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Foreword

I rather suspect that when Sofia Coppola made her movie
Lost in Translation, she prayed that it might turn out to be, if
nothing else, a succés d’estime. Had that turned out to be true, her

hopes would have had a nicely linguistic irony all of their own,
since the French phrase is barely translatable itself, and refers to a
phenomenon — an artistic creation unlikely to make much money
but loved by the wiser critics — that, incredibly, is matched by no
handy off-the-shelf equivalent word in this oh-so-flexible and
oh-so-enormous lexicon that we are proud to trumpet as
English.

In the end, her film, which was variously described as
haunting, elegiac and touchingly memorable, turned out to be a
huge commercial triumph, probably hauling in more dollars per
day than any of her father’s productions. And while some of us
who enjoy non-English phrases because they are often so elegant,
succinct and uniquely employable, may have been briefly
regretful not to be able to employ the aforementioned succés in
this case, her film briefly turned the spotlight on another
inescapable, but often overlooked, reality. People who are not us —
or foreigners, which of course includes us in their eyes too — speak,
write and do things that are alien, mysterious and impossibly
difficult to translate, but which, when explained, often make an
awful lot of sense.

And further, the moment you understand the words and
phrases and the wonderfully sensible concepts that they
frequently encapsulate, you have come some small way toward
understanding the people who employ them. Which, it seems to
me, is the prime benefit (aside from the serendipitous pleasures of
browsing) of the delightful treasure-house — literally the thesaurus
— of linguistic marvels that follows.



Take the Chinese word mianzi, for example. Having no other
word to use, we call this “face”, and it represents, very roughly, the
inner dignity that is possessed by every human, which all others dealing
with its possessor are duty bound to uphold, and neither to threaten nor to
challenge. Shout an insult at a Chinese shopkeeper and you make
him lose face, you threaten his mianzi, and you commit the most
cardinal of sins. Buy your Chinese colleague the most expensive
cognac imaginable and you give him face, and you will in
consequence be blessed for all eternity.

Having lived in China for many years, I had long supposed
the East to be more richly endowed with untranslatable and
lexically inscrutable concepts, such as mianzi, than any other part
of the world. That was until recently, when I met a young
Russian student in California. This woman, now a hopeless
convert to the joys of English, had as a child been very skeptical
about its merits. Yes, she said, there were pleasing enough words
in English — she mentioned melancholy, sequester and mandolin for
starters. But why, she asked, was there no single word in English
for concepts that in Russian are so simple? Why nothing for
country house? Or for smoked fish? To her, English had been merely
a stiff and functional language, the Russian she had spoken as a
child — and what is revealed in the following pages (with Russian
words like razliubit: do please look it up) — is in many ways as she
suggested: infinitely richer, more romantic and filled with very
un-English cadence and with possibility.

In defence of the fugitive wonders of the English to which
my student was initially blind, I have always enjoyed our tongue’s
singular oddities — such as mallemaroking, a word that was once
defined as the carousing of drunken sailors on icebound Greenland
whaling ships and one that seems a perfect example of the
remarkably inclusive nature of the tongue we speak. (The
definition has lately changed, omitting the word “Greenland”,
indicating, no doubt, the globalising of the mallemarokers’ habit.)
But Christopher Moore will no doubt chide me gently, or
reprove me (debates about this particular usage further remind
me of the pleasures of English), by suggesting that however
inclusive English may well be, speakers in the outside world can



always show us how much more subtly so their languages can
manage to be.

And then I find myself drifting dreamily in agreement with
him, back to my beloved East, and wondering, indeed, how on
Earth it can be that we speak a language that has no equivalent for
the most subtly delicious of all Japanese phrases: mono-no-aware,
which means no more and no less than appreciating the sadness of
existence. You see the cherry blossoms on the trees in Kyoto in
April and you love them, but you love them most of all because
you appreciate, so sadly, that soon they will all be gone. Mono-no-
aware: a phrase, which like all Japanese words has every syllable
pronounced, which deserves never to be lost in translation, and
which serves as a reminder that the understanding of tongues
other than our own offers us a chance to come to a better
understanding of peoples other than ourselves — an understanding
that can only be for the betterment of us all.

Simon Winchester

AN

agomaaod



WESTERN EUROPEAN LANGUAGES

N

o
co

Portuguese

! I he Portuguese people are renowned for their warmth and

friendliness, so it would be unkind to repeat the impression

that speaking Portuguese is just like speaking Spanish but with
your mouth full of toffee. But when did any of us last have to
speak Portuguese? Like the Greeks, the Portuguese have had to
learn other languages to communicate with the outside world,
beyond their old colonies, of course. However, a friend of mine
who for sheer love studied the language for years was finally
vindicated when we were once lost in Beirut and the only person
around to tell us the way turned out to be a Portuguese speaker
without a word of English.

The Portuguese, among the greatest sailors and explorers of
the sixteenth century, left magnificent traces of their culture all
over the world, from the depths of the South American rainforest,
to the islands and coasts of the China Sea. From Manaus to
Macao, their colonial style was one of elegance and grandeur.
And regardless of what you may think of the global importance
of Portuguese culture, it must be said that it takes a certain self-
confidence to build an opera house halfway up the Amazon!

saudade [sa-oo-dah-der] (noun)
A kind of intense nostalgia that only Portuguese people are
supposed to understand. In Katherine Vaz’s definition, which
she uses to explain the title of her novel Saudade (1994), it is
“yearning so intense for those who are missing, or for
vanished times or places, that absence is the most profound
presence in one’s life. A state of being, rather than merely a
sentiment”. In his 1912 book on Portugal, literary specialist
and translator A.EG. Bell writes:

The famous saudade of the Portuguese is a vague
and constant desire for something that does not and
probably cannot exist, for something other than the



present, a turning towards the past or towards the
future; not an active discontent or poignant sadness
but an indolent dreaming wistfulness.

fado [fah-doo] (noun)

Portuguese song is full of saudade, and none more so than the
tradition known as fado — a culture not just of song but of

a deep and sad romanticism that wells up from the soul.

The songwriter and poet Nick Cave has commented that we
all experience the Portuguese feeling of saudade. He sees this
intense yearning as the breeding ground for the fado love
song tradition.

se virar [ser vee-rahr] (verb)

From Brazilian Portuguese, this literally means “to empty”.
It is used to describe when you try to do something but
you don’t have enough knowledge to complete the task.

forado pinico, mijar [four-er doo pi-nee-koo, mee-jahr]

(idiom)

Brazilian Portuguese is colourful in its giria or slang. The late
Carlos Lacerda, a journalist and former governor, noted that,
“Brazil is the only country in the world where practically
every word is a cussword — even mother”. Literally meaning
“to pee outside the pisspot”, in English this means “to miss
the target” or “to say the wrong thing”.
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