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Don’t make this mistake!

Pity the poor translator.

Technical translation and simple news can be
straightforward, but anything cultural can be
frustratingly challenging. How in the world can you
duplicate an expression’s emotion in another
language when so much depends on cultural
background often unavailable to the audience?

Notoriously difficult to translate are food, humor,
insults and poetry. These can be so challenging that
your ability to appreciate them in a foreign language
can be a true measure of your understanding.

Food is the easiest to deal with—by escaping. Simply
use the word in its original language.

How do you say okonomiyaki in English?
You can't.

Yes, I know some call it “Japanese pancakes” or
“Japanese pizza,” but let’s not fool ourselves. There
is absolutely no way a foreigner is going to
appreciate okonomiyaki, unless you launch into a
detailed explanation of exactly how it's made and
eaten. There’s no easy way out. There is no simple
translation. Just call it “okonomiyaki” and let him try
some.

As for taste, how can you realistically explain the
taste of miso to someone who’s never eaten miso?
Thus in English, mwo becomes “miso” and tofu
becomes “tofu.” Translating these respectively as
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“fermented soy bean paste” or “mashed soy bean
curd” sounds unappetizing to say the least. Savhimi
remains “sashimi,” regardless of how easy it is to say
“raw fish.” And Americans will continue to see
"escargot" on their menus rather than “snails.”

But food is nothing compared to translating humor
and insults. Even between native English speakers of
different countries, humor can be incomprehensible.
A Scottish friend of mine living in Boston once
gathered his American friends together to watch the
old British comedy show Faulty Towers. As he rolled
on the floor hysterically laughing the stone-faced
Americans just stared at him clueless as to what was
SO funny.

It's not uncommon to hear criticism, often derisive, of
another culture’s humor. We tend to put down what
we don’t understand.

Thus movie and cartoon translators often have to just
give up on trying to make the original humor
understood, and contrive completely different jokes
based on the audience’s culture.

Insults from one culture rarely have the same effect
when translated into another language. In Japanese,
we can put someone in their place based on one of
the many variants of “you,” which can run the gamut
from anata to an’ta to kimi to omae to temé to onore to
kisama. There is no way to directly translate these
into English.
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The reverse holds true, too. English insults are often
downright strange and nonsensical when directly
translated into Japanese.

And then there’s the most nuanced and difficult of
all: poetry. Broadly interpreted this could refer to
anything from Shakespeare to Kurt Cobain. It’s not
just the dictionary meaning of each word, but its
background, its references, its sound, even its exact
location on a page. The best translators do amazingly
admirable work, but reading any translation is just
not going to be the same as reading and
understanding the work in its original language.
Anything less is just a representation.

So what can we take away from this?

® Don't worry about translating cuisine. Just learn
to describe it and offer a taste.

® Relax and try to enjoy another culture’s humor
with an open mind. Don’t put down what you don't
understand.

* You probably dont have the background to
effectively use insults in a foreign language, so avoid
trying to. Your attempt will more than likely be
inappropriate, and your timing and intonation will
surely be off. In fact, you'll probably end up being
laughed at.

® Read poetry and literary masterpieces first in
translations, but then work towards reading them
again in their original English. It will take you to a
new level of understanding which can be very
satisfying.



