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Abstract: This article examines the peculiarities of translating culture-specific items in 

J.K.Rowling’s novel Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone into Russian. It explores the 

theoretical foundations of the concept of culture-specific items (realia), analyzes the main types 

of such items presented in the novel, and discusses the methods used to render them in Russian. 

Particular attention is paid to translation techniques such as transcription, calquing, descriptive 

translation, and functional substitution. The study identifies the main difficulties encountered in 

translating both national-cultural and author-specific culture-specific items and considers the 

possibilities of preserving the cultural specificity of the original text. It is concluded that the 

successful translation of culture-specific items requires not only linguistic competence but also 

cultural competence on the part of the translator, enabling them to preserve the author’s intent 

and the national and cultural flavor of the literary work. 

Keywords: culture-specific items (realia), literary translation, translation studies, national 

and cultural specificity, J.K.Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, translation 

techniques, fantasy literature 

 

In today’s globalized world, literary translation plays a crucial role in intercultural 

communication by facilitating interaction between different languages and cultures. One of the 

greatest challenges faced by translators is the translation of «culture-specific items (realia)» - 

words and expressions that denote objects, phenomena, traditions, and other features unique to 

a particular culture and often lack direct equivalents in another language. The accurate translation 

of such items is essential for preserving the national and cultural identity of a literary work and 

conveying the author’s artistic vision to readers. 

The issue of translating culture-specific items is particularly significant in fantasy literature, 

where elements of real-world culture coexist with fictional settings and concepts. A notable 

example of this genre is J.K.Rowling’s novel «Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone». The 

novel has achieved worldwide recognition and has been translated into numerous languages, 

including Russian. It presents a unique magical universe with its own educational system, 

customs, magical objects, creatures, and institutions, all of which pose considerable challenges 

for translators. 

When translating the novel into Russian, the translator must not only convey the meaning 

of the original text but also preserve its cultural and stylistic uniqueness. Many of the culture-

specific items used by Rowling are closely connected with British culture and its educational 

traditions, while others belong exclusively to the fictional world of magic created by the author. 

Consequently, translators often have to choose between preserving the original form of these 

items and adapting them to make them more accessible to Russian readers. Such decisions 

inevitably give rise to translation challenges, including the potential loss of cultural nuances or 

changes in the author’s original intent. 
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One of the most challenging aspects of literary translation is the rendering of culture-

specific items (realia), as they reflect the national and cultural characteristics of a people, including 

their everyday life, traditions, history, and worldview. Culture-specific items occupy a special 

place in translation studies because they often lack direct equivalents in the target language. 

Consequently, their translation requires not only a high level of linguistic competence but also a 

thorough understanding of the cultural context of the source text. 

The concept of culture-specific items has been examined by many scholars. One of the 

most widely accepted definitions was proposed by the Bulgarian linguists S.Vlahov and S.Florin, 

who defined realia as words and expressions denoting objects, phenomena, concepts, and facts 

characteristic of the life of one nation and unfamiliar to another. According to these scholars, 

culture-specific items serve as carriers of national and historical identity, which makes their 

translation particularly challenging. 

L.S.Barkhudarov emphasized that non-equivalent vocabulary, including many culture-

specific items, requires the use of special translation techniques because literal dictionary 

translation is often impossible. Similarly, V.N.Komissarov argued that the translator’s task is not 

only to convey the lexical meaning of a word but also to preserve the cultural information 

embedded in the original text. 

In literary works, culture-specific items perform several important functions. They help 

create the atmosphere of the narrative, convey the distinctive features of a particular culture, and 

make the fictional world more authentic and convincing. Through these elements, readers gain 

insight into the characters’ way of life, traditions, social relationships, and cultural values. 

Several classifications of culture-specific items have been proposed in translation studies. 

The most common categorization distinguishes between everyday, socio-political, geographical, 

historical, and cultural realia. Everyday realia include objects of daily life, clothing, food, and 

housing. Socio-political realia are associated with government institutions, educational systems, 

and public organizations. Geographical realia refer to place names and natural features. Historical 

realia represent historical events and phenomena, while cultural realia encompass traditions, 

customs, festivals, and other elements of a nation’s spiritual and cultural heritage. 

The translation of culture-specific items is a complex process because complete equivalence 

between the source and target languages rarely exists. Therefore, translators employ various 

strategies to convey their meaning. One of the most common techniques is transcription or 

transliteration, which preserves the pronunciation or spelling of the original word. For example, 

the name Hogwarts is rendered in Russian as «Хогвартс». 

Another widely used method is calque (loan translation), which involves translating the 

individual components of a word or phrase literally. For instance, Diagon Alley has been 

translated into Russian as «Косой переулок». This technique preserves the internal structure of 

the original expression while making it more accessible to the target audience. 

Another important strategy is descriptive translation, in which the meaning of a culture-

specific item is explained by describing its function or distinctive features. This method is 

particularly useful when the target language has no equivalent concept. 

When selecting an appropriate translation strategy, translators must strike a balance 

between preserving the original text and ensuring its comprehensibility for the target audience. 

Excessive preservation of national and cultural specificity may make the text difficult for readers 
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to understand, whereas excessive adaptation can result in the loss of the author’s original 

intention and diminish the cultural uniqueness of the literary work. 

J.K.Rowling’s novel Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone is of particular interest for 

translation studies because it combines elements of British culture with author-created culture-

specific items belonging to a fictional magical world. Rowling has developed a complex system 

of concepts, names, and images that together create the novel’s unique fictional universe. 

Therefore, the translator’s task is not only to convey the content of the text but also to preserve 

its cultural and national specificity. 

Several major categories of culture-specific items can be identified in the novel: socio-

cultural, everyday, and author-created (fantasy) realia. 

The first category includes socio-cultural realia related to British society and its educational 

system. One of the most notable examples is Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. 

Although the school itself is fictional, its structure and organization are largely based on the 

traditions of British boarding schools. The novel contains such concepts as House, Prefect, and 

School Term, all of which reflect distinctive features of the British educational system and may 

require additional explanation for readers from other cultural backgrounds.  

Everyday realia also play an important role in the novel. They help create the atmosphere 

of both the ordinary and the magical worlds. Rowling refers to traditional aspects of British daily 

life, including various sweets, meals, and household objects, which contribute to the authenticity 

of the narrative. 

The largest group consists of author-created culture-specific items, invented specifically to 

describe the magical world. These include the names of magical objects, creatures, spells, school 

subjects, and institutions. For example, the term Muggle refers to a person without magical 

abilities. Since this concept does not exist in the real world, it represents an authorial neologism. 

Other examples include Quidditch, Hogwarts Express, Sorting Hat, and the Philosopher’s Stone, 

all of which are unique elements of Rowling’s fictional universe. 

Proper names constitute another important category. Many names of characters, animals, 

and geographical locations contain hidden meanings and fulfill important stylistic and symbolic 

functions. For instance, the name Albus Dumbledore carries semantic and cultural associations 

that are readily recognizable to English-speaking readers but are only partially preserved in 

translation. Such cases present an additional challenge for translators, who must decide whether 

to retain the original form of the name or attempt to convey its underlying meaning. 

Particular attention should be paid to the names of the four Hogwarts Houses: Gryffindor, 

Slytherin, Ravenclaw, and Hufflepuff. These names are not merely proper nouns; they evoke 

particular associations and reflect the defining qualities of the students belonging to each House. 

In most translations, these names are preserved through transcription. However, much of their 

semantic and symbolic significance remains inaccessible to Russian readers. 

In addition, the novel contains numerous culture-specific items related to magical creatures, 

including troll, goblin, centaur, and dragon, among others. Some of these creatures have well-

established equivalents in world mythology and folklore, which facilitates their translation. 

Others, however, require more complex translation strategies to preserve the author’s intended 

meaning and maintain the integrity of the fictional world. 
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The translation of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone is of considerable interest from 

the perspective of translation studies, as the novel contains a wide variety of culture-specific 

items. To convey the national and cultural features of the original text, translators employ various 

translation strategies, the most common of which include transcription, calque (loan translation), 

descriptive translation, and functional substitution. The choice of a particular strategy depends 

on the nature of the culture-specific item, its function within the text, and the expected 

interpretation by the target audience. 

One of the most frequently used techniques is transcription, which reproduces the 

pronunciation of the original word using the phonetic system of the target language. This method 

helps preserve the national and cultural flavor of the source text while bringing readers closer to 

the author’s original world. For example, the name Hogwarts is rendered in Russian as 

«Хогвартс», while Muggle becomes «магл». In both cases, the translator retains the phonetic 

form of the original, allowing readers to encounter these elements of the fictional universe in a 

form that closely resembles the English text. 

Another widely applied strategy is calque (loan translation), in which the individual 

components of a word or phrase are translated literally. For example, Hogwarts Express is 

translated as «Хогвартс-экспресс», and Sorting Hat as «Распределяющая шляпа». In these 

examples, the translator successfully preserves both the semantic content and the narrative 

function of the original expressions. Calque is considered one of the most effective translation 

techniques because it allows the translation to remain close to the source text while still being 

understandable to the target reader. 

In some cases, translators resort to descriptive translation. This strategy is employed when 

a direct translation cannot adequately convey the meaning of a culture-specific item. Descriptive 

translation explains the function or characteristics of an object or phenomenon unfamiliar to 

readers of the target culture. Although this method provides greater clarity, it may increase the 

length of the text and partially reduce the stylistic conciseness of the original. 

Another translation technique found in the novel is functional substitution, whereby a 

culture-specific item is replaced with a target-language concept that performs a similar function. 

The primary purpose of this strategy is to improve the readability and accessibility of the 

translation. However, functional substitution inevitably involves the risk of losing part of the 

national and cultural specificity of the original text, as some source-culture information may not 

be preserved. 

Particular attention should be given to the translation of the names of the Hogwarts 

Houses. The names Gryffindor, Slytherin, Ravenclaw, and Hufflepuff are rendered into Russian 

as «Гриффиндор», «Слизерин», «Когтевран», and «Пуффендуй». While most of these names 

are translated through transcription, some versions also attempt to preserve their internal 

semantic structure. For example, the Russian name «Когтевран» partially reflects the meaning of 

Ravenclaw, which consists of the lexical elements raven and claw. 

Such translation decisions make it possible to preserve at least part of the semantic and 

symbolic content of the original. Another illustrative example is the translation of the names of 

magical objects and locations. Thus, Philosopher’s Stone is translated as «Философский 

камень», Mirror of Erised as «Зеркало Еиналеж», and Forbidden Forest as «Запретный лес». 
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In these cases, translators employed different translation strategies aimed at preserving the 

atmosphere of the novel while remaining faithful to the author’s artistic vision. 

The translation of culture-specific items in literary works is invariably associated with 

numerous challenges, as translators must convey not only the lexical meaning of a word but also 

its cultural, historical, and emotional significance. In Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 

this task becomes even more complex because J. K. Rowling creates a unique fictional universe 

in which elements of British culture are closely intertwined with the author’s imagination. As a 

result, many culture-specific items have no direct equivalents in Russian, making it necessary to 

employ a variety of translation strategies. 

One of the primary difficulties is the absence of direct equivalents in the target language. 

Many concepts found in the novel are author-created neologisms that exist exclusively within 

Rowling’s magical world. Terms such as Muggle, Quidditch, and Hogwarts, for example, have 

no corresponding lexical equivalents in Russian. In such cases, translators must either preserve 

the original form of the word through transcription or create a new version capable of conveying 

its meaning to Russian-speaking readers. However, both approaches involve the risk of losing 

some of the semantic nuances present in the original text. 

Another major challenge is preserving the national and cultural flavor of the novel. A 

considerable number of the culture-specific items are closely connected with British traditions, 

the educational system, and everyday life. English readers generally perceive these elements 

naturally because they are familiar with the cultural background from which they originate. 

Russian readers, however, may find many of these references unfamiliar or difficult to 

understand. Consequently, translators must decide whether to preserve the cultural specificity of 

the source text or adapt it to make it more accessible to the target audience. Excessive adaptation, 

however, may weaken the atmosphere of the novel and diminish its distinctive cultural identity. 

The translation of proper names, particularly so-called speaking names, presents another 

significant challenge. In Rowling’s works, many names of characters, places, and magical objects 

carry additional semantic and stylistic meanings. Certain names contain references to a character’s 

personality, origin, or role in the narrative. If such names are simply retained in their original 

form, these associations may remain inaccessible to Russian readers. Conversely, translating them 

completely may alter their original sound and compromise the author’s stylistic intentions. 

A further challenge arises from Rowling’s extensive use of wordplay. Throughout the novel, 

she employs linguistic devices to create humor, hidden allusions, and additional layers of meaning. 

Many names and expressions are based on features unique to the English language and are fully 

understandable only to readers familiar with the source culture. Since these linguistic effects are 

often impossible to reproduce directly in translation, translators must seek compromise solutions. 

As a result, certain aspects of the author’s original intention may inevitably be modified or lost. 
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