHO PO3TIISAAE MPOIIEC TIepeKiary Ta
Tparcdopmaiiii iHpopmarlii Ha My3eHHIX TaOIUYIKaX 1 BUSBIISIE, SIK TEKCTH HA TAOIMYKaX
13 HamcaMu 70 apTeakTiB JIOCATAIOTh KPaIoi JTOCTYIMHOCTI 3a JOTIOMOTO PI3HUX
MeToiB. Pe3ynbratu JOCIiKEeHHS CBITYATh, 1110 CEpe] HAOLIbII MOMIMPEHUX CTpaTErii
3a0e3IMeUeHHs JOCTYIMHOCTI aHITIOMOBHUX MEPEKIIA B KHTAHCHKUX HATMCIB 10 My3€HHUX
apredakTiB y BUOpaHOMY ISl TOCIIJDKEHHS MY3€i €: MPOIYCKH, 30KpeMa OITyCKaHHS
KYJIbTYpHO-CIIEU(DIYHUX €JIEMEHTIB, T0OJAaTKOBOi ad0 OMMCOBOI 1H(OpMALlli, a TaKoX
IHTEPTEKCTyaJIbHUX TOCHJIaHb Ha 1HII €JIeMEHTH My3eHHOro mpoctopy. [Hmii metoau
BKJIIOYAIOThH JIOTIOBHEHHSI, & caMe JIOJaBaHHS KOHTEKCTYaIbHUX ICTOPUYHUX BIIOMOCTEH
Ta MepeKya 13 BUKOPUCTAHHSM TIEPOHIMIB 13 METOIO MOJIETIIEHHS PO3YMIHHSI.

Knrwouoei cnosa: mosnua oocmynHicms, My1bmMuMoOaIbHICMb, My3ell, IHpopmayiita
mabnuyka, cmpamezii nepekiaoy.
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Introduction. Museums are open and cultural institutions dedicated to the dissem-
ination of knowledge and culture. They serve to collect, preserve and exhibit tangible
and intangible heritage related to humanity and its environment (International Coun-
cil of Museums, 2007). According to data released by the National Cultural Heritage
Administration, the number of museums in China increased from 4,692 to 5,788 dur-
ing the 13th Five-Year Plan period (2016-2020), with an average of one new museum
being opened every two days. By May 2023, the total number had reached 6,565, with
over 90% offering free admission. Annual museum visits also surged from 700 million
to 1.2 billion, averaging an increase of 100 million visitors per year.

In addition to their exhibition and educational functions, museums in China also
play a vital role in facilitating mutual exchange and mutual learning between Chinese
civilization and that of other countries. Previous experience has shown that Chinese
museums serve as crucial windows for overseas audiences to understand China’s tra-
ditional culture. According to the 2019 Assessment Report on the Overseas Influence
of Chinese Museums released by the China Cultural Heritage Exchange Center (2020),
comprehensive and history-themed museums dominated the top ten rankings for over-
seas influence. History-focused institutions, such as the Emperor Qinshihuang’s Mau-
soleum Site Museum, stood out in visitor reputation, receiving over 14,000 positive
reviews from international visitors, with terms like «breathtaking» and «must-see»
frequently cited. Meanwhile, the overseas exhibition series Terracotta Warriors: The
Eternal Guardians, organized by the Shaanxi History Museum, garnered media cover-
age in 12 countries, including Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom, and
New Zealand, with its influence spanning Oceania, North America, Europe, and Asia.
Notably, The Australian listed it among the «Best Exhibitions of 2019». This not only
reflects the strong momentum of history-themed museums in showcasing China’s pro-
found culture but also highlights the growing demand for high-quality museum trans-
lation.

Literature Review. Linguistic Features of Museum Texts. Museums are first
and foremost communicative spaces (Clifford, 1997), yet they also function as spaces
of translation (Sturge, 2007; Ravelli, 2006). Within these spaces, diverse languages
and symbols interact profoundly through processes of cultural negotiation (Cronin &
Simon, 2014, p. 182), achieving a tripartite act of «translation», namely from local
culture to artifact, from artifact to source text, and from source text to translated text.

Since museum exhibits are predominantly static, language becomes essential in
constructing their identity and meaning (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994, p. 115; Ferguson,
MacLulich, & Ravelli, 1995, p. 4). Museum «textsy» establish interactive relationships
with visitors through specific organizational frameworks, thereby revealing the nature
and characteristics of exhibits and offering glimpses into cultural worlds (Ravelli,
2006, p. 95). This interaction, mediated by museum texts, typically exhibits the follow-
ing four key features: 1) Multidisciplinary. Different types of museums and exhibits
engage with diverse fields of knowledge, requiring visitors to possess relevant contex-
tual understanding. 2) Multimodal. Museum «texts» extend beyond written language
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to include audiovisual resources, diagrams, flowcharts, lighting design, and spatial
arrangements. 3) Multilingual. Prominent global museums often feature linguistic
landscapes in at least two languages, with some employing three or more. China’s
National Standard for Cultural Artifact Display Labels (GB/T 30234-2013) stipulates
that exhibition labels must use Chinese, foreign languages, and ethnic minority lan-
guages, with Chinese as the mandatory. English is designated as the primary foreign
language, while other languages may be added based on exhibition needs. 4) Multi-
functional. Modern museums transcend the mere function of display; they integrate
educational, interpretative, and recreational functions via those artifacts exhibited.

However, despite the diversity of textual forms and functions within museums, exist-
ing studies (Hein, 1998; Serrell, 1997) reveal that visitors’ time in museums is highly
limited, and their interpretation of symbols is rarely linear. Instead, visitors engage in
«problem-solving» and «sense-makingy» across various elements based on their own
knowledge and perceptions (Falk & Dierking, 2000, p. 122). Given the self-contained,
static, and isolated nature of written texts in museums, which require visitors to bridge
temporal, spatial, and cultural gaps (Ravelli, 2006, p. 54), museum texts must prior-
itize clarity and conciseness, in the process of which critical considerations include
selective elaboration, necessary adaptation and better accessibility. The first means that
only key concepts warrant detailed explanations and excessive technical information
risks the overload of information; the second refers that technical terms and conceptual
explanations must align with visitors’ baseline knowledge, while the third indicates
texts must clearly deliver information and avoid any redundancy.

Linguistic Features of Museum Artifact Labels. Artifact labels constitute a criti-
cal component of museum texts. Well-designed labels and accompanying texts, when
integrated with non-textual elements such as lighting, color schemes, diagrams, and
spatial arrangements, enhance visitor experiences (Daniel Schmidt et al., 2020; White-
head, 2012; Serrell, 2015, p. 234; McLean, 1993), thereby fulfilling museums’ educa-
tional mission (Zhou, 2023; Bitgood, 1991, p. 115). As concentrated hubs of cultural
information, artifact labels exhibit three key linguistic characteristics.

The first one is limited words. Although there are numerous artifact labels within the
museum, they occupy a lower tier in the museum’s textual hierarchy, with an optimal
length of 50 to 60 words (Dean, 1994; V&A Museum Text Guide, 2013). Overload-
ing the limited space of artifact labels with excessive text can reduce visitors’ reading
desire and negatively impact visual aesthetics. Research (Scollon and Scollon, 2003)
indicates that in bilingual settings, the language positioned at the top or left is often
the dominant one. However, because Chinese is a semantic language with high infor-
mation density within sentences, its English translations tend to be longer (Neather,
2021). Therefore, if the entire Chinese text is translated into English, it would inevi-
tably result in the English translation (positioned to the right and bottom) occupying
too much space on the artifact label, potentially undermining the dominant status of
Chinese, which requires the translation process into English necessarily involving the
adjustment and reduction of information.
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The second one is strong intertextuality. The term «intertextuality», introduced by
French philosopher Julia Kristeva, posits that texts are interconnected and mutually ref-
erential. In a narrow sense, intertextuality occurs between texts, while in a broader sense,
it emphasizes the relationship between texts and other forms of knowledge or symbols,
highlighting the interactive, reciprocal, and open nature of textual meaning (Pan Lin-
lin, 2020). From a semiotic perspective, artifacts in the museum setting undergo multi-
ple semiotic transformations through static text (including both original and translated
text), visual illustrations, audio guides, etc within a composite semiotic system composed
of lighting and environmental elements, thereby constructing meaning. In this process,
the interaction between different symbols creates a unique intertextual landscape. In the
three-dimensional space of a museum, intertextuality can be understood both as mutual
referencing between texts and as referencing within the same space, across different
spaces, and against the broader cultural background (Neather, 2012). Understanding and
reconstructing intertextual relationships can liberate artifact translation from the pursuit
of superficial textual equivalence, redirecting it toward the intertextual network between
text and non-text elements. This approach provides greater flexibility for museum trans-
lation, particularly in the translation of artifact labels.

The third one is high accessibility. The accessibility of museum texts refers, on one
hand, to whether the text is visible and legible (readability), which is related to the
organization, layout, and design of the text within the visual environment. On the other
hand, it also involves whether the text is easy to understand (intelligibility) (Ravelli,
2006, p. 50), which is connected to the flow of internal information, sentence length,
vocabulary, and the level of specialized information. Excessive technical details, overly
long sentences, or overly obscure terminology on artifact labels can negatively impact
the experience of general visitors. Given the varying educational backgrounds of visi-
tors and the limited space on artifact labels, how to translate and present artifact infor-
mation in a clear and comprehensible manner within such constraints, namely deciding
what to retain and what to omit from the original text during translation, is a crucial
consideration for translators.

According to Serrell’srecommendations for writing artifact labels (Serrell, 2015, p. 118),
short sentences should be prioritized on labels, and the accumulation of excessive infor-
mation should be avoided. Metaphors and other rhetorical devices should be minimized,
and quotations should generally be omitted unless absolutely necessary. The language
should steer clear of both didactic grandiosity and oversimplification. The content pre-
sented on artifact labels should align as closely as possible with the visitors’ immediate
experiences, thus facilitating a sense of connection and resonance.

Methodology. Given the overseas influence and popularity of history museums, as
well as the widespread and unique nature of artifact labels, this study selects the Shaanxi
History Museum as the research site. It focuses on the bilingual artifact labels within
the museum, examining them from the perspective of language accessibility. Through
a comparative analysis of the source and target texts, the study mainly investigates the
translation and transformation process of information in these labels.
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Research Site. As a space and venue for the concentrated display of historical arti-
facts, the Shaanxi History Museum is the first large-scale modern national museum
in China, renowned as the «Treasure House of Chinese Civilization». As a history
museum, it employs history and related humanities disciplines as its knowledge frame-
work. Through permanent exhibitions, thematic exhibitions, temporary exhibitions,
and online exhibitions, it systematically presents the development of ancient civili-
zation in Shaanxi from the emergence of early humans 1.63 million years ago to the
period before the Opium War in 1840.

Due to the vast number of artifacts in its collection, this study focuses on the Shaanxi
Ancient Civilization Exhibition (Galleries 1, 2, and 3) as the research site. The exhibits
center around the development of Shaanxi province from the prehistoric period all the
way to the post-Tang periods. Guided by the principle of «using artifacts to illustrate
history», the exhibition reflects Shaanxi’s ancient civilization from various perspec-
tives. With a focus on the dynasties of Zhou, Qin, Han, and Tang, it highlights the
significance of Shaanxi in Chinese history (Shaanxi History Museum official website).

Preliminary Preparation. To comprehensively collect the necessary linguistic data,
field visits to the Shaanxi History Museum were conducted on October 8 and 29, 2024. On
October 8, photographs were taken of all artifacts and their labels. Then the linguistic fea-
tures of the Chinese descriptions and English translations on the labels were analyzed, and
common translation strategies used in the museum were summarized with typical examples
selected. On October 29, a second visit was made to observe and record the environment of
the selected artifacts and their labels in detail. The original and translated texts of the audio
guides and video introductions (if available) for these artifacts were also documented.

Methods. The careful analysis into the original texts and translated versions are
conducted following the approach of descriptive translation studies, namely paying
attention to the function, process and product of translation activities (Toury, 2012). By
describing what activities does occur in the process of translating artifacts label with
the aim for better accessibility via close reading and comparing label texts, this studies
tries to on the whole summarize what kind of translation strategies are likely to involve
under the similar array of specified conditions in the research sites alike.

Findings and discussions. Textual analysis reveals that the artifact labels in the research
site vary in design, shape, color, and placement. The labels are rectangular in Galleries 1 and
2, while circular labels are used in Gallery 3. Some labels are placed at a lower position in
front of the artifacts, aligning with the museum’s «bow culture», while others are displayed
alongside the artifacts on exhibition walls, allowing for easy reading at eye level. The labels
in Galleries 1 and 3 primarily feature white text on a black background, whereas Gallery 2
uses black text on a white background. The content of the labels typically includes the arti-
fact’s classification, dynasty, excavation site, as well as descriptions of the artifact’s overall
appearance, design concept, historical context, and function.

From the perspective of enhancing text accessibility, the most commonly used strat-
egies in the English translation of artifact labels in the museum include omission, sup-
plementation, and hypernym-based translation.
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Omission. The omission strategy in the translation of artifact labels primarily
involves omitting culture-specific elements, omitting supplementary, explanatory, or
descriptive information, and omitting text that forms intertextual relationships with
other symbols in the artifact’s environment.

Culture-specific elements are words, phrases, or idioms that denote unique aspects of
a particular culture. They reflect the distinct ways of life accumulated by a specific eth-
nic group over a long historical process, differing from other ethnic groups (Liao Qiyi,
2000, p. 232). Such terms often lack direct equivalents in English. While translators
might typically use annotations to supplement cultural information for target-language
readers (Zheng Dehu, 2016), the physical constraints of the labels necessitate con-
cise translations, which, together with cultural background of general target-language
readers, often lead to the direct omission of these culturally rich elements. In addition,
given the intertextual network within the museum, where the artifact itself, explana-
tory visuals, and audio guides all reference the label text, translators can reduce the
word count by omitting information that is visually or contextually apparent (Neather,
2008). By omitting unnecessary information and simplifying the content, the text thus
becomes more accessible to a broader audience within the museum's spatial and con-
textual constraints.

Example 1: £J5 K4 (Empress’ Seal)

Chinese: H T EHEXIFE 25 B HEGHREKEARML 10000k,  (XIH
) #: “2BREEE, XHWHE, 2EZE, SBEEM. 7 WHEERANZ K
FhEE, WEREH, BEPREL “2REZE”, BiRmg. A, s
FHEN, FIRER BJEARTHTHEIE, WS M- EEEE, JRE
Yit.

Translation: Unearthed one kilometer east to Changling Mausoleum, this seal was
inscribed with four characters of seal script meaning Empress’ Seal. It is made of Het-
1an white jade with a monster-shaped protrusion. Its quality, style and inscription all
indicate that this seal belonged to Han Empress Lyu Zhi (241BC-180BC). It is also the
only Han empress’ seal discovered so far.

Upon comparing the original text with its translation, it is evident that certain elements
have been omitted in the latter. These include: @ X EHAXIIE &5 B HEAFEE
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(the joint burial site of Liu Bang, Emperor Gaozu of Han, and his Empress Lii Zhi). @)

(DI #: “BRE%E, X5WwH, 2R24%, SWEH. ” (According
to Han Jiu Yi, namely Ancient rules of the Han Dynasty, the Empress’s seal bears the
same inscription as the Emperor’s, with a gold dragon and tiger knob). 3 EfITi] [ Z]]
B “BIEZ &7, TR (The seal face is inscribed with the seal script “Seal
of the Empress”, showcasing a fluid calligraphic style. @75 22 5t (It is exceedingly
precious).

Among these, @ and @) primarily omit explanatory information. () provides an
explanation for Changling Mausoleum while @ offers evidence that the artifact is
indeed the Empress seal, as indicated by the «Seal of the Empress, with a gold dragon
and tiger knoby. 3 and @) mainly omit text that forms an intertextual relationship with
other symbols within the artifact’s environment. Visitors can clearly see the seal script
«Seal of the Empress» and its style (fluid calligraphy) at the bottom of the seal via the
mirror in the display case, rendering the translation unnecessary. As for @), it is on the
other hand conveyed through the manner of its display. This artifact is prominently
displayed independently at the front left of the second exhibition hall on the second
floor of the museum. Among eight randomly observed tour groups, both self-paid tour
guides (five groups) and museum docents (three groups) stopped to explain this exhibit,
with an average explanation time of two minutes and thirty-eight seconds. The display
case is always crowded with visitors. To facilitate viewing of the inscription at the bot-
tom of the seal, the museum has uniquely employed the principle of mirror imaging for
a direct display, unlike other artifacts that have diagrams printed next to their display
plaques. This method is exclusive to this artifact within the museum. The artifact itself,
along with its three-dimensional space and mode of display, interacts to highlight its
historical value, further emphasized by words such as «only» in the English translation.

Example 2: JhIME 2 HIRSEFE AL ED ( 26-faced jet seal of Dugu Xin)

Chinese: JLER A TEER A KM AE A RIS JH BT BO PR i l, SR ERAR8HE
261f1, HA14HEEZAEC, pHly “EEEGR” “RELE” “BELR” ¢
FEAREHE” “RAED” “RECEE” “RISLZE” “FEEZEN” IS A
B “FEkE” “ERFE7 CHE AT T o JAMENCHIE SR, AR
SCHHED. EAS FHEDA T FHED, W T AL B A2 ) L A2 D1 SE Bk

Translation: This 26-faced jet seal with 14 faces inscribed with names of official
posts is owned by a famous general, Dugu Xin in the Western Wei Period. Each official
title on the seal was used for a specific purpose. With such a unique design, this seal is
a very precious evidence for the study of seal management of that time.

In this case, the elements omitted in the English translation mainly include: @O A[A]
I 32 B[l (seals from different periods); @ BR{ASH (the eight edges of the spherical
body); @ 14[H % %4 E1 3 (the specific names of the inscriptions on the 14-faced seal);
and @ 43 A SCHED. B4 ENATS ) FH Efl(the three different purpose of this seal,
namely for official documents, for memorials, and for personal correspondence). Among
these, O and @ are explanatory information; 2 forms an intertextual relationship with
the exhibit itself, as the described shape can be directly observed from the exhibit; 3)
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lists the names of various seals, which can be seen in detail on the schematic diagram
next to the artifact’s label, which also forms an intertextual relationship with explanatory
images. In addition, the Chinese introduction contains expressions that require certain
cultural background to understand, such as «shangshu» (memorial to the throne), «shang-
zhangy (petition), «shangbiao» (report to the emperor), and «qishi» (announcement), as
well as various official titles like «Grand Marshal», «Grand Governor», and «Provincial
Governor», which are typical culture-loaded elements. If these were merely transliterated
into Chinese phonetic alphabet, it would be difficult for foreign visitors to understand;
if we combine Chinese phonetic alphabet with annotation, it would make the translation
lengthy and overcrowd the label with text. Moreover, excessive Chinese phonetic alpha-
bet in the English text could reduce reading efficiency and hinder comprehension.

Supplementation. The names of artifacts in historical museums are replete with a
multitude of proper nouns and historical facts that bear unique historical characteris-
tics. If these names are merely transliterated, visitors may find it difficult to grasp their
meanings. Therefore, it is often necessary to provide brief supplementary information
regarding the historical context involved.

Example 3: FE (Li Gui)

Translation: Food Container (Gui) of Official Li

During the Shang and Zhou dynasties in China, bronze was referred to as «gold», a
precious metal reserved exclusively for the royal family. After the defeat of the Shang
army, Li, an official, was granted bronze by King Wu of Zhou, the founding king of
the Chinese Zhou dynasty, as a reward. He then cast a bronze Gui vessel as an eternal
memento. Since this bronze Gui was crafted by Li, it came to be known as the Li Gui.
Thus, the term «Li» in the name of this artifact does not signify «benefit» or «profity,
whose Chinese characters are the same as #/], but is instead the name of a person.
In translating, the interpreter clarified Li’s status as an ancient official by adding the
term «Official», which facilitates a better understanding for foreign visitors. A similar
approach can be observed in the translations of other artifacts, such as the «Wine Ves-
sel of Official Li» for 25 /5% (Li Fang Zun) and the «Bronze Tripod of General Duo
You» for 2 & 4 (Duo You Ding) in the same museum.
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Example 4: H L& fil' (Baiyu Weng Zhong)

Translation: White Jade in Shape of a Legendary General

According to historical records, Weng Zhong was a valiant general during the Qin
Dynasty who once terrified the Xiongnu (nomadic tribes). Later generations erected
statues of him in front of palaces, temples, and tombs to ward off evil spirits. If trans-
lators were to merely transliterate the label as «White Jade of Wengzhongy, it would
create excessive textual noise. Visitors would struggle to visualize «Weng Zhong» and
might raise further questions like «is Wengzhong a person» and «why his image is
carved into jade». By omitting his name and supplementing the translation with his role
(a legendary general), combined with the artifact’s image on the display label, visitors
can better grasp the specific historical reference and symbolic meaning behind the arti-
fact’s name. This approach aligns the translation with the visual context of the exhibit,
thus enhancing cross-cultural comprehension.

Hypernym-Based Translation. China’s historical and cultural heritage is profound
and intricate, with ancient daily utensils reflecting a vast diversity. Take dining vessels
as an example: cooking utensils include ding (%%), 1i (%), yan (i), and fu (3%); food
containers encompass gui (&), fu (), dun (30), and dou (2. Wine vessels are even
further categorized into warming vessels, drinking cups, storage jars, ladles, and serv-
ing trays, each with multiple sub-types. If all these terms were transliterated (e.g., ding,
li, yan), the information would become cluttered and obscure to foreign visitors, failing
to convey the functional essence and cultural significance of these artifacts. In such
cases, hypernym-based translation serves as a pragmatic compromise.

A hypernym refers to a broad, generalized term that categorizes an object. In histori-
cal museums, translations of ancient utensils, official titles, or architectural terms often
adopt superordinate based on their purpose or classification to enhance comprehen-
sion. As shown in the examples below, translations typically follow a «function plus
transliteration» format. For instance, the White Pottery Gui (%) is translated as
«Wine Vessel (Gui)», where «Wine Vessel» clarifies its purpose, the italicized translit-
eration (Gui) preserves the original Chinese term and the material white pottery could
be observed directly upon the seeing of the vessel. This approach balances accessibility
for foreign audiences with the need to highlight the richness of ancient Chinese culi-
nary culture.

Table 1
Names of some common dining vessels
Chinese Translation
NN N N NN wine vessel
2 Bl cooking vessel
B, 9. & food container
i wine warmer

Conclusion and limitations. Amid the ongoing «museum fever»”, recent research
has expanded beyond merely examining what is exhibited and how it is displayed but
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increasingly focusing on exhibition effectiveness, audience reach, and public engage-
ment. As quintessential multimodal spaces, museums integrate architecture, thematic
narratives, artifacts, and interdisciplinary, multilingual, and multifunctional «texts»
into a cohesive medium for meaning-making. This article, grounded in the perspec-
tive of linguistic accessibility, analyzes the constraints of translating artifact labels in
historical museums and proposes context-aware strategies tailored to their multimodal
environment. By prioritizing clarity without sacrificing cultural specificity via dynamic
omission, judicious supplementation and hypernym-based translation, the study aims
to advance the cross-cultural communication of China’s historical heritage.

Certainly this study is without limitations. For one thing, it only chooses one history
museum, despite its nationwide reputation, as the research site, thus making the find-
ings somehow lack universality. For another, this study adopts a qualitative approach by
closely comparing the Chinese labels with their translations. Further research could be
done to count up the frequency of each strategies and thus acquire a more comprehensive
map on the overall usage of different translation strategies for better accessibility.
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