
BBC Learning English 
Talk about English 
Translating 
Thursday January 10th, 2008 
 
About this script, William says … 
Sorry, this is not a word for word transcript of the programme as broadcast. This is the script I 
used when I went into the studio but it isn’t always exactly what I said during the programme. 
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William: Hello and welcome to Talk about English. My name is William Kremer… 

 

Amber: And I’m Amber Barnfather. 

 

William: Today we’re talking about translating! What makes a good translation and a 

good translator? Maybe you’re thinking about becoming a translator yourself… 

what skills will you need to do your job effectively? Our caller this week is a 

working translator in Spain. What she finds most enjoyable about her job? 

 

Caller: What I like the most is when I have that feeling that, ooh, this sounds great! 

Because it’s expressing the same idea… that’s a great feeling because you are 

like a link to two cultures. 

 

Amber: And, we’ll be asking if there are any words which it is impossible to translate. 

Maybe there’s a word in your own language which doesn’t have an equivalent 

in English! 

 

Nuala: I used to live in Indonesia and there’s a word there that we certainly don’t have 

in English and it’s gurih… and it means deliciously salty. Gurih! 
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William: Which is how we like to think about our programme … the deliciously salty 

Talk about English!!!  

 

 Well, we don’t know much about translation so to tell us more about this topic 

I’m pleased to welcome Mark Shuttleworth to the studio. Hello Mark. 

 

Mark: [replies] 

 

William: Now Mark, you are a Senior Lecturer in Scientific, Technical and Medical 

Translation at Imperial College, London. 

 

Mark: [replies] 

 

William: And so, my first question is, why do people need to study translating? If I’m 

totally fluent in Spanish, which I’m not, but if I were totally fluent in Spanish 

and totally fluent in English couldn’t I just translate from one language into 

another without going back to school first? 

 

Mark: [replies] 

 

Amber: So, what skills do you need to be a translator?  

 

Mark: [replies] 

 

William: Well, let’s hear some words connected to translating with these word facts…. 

 
To translate something is to take speech or writing in one language and put it into a different 

language.  

 
We can call any piece of writing, whether it’s a book, a poem or a technical manual a text, so 

it’s common to talk about translating texts.  
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If you’re reading a text which has been translated into your language, we’d say you’re reading 

it in translation. We also use the prepositions from and into when we’re talking about 

translation. Listen to this: 

 

Most people have only read the Bible in translation…it’s been translated from Greek and 

Hebrew into 2,300 languages and dialects.  

 

Sometimes translations lack the meaning or beauty of the original text. We can say that 

something’s been lost in translation.  

 

I really didn’t like the book. I just thought the dialogue and some of the description was really 

strange… I don’t know, maybe something got lost in the translation. 

 

Transliteration is different from translation. If you transliterate a word, you write it in a 

different writing system without significantly changing the sound of the word. 

 

A lot of technical and computer words are just transliterated into other languages…. 

 

So that’s text, to translate from one language into another, to read something in translation, 

to get lost in translation and transliteration. 

 

WORD FACTS / AND THAT’S A FACT 

 
Amber: For you, Mark, what are the signs of a bad translation? 
 
 
Mark: [replies] 
 
 
William: According to your website, your own book, ‘The Dictionary of Translation 

Studies’ is itself currently being translated into Arabic and Chinese. Have you 

met your translators, and tested their translation skills?! 
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Mark: [replies] 
 
 
William: Well, we English speakers like to think that we have a word for everything but 

of course that isn’t true! I asked my colleagues at BBC Learning English what 

words they had encountered in other languages which didn’t have an 

equivalent in English… 

 

There’s a word in Japanese, which is genki, and you hear this word all the time. Um, perhaps 

most commonly, you hear people saying genki just as a question: ‘Genki?’ and it means ‘How 

are you?’. And you also hear people refer to something that contains some kind of energy or 

spirit as genki. So for example, you might see some energetic, enthusiastic kids playing, and 

you can say ‘Oh they’re, they look genki’.  

 

I used to live in Indonesia and there’s a word there that we certainly don’t have in English, 

and it’s gurih, and it means deliciously salty. And you know, after you start eating food over 

there, you do begin to think of it as gurih! 

 

In Brazilian Portuguese there are two words which I find difficult to translate into English. 

One is saudade. And saudade means sort good feelings, often linked to nostalgia, so you can 

say, when you leave Brazil, ‘I have saudades of Brazil’, I have good feelings, good memories 

and that creates an image of, you know, all the beautiful and good things about Brazil. The 

other Brazilian Portuguese word which I absolutely love, er, is called jeito. And I think the 

only way to translate it is, sort of, as a way round… erm, a short cut, a way to overcome an 

obstacle in a particularly informal, Brazilian sort of way! 

 

So when I lived in Denmark I came across this word and it’s hygellig. And it’s a word that 

doesn’t have a real, close English definition – the closest is, it means cosy, it means warm and 

friendly, and just a nice atmosphere. Erm, and the Danes use it to describe an evening that 

they had, so they could say [Danish] – it was cosy, it was warm, it was nice. 
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I can think about quite a few words in Arabic that I don’t think have a direct translation in 

English. Er, the first word I can think of is the word tarab – and tarab is basically a type of 

music, but the word in Arabic means the joy of music – when people are enjoying the music 

and they’re listening to it, [that’s] described in Arabic as tarab. 

 
 
William: Some very useful words, there! Don’t know about you guys but I think this 

studio is nice and hygellig right now… But what’s your take on this, Mark? 

Are those words really untranslatable? 

 

Mark: [replies] 

 

Amber: Thanks Mark, and now to our caller. Wendy Roca used to live in Manchester 

but now lives in Spain, where she works as a translator… I spoke to Wendy 

earlier this week. As you listen to our conversation, see if you can hear what 

area of work Wendy finds most challenging, or difficult… 

 

Amber: Hello, Wendy. Thank you for joining us on the programme – I know it’s not 

your first time – and thanks for the email telling us that you’re a translator. So 

what we’d love to know is what you enjoy most about your work? 

 

Wendy: Well, what I like the most is when I find exact meaning for what I want to say 

in the target language – when I have that feeling that ‘Ooooo! This sounds 

great!’ because it’s expressing the same idea - that’s a great feeling because 

you are like a link to two cultures, two people that can not speak one language 

to the other. So you’re the tool for them. 

 

Amber: But what’s the thing you find most challenging about your work? 
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Wendy: Sometimes, for example, in, you know, the leaflets or the information that you 

have with products that have to be sold. Obviously, in publicity you have to 

find catchy phrases and it’s very difficult to find the same impact – if you want 

– in the other language because you don’t have, for example, a very small word 

to express that idea. So, of course you can not use many words in publicity, so 

that’s the most difficult part, if you want. 

 

Amber: And finally, Wendy, what would your advice be to students of translation who 

are just beginning? What advice would you have for them?  

 

Wendy: Well, I can think of three pieces of advice. You have to read a lot – not only in 

the target language. For example, my native language is Spanish and I read a 

lot in English and I read a lot in Spanish as well. The other thing is - if you can, 

obviously - you have to try and live in the culture where that language is 

spoken, because it’s not only languages that you are translating, you are 

translating ideas and culture. There’s a lot of culture in the language. And 

finally, when you translate, you have to kind of abstract yourself from the other 

language and just think in one language at the time. 

 

Amber: Yes, just to think in one language at a time - very good advice. 

  

Wendy: Bye! 

 

Amber: Thanks Wendy – bye! 

 

Wendy: Bye! 

 

William: Wendy Roca there. She said it was very difficult to translate leaflets or the 

information that comes with products. She said that this publicity material, this 

text that advertises products, contained ‘catchy’ phrases. If something’s catchy 
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is cleverly written so that you can remember it easily and associate it with a 

product. Wendy said it was very difficult to create the same impact, or strong 

impression, with a phrase in another language… She also mentioned the phrase 

‘target language’. A target language is the language we translate into.  

 

Amber: Now if you’re listening to this, and you are a translator, or would like to 

become a translator, please do leave us a comment on the webcast page on 

BBC Learning English. 

 

William: We want to know what kind of translation you do, how you got into it and what 

you find most enjoyable… and most challenging about your job. 

 

Amber: But now, it’s time now for a second batch of word facts! 

 

But what words can we use to describe translations? 

 

If you translate every word in a sentence into an equivalent word in a different language, we 

can call this a word-for-word translation. However, if you try to convey the general meaning 

of something in language which is more beautiful or meaningful to your audience, we can call 

this a free translation.  

 

When I was younger, I had a word-for-word translation of Goethe’s Faust… but this new 

translation is much freer… and it’s so much more enjoyable to read! 

 

If you translate something quickly, so that people can understand the main points of the text, 

we call this a rough translation.  

 

I can do you a rough translation for 4.00 today or if you want a more thorough one I can get 

that to you for tomorrow morning, 
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Sometimes we encounter idioms or phrases which have a special meaning in a particular 

culture. If we translate the words of the phrase rather than their special meaning, we call this a 

literal translation. 

 

Did you know? - a literal translation of orang-utan is man of the forest. 

 

So that’s a word-for-word translation, a free translation, a rough translation and a literal 

translation. 

 

WORD FACTS / AND THAT’S A FACT 

 

William: One final question for you, Mark. How do you think that the status of the 

translator is changing? Because some people say that in the past translators 

have been overlooked, they’ve not had the credit they deserve. Is that changing 

with the global economy? 

 

Mark: [responds]  

 

BELL 

 

William: Well, regular listeners will know that there isn’t a fire in Bush House, but 

that’s the sign that it’s time for the 60 second recap! 

 

 What can we say when a translation doesn’t have the beauty or meaning of the 

original text? 

 

Amber: Something’s been lost in the translation, lost in translation 

 

William: What do we call the process of putting a word into a different writing system, 

without changing its sound? 
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Amber: transliteration, transliteration 

 

William: What do we call it when every word in a sentence is translated to an equivalent 

word? 

 

Amber: a word-for-word translation 

 

William: And what’s the opposite of a word-for-word translation? 

 

Amber: a free translation, a free translation 

 

William: What’s a name for the language that we’re translating into? 

 

Amber: the target language, the target language 

 

William: And how do we describe a translation which ignores special or idiomatic 

meanings? 

 

Amber: a literal translation, a literal translation 

 

It’s time now to say good-bye, but thank you very much Mark Shuttleworth for 

coming on the programme today and telling us about translation 

 

Mark: [replies] 

 

William: And on the programme last time I mentioned our Facebook page, and one or 

two people have this week made friends with us on the Internet, so here’s 

another mention: BBC Learning English now has a Facebook page. 
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Amber: I think that’s enough self-publicity, now.  

 

All: Goodbye 

 


