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ABSTRACT: Lakoff's conceptual metaphor theory holds that metaphor is a systematic mapping from a specific
conceptual domain (source domain) to an abstract conceptual domain (target domain). This paper intends to
apply Lakoff's conceptual metaphor theory to analyze the typical water metaphors in Chinese classical poetry,
and analyze the metaphor translation of these four typical water metaphors, which can help readers better
understand the inner beauty of Chinese classical poetry through the analysis of the conceptual metaphors in
specific poems and also understand strategies of metaphor translation in Chinese classical poetry.
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I.  Research Background
In the collection and analysis of Chinese classical poetry, the author has noticed that the water metaphor
frequently appeared in the works of great poets in different dynasties, some of which were used to express
emotions, some of which were used to clarify the truth. In poetry, water, the most common substance in our life,
has become a way for people to cognize the world. Through applying Lakoff’s conceptual metaphor theory to
study of water metaphor in Chinese classical poetry, four typical water metaphors in Chinese classical poetry are
concluded as TIME IS WATER, LOVE IS WATER, SADNESS IS WATER and MAN IS WATER.

I1.  The Working Mechanism of Conceptual Metaphor
The working mechanism of metaphor is a cognitive process in which some features of one thing are
mapped to another. According to Lakoff and Turner (1989), metaphor is not a linguistic expression, but a mapping
from one conceptual domain to another. A mapping is a corresponding set between two conceptual domains, which
is driven by human experience. People cognize experience from the target domain with experience from the source
domain. When mapped from the source domain to the target domain, some features of source domain are
emphasized while others are hidden thus the experience of target domain can be cognized partially.

I1l.  Water Metaphor Translation in Chinese Classical Poetry
There four kinds of typical water metaphors: TIME IS WATER, LOVE IS WATER, SADNESS IS WATER
and MAN IS WATER. The analysis to the four kinds of water metaphors in Chinese classical poetry is as follows.

3.1 Translation on Time Metaphor
The poems in Chinese classical poetry that take water as the source domain and time as the target domain

arelike: EFRAE AR ER , HEREBAELR, (FH CFHBE) ) RRIREK , RIEAR R,
(#1E ETASRREIREKR) ) Fr—3/E , RAKTFR. (FTNYW CELESRMBAY) Inthese

poems, for one thing, the poets captured the common features between water and time: water flow runs on forever
and time passes away all the time. For another, as China’s terrain descends from west to east, most rivers in China
also flow from west to east. The irreversibility of water flow is similar to the passing of time, so Chinese poets
prefer expressing their lamentation of the fleeting time via the description of the rushing water. Therefore, it can
be concluded that “TIME IS WATER”.
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Table 3.1 Time is Water

Water (source domain) Time (target domain)
EFRRBEMZKRLER , FREBTFE
runs on forever .
Bl flows from west to east passes away all the time
RRETRMK , RIERRER, (irreversible) never comes back

Fn—iE , RAXTEE,

There are some special water metaphors: — &Yt , NBERE, (RXE (BFIRIE M LEHE
B )RABZIEAN A TEMN G TER. (FE(—HEALRI)) TERE , MBRXHE , MW
WO (FHFRK COkEB-BEBEEAOSF)) The “flow” is the most distinctive feature of water so that many

water metaphors such as “Jt &7 and “FR " use “flow” to refer to “water flow”, and “flow” is used to metaphorize

the fleeting time.

3.2 Translation on Love Metaphor
The poems in Chinese classical poetry that take water as the source domain and love as the target domain

are like: SZ2ABEAK , RABLFRE. ( tEH (BEREE-HM) ) BABRETALE |, HRKIK,
(ZZ2AMEFBRERTL) ) IRTFMETRR , RIEERKERKIKIL, (BES (ZIR-MEE)) R

B—IKiE , BkEKTBIE, (B (GBEBZE4E)) Both the choppy river and the quietly flowing trickle have

been used by Chinese poets to express ardent or tender love. Water is formless, sometimes billowing, sometimes
calm, which is similar to love, sometimes intense, sometimes soft. No matter which kind of love, it is always
praised by Chinese poets as pure as clear water. The similarities between water and love lead to the conclusion
that “LOVE IS WATER”.

Table 3.2 Love is Water

Water (source domain) Love (target domain)
BReBHRAK, RABRLFTRT,
AHBEERRLE , #HGETIK, raging/choppy ardent/intense
N — quietly flowing tender
HRFMETRE , NERKIKKILE, clear pure
BEB—IKE , BKETBE.

Some water metaphors are used with their negative form like: R TMEEE , HEHBIEBIER,
(BES CBAY)) Inpeople’s cognition, the sea is so deep that it can’t be easily measured thus the word “I&

SRILE” is often used for expressing the profound emotion when the depth of water was mapped to the love. The

poet depicted that the depth of water is not as deep as the love of the lovesick woman to her lover in which the
very deep love of the lovesick woman is more touching for readers.

3.3 Translation on Sadness Metaphor
The poems in Chinese classical poetry that take water as the source domain and sadness as the target

domain are like: MK KER , FHRFEBRRERK, (FA (EMEMERIRBRE) ) ABEE/LS
B2 —IFKARR. (FRE (EXEABRKAMNT) ) KRRSZKE , HE-E5FEEX,

(#%B CEZKHE)) The flowing water never can be stopped and seems to stretch into infinity. That always

attracts sentimental poets for their lingering sadness. In addition, the similar negative signals will be transmitted
when someone touches the cold water and hold a sad mood. The similarities between water and sadness enables
poets to visualize sadness in their poems. Therefore, “SADNESS IS WATER”.

Table 3.3 Sadness is Water

Water (source domain) Sadness (target domain)
HIMAOKER , #FERBER,
— . N keeping flowing lingering
14 F N
BBEALSK? Bl —TEKAR coldonegative negative
=
Ao
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RERBRKE HE-EAFEE, | | |

3.4 Translation on Man Metaphor
In cognitive linguistics, personification is also a form of metaphor. The poems in Chinese classical poetry

that take water as the source domain and man as the target domain are like: A6tz K& , TEZETH. ( =H
CEFIERD ) BALBLERE , AL=HERT. (BES (I9KIKR) ) FFB , BikFHk , AW

W, (38 (FERIW-=FA)) Ancient Chinese poets always have a lot of inexplicable emotions in their deep

inside. When they intend to express their feelings, the favored water becomes a “man” who speaks for them. When
the poet left home, the boat travelled with water passing away. The flowing of the water was regarded by the poet
as “a send-off thousands of miles”, in which the flowing of water was mapped to man who was sending the poet
off. When the poet travelled alone, he heard nothing but the murmur of a stream that had been flowing all night.
The flowing of water was regarded by the poet as “a company along the way”, in which the flowing of water was
mapped to man who acted as a companion. When the poet described one who is waiting at home alone for someone
who never comes back, the gurgling sound of water flow was explained by the poet as “whimper”, in which the
sound of water flow was mapped to man who was missing his or her lover. The natural flowing of water could be
linked with the act and mood of man for their similarity, thus “MAN IS WATER” can be considered.

Table 3.4 Man is Water
Water (source domain) Man (target domain)

Mtk s Kk , TRETHA.
BAEELEE , AL=BEBETT. flowing act
BES, Bk, BALBE,

3.5 Summary

TIME IS WATER, LOVE IS WATER, SADNESS IS WATER and MAN IS WATER are four typical
water metaphors in Chinese classical poetry. There are also some connections among them. Firstly, the flow of
water reminds people of time, thus TIME IS WATER. The passage of time is the immutable law of nature that
people are unable to break, then infinite sadness arises. People associate water with time, then time generates
sadness, and water and sadness have similar features, thus SADNESS IS WATER. Secondly, there is the sadness
of parting, the sadness of unfulfilled ambition, and much more sadness about love in Chinese classical poetry. As
water becomes more and more associated with sadness about love, the similar features between love and water
are gradually cognized, thus LOVE IS WATER. Thirdly, people cognize time in the constant changes of things in
the world, and love and sadness are part of people’s mood. When time, love and sorrow are connected with water,
man himself is connected with water. Thus, MAN IS WATER.

IV.  Conclusion

There are four water metaphors in Chinese classical poetry: TIME IS WATER, LOVE IS WATER,
SADNESS IS WATER and MAN IS WATER. In “TIME IS WATER?”, the fleeting time can be understood through
the irreversibility of water flow. In “LOVE IS WATER”, love can be understood through the calm state or turbulent
state of water and their similar pure feature. In “SADNESS IS WATER?”, the continuous water flow and the cold
touch can be used to understand the lingering and negative sadness. In “MAN IS WATER”, people's behaviors
and emotions can be understood through the flowing of water. The four water metaphors all support that the
working mechanism of metaphor is “a cognitive process in which some features of one thing are mapped to
another”.

In order to enhance the artistry of poetry and express their own emotions, ancient Chinese poets adopted
a large number of conceptual metaphors with water as the source domain and time, love, sadness and man as the
target domain respectively. In the appreciation of the poem, the readers can analyze the metaphors of the poetry
in accordance with the research method of this paper. Once they understand the purpose of the poet through the
similarities of the source domains and target domains, they have a cross-time dialogue with the poet.
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