E-Journal of Language, Culture and Education, Vol. 3, No. 4, 2026
F-ISSN: 3006-3213 P-ISSN: 3006-3205

DOIL: https://doi.org/10.70267/jlce.2026.v3n4.121134

Published by: Zeus Press

Meaning Construction in Documentary Subtitle
Translation: A Multimodal Discourse Analysis of
Amazing China: Stories of Panda

Rui Tang "
Department of Foreign Studies, North China Electric Power University (Baoding), Baoding, 071000, Hebei, China

*Corresponding author: Rui Tang.

Abstract

Nature documentaries serve as a crucial medium for showing China’s ecological civilization, and the quality
of the subtitle translation directly affects the effectiveness of cross-cultural communication. At present,
multimodal discourse analysis has been widely applied to the study of audiovisual subtitle translation.
However, research on the subtitle translation of nature documentaries remains scarce. Based on Zhang’s
synthetic theoretical framework for multimodal discourse analysis [1], this paper analyzes the subtitle
translation of the documentary Amazing China: Stories of Panda from the aspects of culture, context, content,
and expression. And it explores its strategies for multimodal meaning construction. The study finds that the
translator achieves cross-cultural meaning transfer through the reconstruction of cultural information,
constructs meaning through the coordination of multimodal resources. And under the physical constraints of
the medium, the translator adopts strategies such as omission to promote cross-cultural communication. This
study enriches the multimodal perspective on the subtitle translation of nature documentaries and could serve
as a reference for the subtitle translation practice of similar documentaries.
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1. Introduction

As globalization continues to advance, cross-cultural communication has become increasingly frequent,
and modes of cultural communication have gradually shifted from a unimodal form centered on language to
a multimodal form integrating multiple semiotic resources such as images, sound, and text [2]. Nature
documentaries construct discourse meaning through the synergy of multiple modes including language,
visuals, and music. And they possess unique advantages in disseminating ecological civilization, presenting
national image, and promoting cultural communication [3]. However, the multimodal nature of
documentaries has also expanded subtitle translation beyond the scope of traditional linguistic transfer.
Subtitles are required not only to accurately convey information but also to coordinate with other modes such
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as visuals and sound effects to jointly achieve meaning construction [4]. Therefore, documentary subtitle
translation from a multimodal perspective has become an important topic in linguistic research.

Amazing China: Stories of Panda employs giant pandas, the cultural symbol with strong international
recognition, as its carrier. And it vividly presents China’s achievements in ecological civilization and the
philosophy of harmonious coexistence between humanity and nature, possessing high value for international
communication. As a crucial part in cross-cultural communication, the quality of its subtitle translation
directly affects overseas audiences’ understanding of the documentary’s content and the image of China.
Currently, research on subtitle translation of nature documentaries remains scarce. Therefore, this paper
draws on the synthetic theoretical framework for multimodal discourse analysis proposed by Zhang to
examine the subtitle translation of this documentary from four levels: culture, context, content, and
expression. It could explore how subtitles collaborate with other modes to realize meaning construction. The
aim is to enrich the application cases of multimodal theory in the field of the translation of nature
documentaries, and to provide reference for research on subtitle translation of nature documentaries and the
international communication of documentaries.

2. Literature Review

Li defines multimodality as composite discourse that incorporates non-verbal modes such as images and
sound in addition to text, or any text whose meaning is realized through multiple semiotic codes [5]. Within
multimodal discourse analysis, discourse meaning is not only constructed by linguistic signs, but also
generated by a variety of semiotic resources such as language, images, sound, and color [6]. Its theoretical
roots of this perspective can be traced to Barthes’ essay Rhetoric of the Image. This essay departed from the
traditional view that images only serve a representational function [7]. Later, Halliday proposed the theory
that language is a social semiotic and he regarded language as a social resource for meaning construction. It
provides an important theoretical basis for the functional analysis of non-linguistic signs [8]. Based on this
foundation, Kress and van Leeuwen extended the three metafunctions of systemic functional linguistics to
the visual mode and then proposed the visual grammar framework. It marked a major step forward in the
development of multimodal discourse analysis [9]. As research objects shifted from static images and texts to
dynamic audiovisual discourse, Forceville further introduced multimodal metaphor theory. It emphasized
that metaphorical meaning can be jointly constructed by multiple modes such as language, images, and
sound, offering a new analytical perspective for the study of audiovisual discourse such as film and
advertising [10]. At the same time, Martinec and Salway investigated the relations between image and text in
dynamic images and proposed a system of choices that includes Status Relations and Logical-Semantic
Relations [11]. Pérez-Gonzalez argued that the research object of audiovisual translation should turn to
multimodal discourse. That means viewing subtitles, images, and sound as an integrated system that jointly
participates in meaning construction, thereby promoting the application of multimodal theory in subtitle
translation [12].

Within China, research on multimodal discourse analysis began with Li’s systematic introduction of
multimodal social semiotic theory. Afterwards, scholars such as Zhu [13] and Zhang have refined both the
theoretical framework and the methodology of the field. Zhang and other researchers have contributed to
localizing the theory for Chinese contexts [14]. Among these efforts, Zhang’s synthetic theoretical
framework for multimodal discourse analysis has been particularly influential, this framework integrates four
levels: the cultural level, the contextual level, the content level, and the expression level. It provides crucial
guidance for the application of multimodal theory in translation studies and discourse analysis.

As the theories have matured, the research objects of multimodal discourse analysis have also expanded,
with several well-established paradigms taking shape. Existing studies mainly concentrate on areas such as
education and teaching, journalism and communication, advertising and brand communication, audiovisual
discourse, and digital media [15][16]. Within audiovisual discourse, Pérez-Gonzalez points out that
audiovisual translation should break through text-based analytical traditions and instead treat multimodal
resources as a unified system of meaning construction. Taking the film Hero as a case, Ouyang explores how
the translator integrates the interplay among sound, image, and subtitles to achieve accurate subtitle
translation [17]. Lin and Rao use the film The Lychee Road as an example to investigate how film subtitle
translation weaves together textual, visual, and other modalities to convey the film’s emotions and values
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[18]. Xin and Chen take the international publicity documentary Seasons of China as a case to examine the
synergistic role of modal resources such as subtitles, images, animation, and sound in documentary
translation [19]. However, existing research mainly focuses on audiovisual discourse such as films and
humanistic international publicity documentaries, the attention to the multimodal meaning construction of
nature documentaries remains insufficient. To address this gap, this paper adopts Zhang’s synthetic
theoretical framework for multimodal discourse analysis as its analytical framework to examine the
multimodal discourse meaning construction in the subtitle translation of the nature documentary Amazing
China: Stories of Panda, with the aim of enriching multimodal discourse research.

3. Synthetic Theoretical Framework for Multimodal Discourse Analysis

Zhang constructed a synthetic theoretical framework for multimodal discourse analysis on the basis of
systemic functional linguistics. The theoretical foundation of this framework can be traced back to Halliday’s
systemic functional linguistics. Zhang clarified the four levels of multimodal discourse analysis: the cultural
level, the contextual level, the content level, and the expression level.

The cultural level is the foundation of multimodal communication. It is related to the social ideology of
discourse and determines the overall communication strategy and meaning construction of the discourse.
Without the cultural level, the interpretation of the contextual level will lose its underlying support. There are
significant differences among different civilizations in terms of cognitive patterns, value perceptions, and
cultural symbols. They may lead to cross-cultural communication barriers in the process of communication
between different civilizations. In documentary subtitle translation, this level constrains the translation
methods for various culture-specific concepts, the translator needs to take into account the local cultural
connotations and the cognition of overseas audiences, and reduce cross-cultural understanding barriers
through multimodal resources such as images and sound.

Context is the realization of culture in a specific situational context, including the contextual factors
determined by field, tenor, and mode. In documentary subtitle translation, field refers to the domain of
subject matter and activity involved in the communication, tenor refers to the stance between the participants
in the communication, and mode refers to the media and channels used in the communication. During the
translation, all subtitle translations and shots must fit the overall communication context to ensure that the
plot and inner emotions of the documentary can be fully conveyed to the audience.

The content level includes two dimensions: discourse meaning and formal features. The discourse
meaning dimension involves ideational meaning, interpersonal meaning and textual meaning, bearing the
documentary’s overall narrative information and emotional orientation. The formal features dimension
concerns various modes and their interrelations, which can be divided into complementary relations and
non-complementary relations. Among these, the complementary relation refers to the situation in which the
discourse of one mode cannot fully express its meaning, or cannot express its entire meaning, and thus
requires supplementation by another mode. This requires that in documentary subtitle translation, the
translator must ensure both the integrity of the documentary’s essential content and information, and balance
narrative coherence with emotional expression.

The expression level refers to the material carrier of discourse meaning, the medium form through which
meaning is realized. And it can be divided into linguistic and non-linguistic dimensions. In the process of
documentary subtitle translation, the linguistic dimension can be manifested in aspects such as sentence
structures. The non-linguistic dimension can involve audiovisual elements such as shot composition and
background music. Through synchronized playback, the two constitute the final presentation of multimodal
meaning construction. At the same time, conditions such as the spatial size of the screen and the speed of
camera switching directly constrain the size and length of subtitles, which is also a core consideration that
needs to be taken into account in the process of translation.

Compared with other frameworks for multimodal discourse analysis, Zhang’s synthetic framework
integrates four interconnected levels: culture, context, content, and expression. It not only considers the
interaction among different semiotic resources but also explains how discourse meaning is shaped by cultural
backgrounds, situational contexts, semantic resources, and material forms. Therefore, it is particularly
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suitable for documentary subtitle translation, where subtitles need to collaborate with images, sound, and
other modes to achieve multimodal meaning construction.

4. Case Analysis

The CCTV documentary Amazing China: Stories of Panda takes the protection, breeding, and
reintroduction of China’s giant pandas as its narrative themes, presenting the development of giant panda
conservation in China and the achievements of ecological civilization construction. This paper takes the
content of this documentary as its research corpus and selects representative cases of subtitle translation.
Then, it examines them from four levels: culture, context, content, and expression to explore how subtitles
collaborate with other modal resources to realize discourse meaning construction.

4.1 Cultural Level

Different cultures possess different life styles and expressive habits. Therefore, culture-specific items
often cause translation obstacles. In subtitle translation, Chinese-unique symbols and imagery are difficult to
translate literally. The translator needs to consider the target language culture, and reduce the difficulty of
cross-cultural meaning comprehension as much as possible while preserving the distinctive characteristics of
the source culture.

Example 1
Source text: K RES A JE AR BB DARF S E B9 B iy A ik 1 4 BRAET .

Translation: The remote giant pandas have descended from the mountains and stepped onto the global
stage.

In traditional Chinese culture, the image “f& == carries the spiritual connotation of seclusion and
self-cultivation in Taoist philosophy. Originally it refers to refined scholars who live in seclusion in the
mountains and are isolated from the outside world. Here it refers to wild giant pandas that live in the deep
mountains all year round and have little contact with humans. The translator did not translate “fz == literally
as hermit, but instead used a free translation as descended from the mountains. This is because the word
hermit has the meaning of Christian connotations and implies religious ascetics in Western culture. When
overseas audiences see this word, they would first associate it with religious believers, thus causing
misunderstandings. In addition, the word descend contains the meaning of coming down, which fits the
behavior of the pandas originally inhabiting the deep mountains and now going down to enter public view.
At the same time, it fits the idea in traditional Chinese culture that a recluse could step out of the mountains
and devote themselves to the secular world at an appropriate moment. This choice remains the artistic
conception of the original text while avoiding cognitive biases caused by different cultural backgrounds,
thereby realizing cross-cultural communication.

Example 2
Source text: [M]“E AT HIFIH B X H CHZ AT+ % .

Translation: Li Li became a mother in her autumn years, however, she loves her babies more than the
young mothers around her.

The expression “# K14 is a traditional Chinese idiom. It conveys the happiness of having children in
one’s later years in traditional Chinese culture. Here, the translator translated “#” as in her autumn years
rather than literally translating it as in her old age. In Western culture, autumn symbolizes the stage of life
moving toward its later years, which vividly conveys the meaning of “%”. The translator chooses autumn
years to refer to old age, which enables overseas audiences to understand the meaning without additional
explanation. This not only avoids the rigidity brought by the literal translation as old age, but also fits with
the core meaning of the giant panda Li Li giving birth in old age. It also conveys gentle emotions and
effectively reduces obstacles to cross-cultural understanding.

4.2 Contextual Level
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Zhang points out that context is the realization of culture in a specific situational context, reflected by
three elements: field, tenor, and mode. In documentary subtitle translation, the translator needs to consider
the subtitle translation based on the specific context to ensure the accurate expression of its concrete content
and emotion.

Example 3
Source text: KA R0 A DAL At SR WL 1 5 2 Pl SR KRB A [ B A1 R T BE
Translation: The success of the giant panda Cao Cao’s trial has opened more possibilities for captive giant

pandas to their natural habitat.

Figure 1. Giant Panda Activity 1

has opened mrc possibilities

ikt ERL T

Figure 3. Giant Panda Activity 111
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for captive giant pandas
5 0 B 3k RB M A 1) B A T i

Figure 4. Giant Panda Activity IV

to their natural habitat
5 20 P 37 K AR 2 1) BF AN mT B

Here, the field focuses on the background of giant panda conservation and reintroduction to the wild. The
tenor is reflected in the equal stance between the narrator and the audience. And the narrator conveys
accurate information to the audience through objective commentary. The mode is a documentary, integrating
multimodal factors such as images, sound, and subtitles. The images present the state of giant pandas in a
captive environment, reflecting the theme of giant panda conservation. Therefore, “7& [A]# 71 should also
be understood as returning to the living environment exclusive to giant pandas, which refers to the natural
habitat here. Based on the contextual meaning of giant panda conservation, the translator translated “#f4h>
as natural habitat through free translation rather than literally as the wild. Moreover, the word wild refers to
the natural environment or the wild state; translating it as wild would be too broad in scope. So natural
habitat is more specific and fits the context of returning pandas to their original habitat better, thereby
achieving a positive discourse effect in cross-cultural communication. At the same time, the shots in the
images sequentially switch between the state of pandas in a captive environment and the state of the panda
mother and its cub in the wild, which fully connect the giant panda conservation process from artificial
breeding to reintroduction. The term natural habitat chosen in the translation precisely echoes this logic. This
linguistic mode integrates the real scenes from the visual mode, directly highlights China’s initiative of
reintroducing pandas into their exclusive, original natural spaces. Moreover, it can give overseas audiences a
clearer understanding of China’s giant panda conservation efforts. Figure 1 to 4.

Example 4
Source text: {HZTEIXHEZ RIEAF B FE SR IE I 4 35 “RR € ) K REAN

Translation: Among these darlings, however, gray ones unexpectedly appear.

Figure 5. Giant Panda Cub I
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The field of this sentence focuses on the introduction of the gray giant panda family. The tenor is
reflected in the equal and intimate stance between the narrator and the audience. The narrator narrows the
distance from the audience through a relaxed and commentary style and an equal stance. The mode is a
documentary which integrates multimodal factors such as soft light music, close-up shots, and subtitles. The
images show the appearance of soft and cuddly panda cubs in piles, directly conveying that the panda cubs
are very young and adorable. Therefore, the metaphor of “Z Jik[4] -7 is used here. The translator translated
“Z WRH1T> as darlings through free translation, which fits the affection for panda cubs in the context. If
translated literally as sesame balls, it can not fully convey the emotion here and would also conflict with the
images of panda cubs. Translating it as darlings not only coordinates with the visual mode but also fully
conveys its inner emotion. Figure 5 to 6.

4.3 Content Level

The content level involves discourse meaning and formal features. Discourse meaning includes ideational
meaning, interpersonal meaning, and textual meaning. While formal features refer to the interaction of
modes such as images and sound. In documentary subtitle translation, when subtitles do not fully express the
complete semantic content, modes such as images and sound can collaborate with them to accomplish
meaning construction.

Example 5
Source text: FT KMMFRZ IR B & BA 17— IF VU R I AR AR .

Translation: The altitude gap vertically induces a primeval forest with distinctive features in all four
seasons.
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Figure 7. High Mountain with Distinct Seasonal Variation I

The altitude gap vertically induces
BT RGBT B LA T

Figure 8. High Mountain with Distinct Seasonal Variation II

aprimeval forest with distinctive features in all four seasons.
“—IIALE" HRBARA

In this sentence, the visual mode slowly shows the distinctly differentiated topography and vegetation
features of a high mountain with the change of altitude through a long shot. In the linguistic mode, the
expression “— 1115 42" is used to describe and summarize the visual content. The two modes form a
complementary relationship and jointly construct the discourse meaning, and the audience can intuitively
understand the characteristics of the mountain vegetation. The translator applies omission to “— 111" in “—1lJ
A VYZ=>, translating it as distinctive features in all four seasons. Although the reference to the mountain is
omitted, the visual mode has already presented the coexistence of four types of vegetation features on the
same high mountain, supplementing the missing spatial information in the subtitles. The audience can
understand that all four seasons here corresponds to the vegetation features of different altitudes of the same
mountain only by the visual mode. Here, the translated multimodal text generates ideational meaning
through the synergy of visual and linguistic modes, and fully conveys the discourse meaning of this sentence.
Figure 7 to 8.

Example 6
Source text: FEHUEHIT A 72 57k WIS AR BH R WY, RN AN,

Translation: Personnel at the base found ways to acquire milk from its mother, to feed the tiny cub.

Figure 9. The Personnel Supplementing a Panda Cub's Feeding 1
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Personnel at the'base fo nd
SEHURH A 51 mw\tz@a@/wg&%ﬁe
4

-

0 feed the tinyes
SN Y

The visual mode uses close shots to present the scenes of the research personnel obtaining the breast milk
from the panda mother and holding a bottle to supplement the panda cub’s feeding. The overall color in the
images is warm yellow, creating a warm atmosphere. The linguistic mode describes and summarizes the
visual information through the precise expression “ A\ T #MJJ”. The research personnel’s operation in the
visual mode and the word “ A\ I.” in the linguistic mode form a certain redundant relationship, and together
they construct the discourse meaning that the research personnel are supplementing the panda cub’s feeding.
In the translation here, the translator omitted the word “AL” in “AH AN T#MNJS”, but the discourse
meaning of “ A\ I.” is instead embodied by the action of the research personnel feeding the cub in the visual
mode. At this point, the visual mode and the linguistic mode form a complementary relationship, and through
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their synergistic interaction they construct ideational meaning. The translator achieves the conveyance of
discourse meaning by reconstructing the relationship between modes. Figure 9 to 11.

Example 7
Source text: Eﬁﬂﬁfﬂﬁi‘zﬂ “%%” “;jéﬁ”y %@%j}—(‘@“&%ﬁ”m“éﬁﬁno

Translation: Take a look. The one called Ji Xiao, who’s gray all over.

Figure 12. The Panda Cub "Ji Xiao" I

-y
—« AMAZING CHINA -
s amt o
Storiesof panda
AIRIRHON

-

Take alook. The one called JiXiaos
MERERRAEX R LT e

Figure 13. The Panda Cub "Ji Xiao" Il

&«
~« AMAZING CHINA »
Fag o
Stories of panda
KIRSEON

who's grayall over
AR, By CBRE

The visual mode uses close shots to display the adorable scene of the gray panda cub “Ji Xiao” resting on
the ground. The panda cub in the images has fluffy fur and is entirely gray and white in color. The linguistic
mode, through the anthropomorphic expressions “¥Z3k> and “%¢’%”, vividly describes and summarizes the
information presented in the images. The visual mode and the linguistic mode form a complementary
relationship and jointly accomplish the construction of discourse meaning, allowing the audience to
intuitively perceive the physical characteristics of the gray panda cub. The translator omitted the expressions
“%3k> and “%¢ %", but the visual mode already presents the physical characteristics of the gray panda cub,
that is, its fluffy fur and entirely gray and white color. Thus it supplements the information missing from the
subtitles. The audience can directly understand the physical characteristics of the gray panda cub through the
visual mode. In the translated multimodal discourse, the visual mode and the linguistic mode synergistically
interact to jointly construct ideational meaning. In this way, it successfully achieves the conveyance of the
discourse meaning of this sentence. The translator chose to delete anthropomorphic terms in the translation
and instead convey them through the visual mode. This choice not only avoids any loss of sentence
information, but also maintains conciseness in the subtitles while ensuring the preciseness required for
international communication. Figure 12 to 13.

4.4 Expression Level
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According to Zhang’s synthetic theoretical framework for multimodal discourse analysis, the expression
level is the medium through which meaning is realized. It involves linguistic and non-linguistic types. In the
process of documentary subtitle translation, subtitle translation is constrained by factors such as screen space
and play duration, and must interact synergistically with modes such as images and sound to accomplish
meaning construction.

Example 8
Source text: X437 "Z 5 A AIR /N A o

Translation: This resolute cub named Cheng Lang.

Figure 14. The Panda Cub "Cheng Lang"

Ligd

AMAZING CHINA
F 3 i

Here, the anthropomorphic form of address “/NJI & is used to refer to the panda cub. The translator
translated “/N A as cub through omission. If translated literally as a little baby, the word combination
would be longer. It could also extend the overall subtitle and occupy the screen space of the images.
Meanwhile, the camera focuses on the panda cub, which already visually conveys the information of its
youth. In this way, the visual mode compensates for the information omitted from the text and establishes
synergy between the visual mode and the linguistic mode. Furthermore, the word cub is short and
semantically exact, it perfectly fits with the requirements and constraints of the medium such as screen space.
Figure 14.

Example 9
Source text: X H A& FI/NA B AR — R KK RE .

Translation: The adorable little cub grew every day.
Figure 15. Close-up of the Newborn Panda Cub

-y
= AMAZING CHINA »
Yt @
I Stories of panda
AIRIRHCK
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In this context, the term “/NARI[A]F refers to the newborn panda cub, emphasizing its adorable and
lovely appearance. The translator translated it simply as little cub and omitted the literal meaning of meatball.
A direct translation such as a little meatball would cause the English subtitles to be too long. Also it could
occupy too much screen space and even deviate from the regular norms of subtitle translation. Therefore, it is
reasonable to omit the expression “/NAIF]F-”. Similarly, the adverb “{# 11> is not translated. The visual
mode compensates for these omissions. And a close-up shot of the cub directly presents its round and lovely
appearance, which visually conveys the endearing quality implicit in “/NAA]F7. At the same time, the
visible growth of the cub supplements the missing meaning of healthy in the subtitles. In this way, the visual
and linguistic modes form a complementary relationship. They realize multimodal meaning construction.
The translation only remains the core semantic information while other information is expressed through
visual mode. This strategy not only meets the specification that subtitle length is limited by screen space, but
also ensures the complete meaning construction through the integration of verbal and visual modes. Figure
15.

5. Conclusion

Based on Zhang’s synthetic theoretical framework for multimodal discourse analysis, this paper
systematically examines the subtitle translation of the documentary Amazing China: Stories of Panda from
four dimensions of culture, context, content, and expression. The study draws the following three
conclusions: First, in the process of cross-cultural communication, the translator needs to consider both
cultural and contextual factors in discourse production. And the culture-specific information in the source
language should be appropriately reconstructed and transformed into acceptable expressions in the target
language culture. Second, subtitle translation should not be limited to the linguistic mode. Instead, other
semiotic resources should also be considered and the translator should make full use of the distinctive
features of different modes to achieve synergistic meaning construction. Third, the translator should consider
the physical constraints of subtitle translation and take into account the screen space and other media
constraints to make necessary omissions. In conclusion, this study may provide certain reference for the
subtitle translation of nature documentaries.

Due to the limitation of the scope, the conclusions of this study need to be further verified. Future
research could expand the scope by incorporating more nature documentaries for analysis and deepen the
study of subtitle translation strategies from a multimodal perspective.
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