Journal of Translation Studies 9(1) (2025, New Series), 159—183

Translating Western Medical
References in Detective Stories

in China: A Case Study of

The Complete Sherlock Holmes (1916)

Bo Li

Lingnan University
Hong Kong SAR

Dominic Glynn
University of Evry Paris-Saclay

France

Abstract

At the turn of the twentieth century, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s work
was regularly translated into.Chinese despite the complexity of the
medical terminology that permeates his work. This article considers
how references in the Sherlock Holmes stories were rendered in
translations published in 1916, thereby bridging the gap between
Western and Chinese medical traditions. In particular, it considers how
Western medical diagnoses and procedures were grafted onto existing
concepts in_traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) through analysis of
the translation methods used. It reflects on the need to make such
medical references accessible to non-specialist readers in order to not
impede their reading experience. By comparing early and later
translations, the article assesses the extent to which Western medicine
(WM) permeates Chinese culture at different points in twentieth
century history.
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1. Introduction

In the early years of the twentieth century, translation was a significant
cultural practice in China, ushering in new ideas and shaping intellectual
traditions. In the literary field, more translations were produced than
original creative writing in Chinese (A Ying 1980, 1). In “A Statistical
Survey of Translated Fiction, 1840—1920,” Teruo Tarumoto (1998) argues
that translated fiction significantly outnumbered original Chinese fiction
during this period, highlighting the substantial influence of Western
literature on modern Chinese literary creation. The most popular genre
was detective fiction, which accounted for around a third of the 1,100
novels published during the late Qing dynasty, and Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle was chief among the authors favored by readers, translators, and
publishers (Chen 1989, 99). The first Chinese translation of the four
novels of his Sherlock Holmes series appeared in 1896 in the periodical
Shiwu bao W% # (Current Affairs). Other Sherlock Holmes stories
were then translated until the complete collection of his detective works
was published in Shanghai by the Chung Hwa Book Company ' %
#J5 in 1916. Indeed, Conan Doyle was the only Western writer, at
the start of the twentieth century, whose major writings were entirely
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