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or

Why interpreting may make you crazy and what to do about it.

Basic text of a talk given at the ATA Conference in Phoenix, AZ, 2003

by Laura Esther Wolfson

Editors note: we are publishing the complete text of this talk presented at the last ATA conference under the aegis of the Interpreters Division, since it was scheduled opposite the SLD’s Greiss lecture, preventing some of our members, who ordinarily would have flocked to it, from attending.  A previous version of this talk was delivered to the New York Circle of Translators and its text published in their newsletter.

“I must tell you upfront that I have nothing of pragmatic value to say to you today.

I will not be talking about. How to become an interpreter;




   How to become a better interpreter;




   How much to charge for your work;




   How to run your business;

And I will definitely not be talking about. what reference works and translation tools you absolutely must have in order to be a sophisticated, cutting-edge, high-precision, technologically with-it, international, localized, globalized, multilingual, native-speaking quality-controlled language services specialist.

Sorry, I have been looking at too many translation company websites lately.

No, my presentation this evening will be a bit like one of those animated documentaries on public television in which the viewer seems to be floating in a little boat upstream through someone’s veins and arteries and learning about the functioning of various internal organs.

But, you will be glad to hear, minus the visual aids.  

Tonight we are going to peer into the mind of the interpreter, and see how it is affected by the activity of interpreting.  

And it won’t be pretty.

In fact, the first part may seem a bit grim, but if you just hang in there, I will reward your persistence and loyalty with the requisite happy ending.

I.  The Interpreter as Depressive
Interpreting can result in its practitioners experiencing depression:  

Why? 

One model of what the interpreter does is to create a sort of culvert in her mind, through which words and ideas pass, unimpeded, like industrial run-off, from one side of a road to the other, in this case the language barrier.

An effect of this process is that the interpreter’s mind and lips serve constantly as the temporary dwelling-place to a stream of ideas and utterances which are, not infrequently,  alien to her, but which, even if they are not alien, never hang around for long.  The interpreter becomes a sort of intellectual boarding house or bus station.

The traces of all of these utterances mingle in all sorts of strange ways and ultimately disappear.  

Interpreters have highly-developed short-term memory, but short-term memory is just another name for long-term oblivion.  

Thus the interpreter has as her constant traveling companions a sense of alienation and transience.

Christine Brooke-Rose, an experimental writer, herself raised in a trilingual diplomatic family in Geneva, said in an interview about. her post-modernist novel entitled Between, about. a simultaneous interpreter:

  “..it’s all the language, the lunatic empty speech-making of all the different congresses, political, sociological, literary and so on and of course, the actual languages, all jostled together…”

So, among the interpreter’s primary challenges as a human being, she must 

1) maintain her sense of identity and 

2) not give in to a cynical attitude (though it may be supported by her reality) that all is fleeting, and that many statements are not backed by actions.  

Among the utterances the interpreter is regularly called upon to convey are promises and commitments, frequently when the two parties to the discussion are economically or politically unequal and the more powerful partner is promising some sort of aid.  Different interpreters may be hired to work the later meeting where the promises are or are not kept.  When you interpret promises over and over and are not present to see them made good upon, it is easy to assume that most promises are broken.

And perhaps that is true, but one shouldn’t make the assumption unless one is sure.




2.  ALIENATION

The interpreter may experience a sense of separateness from others (in part because she is in different field from those she is interpreting for) 

and also because

she does not belong completely to either side of the language barrier (and is thus mistrusted by both sides).

Furthermore, it is common for interpreters to determine their own worth by the rank of the people they work for and how much they travel for their work, rather than through a sense of their own value.  This may cause alienation from self.

It is common for interpreters to be caught in webs of cultural misunderstandings withwith each sidelooking to them expectantly to justify its own position and explain that of the other side—another source of alienation.




3.  STRESS

Interpreting triggers stress in all sorts of ways unimaginable to people who have never sat in the interpreter’s seat (booth?):

There is the risk of making a crucial error, obviously but also

a. that of being corrected for a mistake you haven’t made by someone less knowledgeable about. the language, -- this could be a matter of a mere false cognate—

b. and then the interpreter is torn between defending her rendition vs. letting it pass (esp. if the person doing the correcting is of high rank); 

c. trying to interpret while being interrupted;
d. the difficulty of concentrating during cross-talk;

e. that terrible, oncoming train feeling that comes when someone says something you cannot understand, (and it happens to everyone…)—sometimes this even happens when the speaker is speaking your native language! 

f. the delightful experience of interpreting to an audience containing many bilinguals  and feeling that your every word is being second-guessed by at least a dozen people…;

g. speakers who are culturally insensitive or insult their audience

1. (especially stressful if the speaker and you have the same native language, for that    makes you feel somehow more responsible for his offensive statements);

h. speakers who say things like:  “I have 3 things to say, they are both very important, and here it is…”  What do you do with a sentence like THAT?

All of the abovementioned can lead to the following state (taken from a previously unpublished essay of my own):

“Interpreting assignments can be marked by arid, painful stretches, which sometimes last for hours, or perhaps they merely seem to, when interpreting resembles a form of utterly gratuitous torment.  Torment, because at these times, the act of interpreting feels like a blade slicing deeply into the spongy but resistant matter of the brain, the act of interpreting is like a machine whose functioning has gone terribly awry with no one nearby to fix it or throw the ‘off’ switch, and cogs are grinding, grinding against each other until the friction is almost unbearable and finally, gaskets begin to blow, blackened bits of springs pop out and clatter on the floor and a sulphurous, dry burning smell fills the air.  

It goes without saying that in no way does the quality of the interpreter’s work suffer during these hellish periods and that she gives no outward sign of what is happening; the listeners are as oblivious to the interpreter’s agonies as the ancient Romans were when, as was their wont, they would celebrate military victories by dining at groaning boards placed, along with the benches on which the celebrants sat, on the bodies of prisoners of war who were, as the evening’s festivities unfolded, slowly crushed to death under the dreadful weight of feast, feasters and furniture.  The victors ignored or did not notice their victims’ screams.  The interpreter cannot scream.”

Yes, it is true:  sometimes interpreting reaches such a pitch of difficulty that the interpreter, without noticing how or when, begins looking upon the speaker as a kind of sadist, forgetting that the reasons he or she is devising opaque circumlocutions at top speed have absolutely nothing to do with increasing the interpreter’s suffering.

So, what is the answer?  Hint: it is not talk therapy and it is not pharmaceuticals.  In fact, it does not cost any money at all.

1.  Maintain your mind richly stocked with knowledge and thought and different registers of language:  current events, great literature, slang, stirring oratory, human contact, so that the act of interpreting does not leave you feeling depleted and worthless.

2.  Have a broad network of professional contacts, where, ideally, the line between a colleague and a friend is a blurry one;

3. Never lose sight of the 3 important Interpreting Life Lessons:

a. Interpreters have contact with people all up and down the social ladder: treat them ALL the same, simply and with respect;
b. high-ranking people are weary of sycophants and fawning, they will value your simplicity;

c. the humble, accustomed to being ignored and patronized, will value your respect
d. Interpret the feeling, not just the words;
e. Even diplomats and heads of state do not always know which fork to use, so do not castigate yourself for not knowing, either.

4.  Ask the client for the working conditions you need:

Reasonable hours;

An interpreting partner to share the workload;

Preparation materials;

Decent acoustics;

A speaker who does not go unreasonably fast.

Acceptable pay.

Some of these conditions should be requested before the job; others may be requested (politely!) while the job is going on when it becomes apparent that they are not being met.

In determining, requesting and receiving the conditions needed to do a good job, 

the interpreter becomes, instead of the suffering creature described above, laboring on in silence and pain, someone for whom the act of interpreting is often sheer pleasure, that state psychologists know as “flow.” At these times, the interpreter is completely focused on her task, at one with it. 

 As the poet William Butler Yeats wrote, “Who can tell the dancer from the dance?”

 During these periods of flow, the interpreter is oblivious to time’s passage. A characteristic of this state of flow is that when in it, the interpreter is startled somewhat whenever she feels that tap on her shoulder or other non-verbal sign from her colleague indicating that thirty minutes have elapsed and the moment is again at hand when she must relinquish the microphone and take a break.  She is thinking, where did the time go?  

Who needs relief when work is going this well?  

Like dolphins performing at Sea World, le mot juste rises up over and over and breaks through the surface of the unconscious mind, curves in a graceful arc, in proper sequence, at just the necessary speed, through whatever invisible medium it is (does it have a name?) that fills the space intervening between unconscious mind and speech organs.  In a word, all is going swimmingly.   

Conclusion:  in spite of my vivid description of interpretation’s difficulties

the occupation’s pleasures are greater than its pain, otherwise we wouldn’t do it.

The interpreter is like a character in a fairy tale by the author of the Wizard of Oz. This character, Princess Langwidere, has a collection of 30 different heads, all beautiful, all different, some pale, some dark, some olive-skinned, some freckled with red hair, some snub-nosed, some hawk-nosed, with different personalities and each morning, she decides which head she will don that day, fulfilling a universal dream of leaving self behind (different from losing the self), living different lives in different settings.  

Here is a snippet of dialogue between two other characters about this princess, which could apply almost equally to interpreters:  

“I cannot say what she looks like,” says one character, “though I have seen her twenty times.  For she is a different person every time I see her.”

“That is strange,” said Dorothy.  “Do you mean to say that so many different princesses are one and the same person?”

“Not exactly,” came the reply.  “There is, of course, but one princess, but she appears to us in many forms, all of which are more or less beautiful.”

“She must be a witch,” exclaimed the girl.

“I do not think so,” said the other.  “But there is some mystery connected with her, nevertheless.”

Like the princess, interpreters wake up every day and say, “Who am I going to be today?”  Not, which hat am I going to wear, but which head am I going to wear?  

That of diplomat, businessman, judge, criminal?

This is, I think, something people in other professions may envy.  

But the trick, of course, is to change roles and settings in a way that is productive and pleasurable:  to change heads…

without losing your mind.
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According to an urban legend current in the late Soviet period, a schoolteacher with a freshly-minted teaching degree was hired to teach English in a school in the tundra of the Far North, attended mainly by children of a native, caribou-tending people.  The teacher came from a region far, far away, a subtropical stretch of Georgian Black Sea coast called variously, Mingrelia or Megrelia.  He taught; the children worked assiduously.  At the end of the year, an examining commission from the Ministry of Education journeyed from Moscow to observe the class.  Prompted to demonstrate their knowledge, the pupils chattered fluently.  The examiners listened, exchanged glances, took notes.  What the children were speaking was not English or any other language known to the examiners.  Far from outside influences, the children—and their parents—believed that what they were speaking was English.  It did not take much detective work to discover that the teacher, a Mingrelian patriot, had taken the opportunity to increase significantly the number of speakers of his native dialect.  .

In some way, every decision to study a foreign language is like this.  We think we know what language we are studying, but in fact, how can we?  All we know is its name and distant, distorted reports of the culture it carries.  What we learn always turns out to be far different from what we thought we were learning; no way can we know in advance; to do so would be a paradox, more so than with other disciplines, for a language is both container and content. 

When I was a small girl, I once stood on a stool next to my mother as she was making a salad, observing her chop.  I picked up a reddish fruit from a pile on the cutting board and asked, “Is this a tomato?”  My mother stopped moving the knife and looked at me with an expression mingling astonishment and annoyance.  She knew that I knew that it was a tomato.  To answer such a foolish question, intended, she clearly thought, to bother and distract, would be to encourage more of the same.  “What kind of a question is that?”  she said, and returned to her chopping.

I couldn’t explain why I was asking.  It was no trick question.  What I meant was, I know that this is called a tomato, but does that mean that it is a tomato, or is that some sort of arbitrary designation?  Could it be called something else?  Pomidor, for example, or tomate, or something else made up on the spot, which has nothing to do with the words which convention has decided that this thing will be called in any of the languages of the world?  Maybe it comes into the world with its own name, which no one knows because it cannot speak?  Maybe we are forcing a name on it that does not belong, the way immigration officials at Ellis Island changed and simplified the names of foreigners coming through the gates?  I was trying to pry apart the word tomato from the thing tomato, to see if they really inevitably belonged together.  For my mother, the two were so closely bound that she quite reasonably thought that I was trying to tease her in some obscure way.  Having been in the world and been using language a comparatively short time, I did not see the word and the thing as tightly linked, and I wanted to see what peeped through when I tried to pull them apart, the name and the thing.  I could not explain that to my mother.

I was doing a reverse Helen Keller.  In the children’s biographies of her, those same biographies which never mention that she was a socialist, a feminist and  an atheist, there is usually a chapter entitled, “W-A-T-E-R!!”  This is the part where, after some weeks during which her teacher, Annie Sullivan, has been living with her, struggling to teach her to stay seated at mealtimes and eat from her own plate, and ceaselessly signing into her palm the words for everyday objects, it dawns on the deaf, mute, blind girl that these movements in her hand have meaning, that they have something to do with the world, that each spelled gesture refers to a thing.  She feels the water gushing from the pump and connects it with the symbol Annie makes in her palm.  She becomes ecstatic and races around the yard, touching things and wanting to know what they are called, while Annie spells furiously into her hand the names of everything she touches.  After this breakthrough, Helen becomes a diligent and loving student and begins to eat with fork, knife and spoon.  In the beginning was the word. 

And here I was, trying to do the opposite, to wrest the word and the thing apart.  I was too much with words, I always had been. ….. Yes, I was too much with words. They got between me and the world.  I needed a respite. In a Jewish family where God is dead and has been for at least three generations, since the Haskalah opened the gates of the European ghettoes and gave access to secular education but never let Jews forget that they are Jews, it seems often that there is nothing left but the word, without the presence of the divine spirit to leaven everything.  You do not cease to be the people of the Book because you no longer believe in God.  The university becomes your shul.  Instead of becoming a rabbi, you become a teacher.  A newly-made citizen of Western civilization, you take its canon, its “Great Books,” as your s’forim, your holy texts.   Science and scholarship are the altars where you bring your sacrificial offerings and spill their blood.  Excluded from the wider world for so long, both by the prejudices of that world and the restrictive tenets of your own tradition, you plunge into it when you get the chance, to make up for lost time and scrape  the mud of the shtetl from your shoes, but you do it in such a way that the stamp of your culture remains unmistakable. 

This is how it always was in our house.  Everywhere you turned, you stubbed your toe on the greatness of mainstream European culture.  There was the grand piano by the living room windows, with stacks of Beethoven Sonatas and Bach Partitas next to the keyboard, shelves full of classical recordings,  the Oriental carpets everywhere, which even though Oriental, were always synonymous, for me, with European-influenced good breeding and education.  On the stairs up to the second floor, Freud (not Jung—too mystical and irrational, perhaps), a book on the psychology of concentration camp inmates, Icelandic sagas, books containing reproductions of Cycladic sculpture, books of photographs of Prague and Amsterdam, Isadora Duncan’s memoirs, something called How to Read a Book, which, I knew vaguely from my parents, had heralded a new way of teaching undergraduates at the University of Chicago in the 1930s, a battered paperback King James Bible.  This is just a sampling; each book noted here stands in for an entire collection on the same subject, in a form of bibliographic synecdoche.  Often, as I was going up or downstairs, something would catch my eye and I would not make it to wherever I was headed.  

The house seemed to be constructed of books.  They held up the walls.  I was sure that if they were taken away, the whole edifice would crumble. 

And so, very early, I was trying to get behind the words, seeking a sort of relief.   When you try to peel back the words to get at the things they stand for, you come closer to the world of things and feelings.  Perhaps, there, too, I felt some sort of relationship between language and love; in the vacuum I tried to carve out between word and world, something more genuine, more tactile and more primitive flows in.  

But by loosening the bonds between your mother tongue and all the things it means, you also create a space into which other languages can swim more easily, leading again to an excess of words.  Part of the reason the monolingual feels that her language is the one easy, the one natural one, the one that people will automatically start speaking if you call them on the phone and wake them in the middle of the night, is because for monolinguals the bonds between word and thing are very, very tight.  No daylight comes between them.  They are, for all intents and purposes, one.  That is the ‘mono’ in ‘monolingual.’

* * *

At some point in language learning, inevitably comes the dangerous stage, when you speak quickly and well, but lack still a deep sense that what you say has meaning and impact.  This is the stage when merely speaking the language is a source of almost kinesthetic pleasure, like carving shapes on the frozen surface of a pond with the blades of a new pair of skates and watching the bits of shaved ice fly up from your heels as you execute a sharp turn.  It is new knowledge; you realize still that it is new, but it is not so new that you cannot perform all sorts of nifty tricks with it.  It is the stage when you speak not in order to mean, but for the pleasure of enunciating sounds and letting them hang in the air.  At this stage, you seek out opportunities to get angry and vent; throwing tantrums has a new kick because it is an opportunity to perform.  You can wound severely without meaning to, out of a naïve and ethnocentric assumption, the same one which motivates that midnight phone call to see if a Welshman really speaks with a Welsh accent when awakened from a sound sleep, that no language has the meaning for its speakers that your native language does, that your native language is somehow the only one, is really everyone’s native language.  May heaven help you if you already have even a modest arsenal of swear words at the stage when you hold this notion.  Your interlocutors will quickly see to it that you learn more.  Swearwords in the mouth of a foreigner are like weapons in the arms of babes.

* * *

Every week, it seems, I am asked how and where I learned Russian.  It is a question I can never answer to my own satisfaction or anyone else’s.   The questioners want to think I grew up speaking Russian with my parents, because that is the simplest explanation. 

     And each time I say simply, no, I did not speak it at home, I feel I am having an unsettling effect on my listeners which nothing I can say will lay to rest.  Because I cannot say how I learned it.  Yes, I studied it in college.  Yes, I spent many months in the former Soviet Union.  Yes, I was even married to a native Russian speaker for some years.  But none of these are the right answer.  There are people who do all of these things and never learn a language.  So then my questioners conclude that it is simply some mysterious talent, but I do not think that this is the answer either.  That is too simple.  

      What, then?  When I think of the way Russian has become a part of me, in spite of the fact that I didn’t start learning it until my late teens, I imagine a mixing bowl full of yellow cake batter. Then a swirl of brown appears in the bowl; someone is pouring melted chocolate into the mix.  First there is the yellow batter, then the yellow batter with the brown swirl, then the combination is beaten together and the result is a mixture significantly darker than the initial one.  The added ingredient has changed the color of every particle of the batter by blending with it.  Then the batter goes into a pan in the oven, and the ingredients are set, bonded together into something new.

     That is how it has been with Russian and me.  It has been mixed, then baked into me through the intense heat of varied and memorable experience.  The answer for those who ask how is that it simply requires a kind of openness and willingness to be not only immersed in language but to have it poured inside you and let it change you. There are theories which divide all language-learners into those who absorb language best in classrooms and those who learn best through immersion, but I think that either of these is simply the beginning.  Without a subsequent stage of experience, a new language remains simply a collection of words, like Scrabble tiles, which can be arranged and rearranged to say in translation the same things you would say in your native language.  When the new language becomes attached to experiences and things, and to the world, it ceases to piggyback on top of the language you already know.  Tomato slides over to make room for pomidor, and they occupy equal places in the mind next to the red fruit  instead of one of the words being tightly bonded to the thing, to the exclusion of all other words which could serve as no less effective identifiers

.





* * *

During my first sojourn in the Republic of Georgia, in 1987-88, when it still seemed  that the Soviet Union would last another thousand years, I had an experience which shook me deeply, and prepared my psyche  to receive the clear, unblurred  imprint of the Russian language.

During that time, in that part of the world, such few Americans as were to be found there were often asked their opinion of Stalin.  Sometimes the question was put this  way:  why was it, we were asked, that Stalin was less highly regarded in the West than in the Soviet Union?  In my case, the situation which usually served as the backdrop for this question was the following:  when I was asked this question, I would be standing on a small platform, in front of some example of American technology:  a car, a computer, some sort of computerized medical instrument.  What was I doing here?  The platform, the technology, the microphone and I, along with twenty-four other young Russian-speaking Americans, were all components of an exhibit, put together by a propaganda wing of the U.S. government since disbanded and folded into another, larger, propaganda wing of the U.S. government.  There were many such exhibits over the years, the theme of the most famous one being home design and containing the model kitchen that was the setting for  Nixon and Kruschev’s famous debate.  The one I worked on was organized around personal computers and their role in everyday life in America.  Their purpose was severalfold.  The stated purpose was to give Soviet people the opportunity to see examples of American material culture and learn about how we lived.  The hidden purposes were to bring Soviets and Americans into contact so they could have ordinary, human conversations, which, according to the thinking somewhere in the U.S. government, would be almost all it took to subvert the system there, also, to show that our standard of living was higher than in the USSR, another way of subverting the system, to sow the seeds of Western ideas in a wide arc throughout the Soviet Union, to gather information about social trends and public opinion in the Soviet Union, among strata of the society who generally did not mix with foreigners and who, like everyone in the USSR, did not  express their opinions in any observable way, such as publishing their thoughts freely or voting from among a selection of candidates representing different points of view. Finally, the exhibit had been designed in order to develop a cadre of young American Soviet experts who, thanks to months spent outside the capitals among ordinary people, would have a solid grasp  of the way the mass of people lived and thought all over the country, which would serve as a  base for whatever direction their future work might take, either as academics, language experts, diplomats or journalists.  All of these goals were met, I believe, to varying degrees.

I had graduated from college a few months before landing this unusual job, and one of my last classes in the Russian literature department during senior year had consisted of readings in émigré and dissident literature, its syllabus containing works by most of the major gulag diarists of the Stalin period. I had ammunition both plentiful and convincing, or so I thought, to cite in response to  any challenging questions I might be posed.     

The question about Stalin came up almost every day, sometimes even  more than once a day, and almost every day, my unconsidered, frank response, that Stalin was a feared and hated figure in the West, responsible for the death and unjust imprisonment of millions, evoked first agitation, then anger, denial and accusations of anti-Sovietism from the little crowd of a dozen or two dozen generally grouped around me.   When the question came up, before answering, I would gauge my strength at that particular moment and my ability to withstand the firestorm that telling the truth would inevitably cause to break out.  I began to husband my strength, muting my answer and making it less controversial when I felt I didn’t have the energy to cope with what I knew would follow.  My answer varied according to the day, my mood, whether I had just had a break and was feeling feisty or whether I had been working a long time and was starting to flag.  Dissembling took more linguistic skill than giving a direct, simple answer more congruent with my true thoughts, but the former resulted in a more acquiescent and friendly crowd.  I was learning one of the important lessons of existence in a totalitarian state, albeit a very temporary, very sheltered existence, that if you are told often and forcefully enough that black is white and white is black, first you cease insisting on the truth, because it no longer seems worth the trouble, and then you stop believing it, in part to justify your silence.

One afternoon I was asked the Stalin question when I judged myself in good form and capable of responding to whatever the truth might bring out in people.  “Stalin is seen in the West as a very cruel man,” I said in my simple Russian, “responsible for the needless deaths of millions and the unjust imprisonment of even more.”  I braced myself for what would follow: the claims that, yes, he had made some mistakes and committed excesses, but that he had been a strong leader, he was what the Soviet Union had needed at the time, that the numbers of  gulag inmates were inflated, and anyway, if they were in there it meant that they deserved to be, that he had stiffened the spine of the people and won the war against the fascists.

{I began pulling out names and citations:  Solzhenitsyn, his books based on the live testimony of numerous inmates and his own experience, Varlam Shalamov, with his short stories which came out of eighteen years of internment,  Mandelshtam, who disappeared into the camps when someone in his social circle informed the authorities of a poem he had written and recited privately containing a description of Stalin, mentioning in particular his fingers, the stubby fingers of butcher, Yevgeniya Ginzburg’s prison diaries…} Delete above paragraph if necessary.

The hubbub around me grew and grew until I could not hear coherently what any one person around me was saying, only  isolated phrases reached me.  Then a tall man with pomaded gray hair loomed up before me.  He looked kind and wise.  He opened his mouth; I waited, sure that he would provide some support for my statements, as solitary, brave souls there occasionally did; perhaps he had even been an inmate himself, he looked just old enough.

“Young lady,” he began, “you look well-educated and intelligent, but you don’t know what you’re talking about.  None of what you’re describing actually happened.  It’s all pure propaganda.  I was alive during that time.  Take my word for it;  everything you’re saying is false.”

The wrongness of what he said, his condescension  and his air of finality contrasted with my initial impression of him before he began to speak.  I was struck dumb.  I never knew whether he believed what he was saying and was in fact innocent of any knowledge of Soviet history’s darker chapters , or whether his remarks were motivated by loyalty or some inner need to deny the horrors which had taken place in his country.  I never knew.  But that day made its contribution to my growing up, in a sad way, and in doing so, came to stand out in my memory, distinct from dozens of other similar days:  I learned how hard it is for most of us, everywhere, to know and to speak the truth.  The realization was one I could not have received in any other circumstances in precisely that way, to that degree.  It changed me.  And because it happened in Russian, when I was surrounded with the sound of Russian for months and months, it tenderized me as if I were  a piece of raw meat, breaking down my structure and making me more receptive to the juices of the Russian language seeping into me, deep into me, closer and closer to my native, inner places, until I was not simply immersed, but thoroughly marinated. 

* * *

Recently, after a hiatus of some months spent traveling, studying and writing, with money running low, I returned to interpreting.  The meetings at which I would be interpreting, for a federal agency, were to take place just outside Washington, D.C., in a hotel surrounded by  suburban sprawl.  Nothing around but shopping malls and office parks.  My work has taken me many places:  to secret military research sites in Kazakhstan, into courtrooms, backstage at the ballet, up in a helicopter over Alaska, to a wheat storage silo in Iowa, to a shop floor in Pennsylvania where locomotives are manufactured.  But this assignment boils the work down to its essential elements.  The meeting will take place only in this room, the Russians  and the Americans facing each other across the table,  embodying my two working languages.  There will be no need for any of us to go anywhere else.  Everything which has to be said can be said here.  The conference table contains the interpreter’s essential tools:  pads of paper and pens, both bearing the hotel logo, and sweating pitchers of ice water, the former to preserve the spoken messages as they go back and forth and the latter to preserve the voice.  These are all the interpreter has to work with, meaning and voice.  In the past, this kind of assignment, the kind where a bunch of people close themselves up in a featureless room in a featureless landscape for a week, barely emerging until they have achieved some kind of agreement, the kind of assignment where words like ‘deliverable’ and ‘task order’ fly back and forth in both languages and the meeting participants’ labor is divided between those who carry out the negotiations and others who sit silently throughout the week, taking everything down on a laptop, occasionally running outside when their cell phones ring, time was, this kind of assignment drove me nuts with its monotony.  But now I have a new appreciation for its stripped-down essential quality.  Perhaps it is just me, or maybe it’s due to the fact that the subject being discussed at this meeting seems particularly arcane (as is often the case, it has something to do with arms control; the arms control guys are the best clients and have been for years, all Russian interpreters agree) but the sentences uttered at this kind of meeting seem to have very little meaning in them.  The challenge is to heave them across the language barrier without losing an iota of their slippery, empty, ambiguous, saying-one-thing-and-then-backtracking-without-abandoning-the-position-entirely quality.  It is such an engrossing exercise that at times I forget that we interpreters (there are three of us) serve simply an auxiliary function and that the purpose of these meetings is not to see how successful we are in getting the negotiators’ hemming and hawing, their diplomatic stalling tactics and hints and pretend fits of anger across the language barrier, but something else, which, as non-specialists in the area being discussed, we are not even privy to.

 One of the Americans gives the opening remarks.  “Our joint work has been going well over the past eighteen months,” he is saying as my colleague Sergei translates into Russian.  “We have nearly finished with the preliminaries and the first stage.  The first two contracts have been satisfactorily fulfilled.”  Andre and I are listening to Sergei work, as interpreters do, imagining  how we would handle the same phrases, congratulating him silently when he turns a lovely phrase, prepared to look away and look neutral  if he strikes out.  .   “Now,” says the speaker with a flourish, “we are, you could say, at the edge of the precipice.”  Andre and I turn slightly toward each other and furrow our brows, then lean in to hear what Sergei will do with the garbled and misleading sentence. The three of us exchange imperceptible smiles.  We are all thinking the same thing.  If Sergei translates “precipice” literally, the Russians, who are mostly over fifty, and therefore, Soviet to the core, will all remember, as one, the hoary old joke:  Question:  “What is the difference between capitalism and communism?”  Answer:  “They are both at the edge of a precipice, but we communists have taken a great step forward!” and they will be unable to keep a straight face.  

Threshold, I think, clenching my fists under the table where they will remain invisible, and sending silent messages to Sergei, who is a magnificent interpreter and does not need my help, even in this subtle, telepathic form.  Threshold.  Don’t say precipice, Sergei!  Say threshold.  “Now,” says Sergei in Russian, “we are on the threshold of a new phase.”  I think I see him wink at Andre and me.  

I release my breath and unclench my fists.  “That’s exactly what I would have said,” Andre whispers to me.  I can barely hear him.  His chin is nearly against his chest; he is playing tic-tac-toe on a pad in his lap.  
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Bicultural Care and Feeding: Part II

By Laura Esther Wolfson

Editors’ Note: This article may be considered a kind of follow-up to Ludmila’s Annable’s article on cross-cultural dinner parties in the last issue of SlavFile; hence the Part II designation.

Once upon a time, or so my sister tells me (she met the protagonist of this paragraph when they were both students) a German family emigrated to Australia. The youngest child was a boy of four.  He grew up in Australia, and when he attained maturity, he made a pilgrimage to the land of his birth. Though his active vocabulary in German was stalled at approximately a four-year-old level, his speech was accentless. He got around the country without mishap, except when in bars and other nocturnal gathering-places. There he would approach German women, and after an initial spark of interest, they would sidle away from him down the bar. The reason? Because his speech was so pure, the objects of his attentions thought he was German. They didn’t believe him when he said he was from Australia. To them his childish vocabulary appeared rather to indicate arrested intellectual development. The general picture was not that of a man with whom most women would want to pass an evening.

The above anecdote is related to my own experiences only tangentially. The only language I will ever speak without an accent is my mother tongue, English. I have spoken it all my life without emigration or interruption and my vocabulary is age-appropriate, thank you very much. However, back when my Russian degree was still freshly-minted, and I was having my first lengthy immersions in that language, a similar mismatch between the fairly literate sound of my spoken Russian and my blithe lack of comprehension where cultural differences between Russians and Americans were concerned led, if not to an undeserved reputation for mental retardation, then certainly to some ridiculous slipups and misunderstandings. For, regrettably, matters of cultural difference are rarely discussed in the language classroom even though culture, I believe, is simply a larger unit of language, perched (sometimes precariously) atop words, phrases and sentences. And in the absence of classroom instruction, the quickest, if most painful, way to understand the norms of another culture is by transgressing them—unwittingly, one hopes. 

I will attempt herein to recount some of my blunders, having mostly to do with food and hospitality. The lessons, I think, will be clear.

I. In Which the Non-Equivalence Between Russian “обед” and English “lunch” is Brought Forcefully to My Attention

 A year or so out of college, I was taken on full-time by a company called Classical Artists International, which booked and organized US tours of such performing troupes as the Bolshoi and Kirov Ballets, the Moscow Virtuosi and the Georgian State Dancers, as well as solo classical musicians from the Russian-speaking world. I was the only Russian speaker in an office of hard-boiled theatrical impresario types. I was a sort of Girl Пятница , forever being dispatched on a diverse array of errands. I took ballerinas to the dentist for root canals. I went to hardware stores in search of turquoise spray paint for dyeing pointe shoes. I combed pet shops to find a coat for a choreographer’s poodle. I stood on the podium next to a wrathful Russian conductor as he rehearsed a pickup orchestra of American musicians and conveyed his dissatisfaction with their playing: “Who ever told you that you are professional musicians?” I translated meekly, eyes downcast.  

My officemates and bosses had not the faintest idea of Russian culture or gastronomic needs. And I was ill-equipped to advise them. This perhaps explains why, when my employers signed a contract to bring the Bolshoi Ballet over for a ten-week tour, they naively committed to provide lunch post-rehearsal daily at the theater for the entire company (which, with dancers, stagehands, lighting technicians, wardrobe mistresses, conductors, administrators and massage therapists numbered well upwards of one hundred).

The скандал (which, as Nabokov reminds us somewhere in his voluminous oeuvre, should be rendered not as its apparent cognate ’scandal’ but as something more along the lines of ‘uproar’ or the British ‘row,’ pronounced to rhyme with ‘cow’) broke on the troupe’s first day at Lincoln Center. Weary and freshly-showered, the dancers came in to eat and found, not Russian обед, but American lunch. Not hot roast beef, potatoes, a green vegetable, soup, salad, tea and dessert, but shrink-wrapped sandwiches (choice of turkey, ham and roast beef with cheese), colorful foil bags of potato chips, also chocolate chip cookies and brownies, again, in that ubiquitous shrink-wrap, and cans of Coke, Sprite and Seven-Up spangled with icy beads of moisture. (Truly an illustration that the much-vaunted American concept of choice can be most unsatisfying.)
The outcry was immediate, the indignation unadulterated. A phalanx of performers, a famous danseur noble at their head, announced their intention to contravene their contract and return home immediately without giving a single performance. The American lunch, they declared, was not only grossly inadequate to their enormous physical need for nourishment, it was an insult to the venerable traditions of Russian classical ballet. 

An emergency meeting was called. The troupe administrators presented their demands. The impresario people, cowed and confused, listened and complied. Where had they gone wrong, they wondered? They had agreed to provide lunch, and they had done so. The next day, however, steam tables were duly brought in, a hot multi-course meal appeared, and preparations for Swan Lake and Giselle went forward. Unfortunately the tone of the entire tour had been irrevocably established. For the next ten weeks, the Bolshoi dancers and staff stalked about in a huff, anticipating further demeaning treatment. 

The management of Classical Artists International learned its lesson, though. A year later, the company brought over the Bolshoi Opera. This troupe had more than double the number of personnel as the Ballet. (And their combined avoirdupois was probably some four times greater.) Again the impresario committed to providing meals, doing so this time in proper Russian style from day one. It was no doubt partially as a result of assuming responsibility for the feeding of a few hundred portly opera singers and their entourage, that the company went belly up shortly thereafter, just around the time the Soviet Union made its exit from the stage of world history. 

By that time, I was already making my way on the freelance market, but I continued to bump up against the issue of обед versus lunch. Shortly into my freelance career, I worked at a meeting about water resources management. A group of environmental scientists (many of them members of their nations’ Academies of Sciences) and cabinet-level environmental officials from five CIS countries spent some days travelling in the Southwest, seeing how the Colorado River was managed. We interpreters juggled terms like ‘aquifer,’ ‘reservoir,’ ‘dam,’ ‘flood plain,’ and ‘ground water’ as we rode through dusty border towns. And every day we stopped for a hasty lunch at whatever fast-food establishment the meeting organizers deemed most convenient to our route. 

The visiting dignitaries grew increasingly irked. “Are we having sandwiches again?” they took to asking each day as the midday meal approached. (They referred to hamburgers as sandwiches, because they were served on buns.) “People of our rank should not be received this way. This is not how we do things at home,” they said. We interpreters conveyed their comments to the organizers, but no changes were introduced. The lack of decent nourishment led to intense friction. I composed a ditty, based on the famous Mayakovsky verse :



“Говорим Ленин; подразумеваем Партия,


 Говорим Партия; подразумеваем Ленин.”



[“When we say Lenin, we are implying the Party,


  
  And when we say the Party, we are implying Lenin.”];

declaiming instead, to the visitors’ merriment,



“Говорим обед; подразумеваем бутерброды,


 Говорорим бутерброды, подразумеваем обед.”



[“When we say lunch, we are implying sandwiches,


   
  And when we say sandwiches, we are implying lunch.”]

It was one of the most unpleasant interpreting experiences of my career, and, I believe, the only project I have ever worked on which I can say without question resulted in an actual deterioration in international relations.

II. In Which I Learn About Different Ways of Measuring Wealth and Security 
Another early freelance assignment involved interpreting for functionaries visiting the United States to discuss drafting trade legislation for their newly-independent country. On the weekend, the delegation was invited to the home of a federal government employee to experience an American-style cookout. 

The food was hearty and delectable: hamburgers and hotdogs grilled over an open flame, potato salad, bean salad, fresh lemonade and all the other accoutrements of a cookout were present in generous quantities. Everyone appeared to be enjoying themselves, dining with relish and communicating well. The visitors seemed impressed by the hosts’ hospitality and their spacious split-level home. 

However, as the gathering was winding down, three of the visiting dignitaries, stocky men in their late fifties, pulled me aside and asked in concerned undertones, “Is this family doing alright? Can they afford to receive us?” 

“Why, yes,” I said, puzzled. “Their home seems quite comfortable, even luxurious.” I indicated the vast living room with its wall-to-wall carpeting and the patio, bordering a flawlessly-manicured lawn. “Why do you ask?” 

The three men gulped. Then the highest-ranking one spoke. “ But they can’t afford regular dishes and silverware, can they?” 

“Of course they can,” I answered, my puzzlement deepening.

“Then why did they serve us using paper plates and plastic utensils?” another one blurted out.

I have only the dimmest recollection of my answer; probably I mumbled something about convenience and saving time. I realized, though, that these men came from a world where family is unshakeable and patriarchal, and where porcelain, crystal and napery are among a household’s proudest possessions. Such objects symbolize something intangible but terribly important: the social, economic and emotional stability of the family itself. To these men, there must have been something starkly unnerving, nay, frightening and incomprehensible, as well as unthinkably rude, about serving guests with plastic and paper utensils and dishes, which would go straight into the trash as soon as the visitors were out the door.   
III. When is an Unannounced Guest Preferable to the Invited Variety?
Once, while sojourning in the Caucasus, I had the following exchange with a woman I knew. She had been out of town and anticipated that friends might soon drop by to welcome her home. 

“They probably won’t call first, since they know that it will be easier for me if they don’t,” she mentioned in passing.


“Why?” I asked, thinking of the inconvenience of unannounced guests.


“Why,” she said, as if speaking to a child, “they know that if they drop by without warning, I won’t feel embarrassed and ashamed that I haven’t spent two days grocery shopping and cooking for them, which I would have to do if they told me in advance that they were coming.”

IV. “I Love American Hospitality!”

Several years into my career now, and having learned the above lessons and more, I was making a mistake not uncommon among people who have dealings with another culture. I was assuming that their way was not only different, but superior. We Americans could never be as hospitable, as warm, as selfless as people from the former Soviet Union, I believed. Even when we tried, it was a put-on, a pale imitation. We were spoiled by our material wealth, our unbridled individualism. So I thought.

Then one day at a buffet lunch in honor of some collective farm workers, the head accountant of the farm exclaimed, as he struggled to balance a plastic plate on his lap with one hand, hold his drink with the other, and somehow wield his fork at the same time, “I just love your American hospitality!” 

“Why?” I asked, watching his maneuver.

“It is so free!” he said. “No one sits you down at a long table and forces you to eat too much of things that make your stomach hurt. No one dominates the conversation and insists on making inane and sentimental toasts everyone has heard a thousand times before. Here, you go over to the table, serve yourself, leave what you don’t want, and go into a corner and talk to whomever you feel like for as long as you like. It’s wonderful!” He lifted his plastic cup high in a gesture of approbation, then caught his plate as it teetered and nearly flipped over. 

V. Just When I Thought I Had Nothing More to Learn

Finally, as this article was going to press, the following happened. My charges, Russian entrepreneurs, expressed a desire to hear live jazz. I called a club and made inquiries. I was told that if we had more than eight people and they were intending to order food, we needed a reservation. However, if it was a matter of music and drinks only, no reservation was required. Ever cautious, I made a reservation.

Then I asked my group whether they would be eating. I think I used the word ‘кушать,’ [kushat’/one of several verbs meaning ‘to eat’] the first time I asked. They said no. I called and cancelled the reservation.

On reflection, I found this answer odd. I asked again.  Were they were planning to ‘ужинать’’[uzhinat’/have dinner] at the club? Again they answered in unison, “Nyet.”

I pondered this at length. We would be at the club at precisely the dinner hour after a long day of meetings. Were they sure they were not going to eat? I asked again, this time employing the word ‘есть’.’ [yist’/the most common word for ‘to eat.’] They responded patiently in the negative.

Evening came. We went to the club. I made sure that they were seated, left them in the hands of other English-speakers at the table, and went to make a phone call. When I returned, all of them had soup or salad in front of them. They were busily eating. Apparently, because it was a weeknight and the place was almost empty, they had been allowed to order food although we had no reservation.

On the walk back to the hotel, I reflected on the fact that three times I had asked the group if they were going to eat, and three times they had clearly said no. And then they had ordered food and eaten. What part of nyet didn’t I understand?

I posed this question to one of the trip organizers who had been at the jazz club with us, a Russian employed at the US consulate in Yekaterinburg, someone with fluent English and no small experience communicating across cultures. She listened to my account, then paused a moment in thought. All at once she seemed to grasp the situation in its entirety. “Ah,” she said with a twinkle in her eye, “Это мы не ели, это мы просто перекусили . [“We weren’t eating, we were just having a bite!”] 

I threw up my arms, rolled my eyes heavenward. When would I ever learn?!

Laura Esther Wolfson is a Russian-English interpreter/translator and the Associate Editor of Slavfile. Her most recent translation, Stalin’s Secret Pogrom, the Postwar Inquisition of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, edited and with an introduction by Joshua Rubenstein, was published this spring by Yale University Press.
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The Subject Was Trains

by Laura E. Wolfson

“За любовь, за дружбу, за локомотивную службу.”

                                         --a toast popular with Russian-speaking locomotive-men

We humans, including the linguists among us, are given to thinking of terminologies in somewhat the same way we think of accents.  That is to say, we note the presence of an accent when someone’s speech differs from our own, rarely pondering the fact that, depending on the situation, absolutely everyone has an accent, because everyone’s speech differs from someone else’s.  Even announcers on National Public Radio, whose English epitomizes the phrase, “received pronunciation,” have accents when addressing an audience of New Zealanders, Jamaicans or Alabamans.  Analogously, what we think as terminology involves clusters of words from unfamiliar fields, while the terms from  fields we know thoroughly and use frequently are simply words to us.


In the Russian interpreting market, terminologies may be divided into several categories.  There are those, such as nuclear safety, oil production and banking that are in such high demand that anyone who has been doing this work for a minimal period of time uses them frequently and barely thinks of them as terminologies any longer. Because we work with them so often, we think of them as mere words,  although the terms and their equivalents in the other language are clearly established and linked, with little room for alternative renderings.  Then there are those terminologies  that are still emerging in Russian—entrepreneurship, social work, the non-profit sector—and in these fields, the interpreter who is in the right place at the right time and has a grasp of the concepts is a participant, willy-nilly, in the historic creation of new terminology—call it terminological midwifery.  

There is a third category of terminology, in which terms and their equivalents in the other language are as clearly established as they are in the first category—but are in less demand.  This third category of terminology is the most difficult for an interpreter; due to lack of previous exposure, she may not be familiar with the terms when she accepts the assignment, , but still she must get them right.  There is in the interpreting industry—what shall I call it? an expectation? a hope? a chimerical fantasy?--that the client will provide materials in advance, agendas, presentations, even glossaries, to help the interpreter prepare, or, if that is out of the question, as it often inscrutably is, one hopes that the client will at least describe what the assignment is about, so that she can consult her sources and work up her own prep materials.  Maybe there is a place somewhere, over the rainbow, where interpreters are accurately informed about the nature of assignments on a regular basis, Perhaps this happens, in certain small, inoffensive countries, where many people are multilingual and where , because of their insignificance in the world order, people are forced to take note of the existence of the rest of the world. In my fantasy about these countries, even monolinguals are more sophisticated about language than they are in the empires and former empires we Russian-English practitioners generally deal with, and so interpreters are usually told the things they need to know.  

Yes it is true, sometimes clients do not accurately inform interpreters, even in broad terms, as to what a meeting is about, as an experience from my own recent practice shows.  The subject was trains, locomotives, to be precise. Before I arrived, I was provided—Fedex!--with a weighty report on the restructuring of the national railway company in one of the Central Asian countries, a report filled with relatively familiar economics terms and concepts, many of them (ah, yes!) cognates, and not even false ones.  I studied the report with due diligence, and mastered it, terms, concepts, cognates and finally, the entire report.  But while the cognates in it were not false, the report itself turned out to be falsely representative of the nature of the assignment; it was nearly worthless for the purposes of my work, although some consultant had doubtless been paid lots of dollars--tax dollars, probably--to produce it.  The client, an engineering and economics consulting company in our nation’s capital, was unable to tell me much about the nature of its own project, apart from what was in the above-mentioned report.  How can a company know so little about what it is doing?  And pay so much to know so little? We  are not talking about right hands and left hands here; we are talking about the very department that organized the meetings.

After my arrival at the assignment, one of the Central Asian locomotive-men placed under my care asked me whether I had graduated from a “железнодорожный институт.”  Should I inform him that, as far as I knew, there was no such thing in this country?  What’s an interpreter to say in response to such a question, when what she has is a degree in Russian language and literature from a university respected in America but probably unknown in Central Asia, plus interpreting experience so diverse that it borders on the indescribable.  What is she to say when before her stands the manager of a locomotive depot who probably did served his apprenticehsip while Stalin was still alive and people still sincerely believed that socialism equaled something-or-other plus electrification?

“I have thirteen years of experience in numerous technical fields,” I told him, swallowing hard and running down for him the fields, a list suddenly notable for the absence of locomotives anywhere on it.  “I am a professional interpreter.  One of my special qualifications is that I pick up new terms very quickly.”  He turned to his colleague, spoke to him in their native tongue, a Turkic language I assume, and then they both glanced at me and laughed.  I met their look squarely. And as I gazed at them I thought that the much-vaunted aspect of T+I— learning about many different fields— has a flip side,.  That flip side is the contempt of the rude and ignorant client at the start of the job, who scorns you because you do not  already know everything about his field.  The same client is usually not aware that T+I are professions in and of themselves.  

 “Well,” said the depot manager, “if you don’t understand something, we will interpret for you!”  More laughter, followed by more Turkic.

Some might say I should not have accepted this assignment, since I did not know the terminology.  Do such people work for a living, I wonder, or do they have wealthy spouses and trust funds?  And in fact, having received the restructuring report,  I thought I had been told what the subject was, and I had studied it in good faith.  Only, as happens so often in life, things did not turn out as planned.  Why did the consulting firm know the subject was locomotives when I arrived to begin the assignment, but not when we talked on  the phone a day or two earlier?  

And then, as quickly as Alice going down the rabbit-hole, I found myself on factory shop floors in a different state every day of the week, from Pennsylvania to Idaho, and everywhere friendly hands reached out to equip me with standard-issue bright yellow safety helmet and goggles.  (At some factories the goggles were not collected as we left and so, in addition to the job’s other bonuses, I found four pairs at the bottom of my purse when the assignment was over.) I climbed up and down partially-constructed locomotives, struggling to make myself heard over the screech of  machine tools and the roar of welding torches and men in greasy coveralls bellowing good-naturedly at each other down the assembly line.  At the same time as I attempted to interpret sentences containing words like humpyard, adhesion, flywheel, rectifier, torque converter, cooling hood, load box, boring [the process, not the adjective], throttle [the noun, not the verb] and many more.  The learning curve was steep indeed, but with people on opposite sides of the language barrier who had a common understanding of a subject matter, and with the factory floor and everything on it serving as one enormous and visual aid, in less than a day and a half I had compiled a glossary which served me magnificently for the remaining ten days.  

Toward the middle of the assignment the glossary and the invisible support it gave me caused an American who had joined the meeting late to ask me if I had been trained as an engineer.  This was virtually the same question I had been asked at the beginning, but it was put this time in a completely different tone.  And I gave precisely the same answer as I had given before: no, I said, I was not trained in the field, but I have lots of diverse terminological experience as an interpreter, and I learn terms quickly, and this time my answer, too, had  a completely different tone .

Below is the glossary in question, presented so that the next Russian-English interpreter who takes on locomotives will have more to start with than I did (granted, of course, that that lucky person reads Slavfile).  Many of these words you may have seen elsewhere, but their presence here means that these are the words the guys in the greasy coveralls actually bawl across the shop floor at each other. I was there; I heard them; I double-checked and immediately recorded what I was told.  No pre-job preparation using the Internet and dictionaries or trade journals could be so real, so down-and-dirty, so nitty-gritty as what you now hold in your hands.  It’s a wonder the pages are not covered in diesel fuel and motor oil.  If there are any mistakes in the list below, they are simply further testament to its authenticity; you can write them off to the deafening racket of machinery which caused me to mishear a word, or to the vibrating equipment which from time to time bumped against my writing arm, causing my pen to slip.  

AC 



асинхронный ток/переменный ток
adhesion


касательная сила/коэффициент цепления
air cushion


воздушная подушка
availability [of a train]
выход [поезда] на линию
axis



ось
bearing



подшипник
bogey/truck


тележка
bore



диаметр цилиндра
boring



сверление
cab



кабина
caboose


хвостовой вагон
camshaft


газораспределительный вал
carburetor


смеситель
coal mine [open pit]  

угольный разрез
coil



обмотка
commutator


коллектор
converter


преобразователь
cooling hood


шахта холодильника
core engine


блок цилиндров
coupler



автоцепка
coupling


соединение
crankshaft


коленчатый вал
DC



постоянный ток
derailment


сход с рельса
diesel locomotive

тепловоз
dip and bake


пропитка
displacement


обьем
efficiency


коэффициент полезного действия /КПЗ
emissions


выбросы
equipment blower

вентилятор охлаждения тяговых систем


excitement


возбуждение
exhaust valve


выпускной клапан
fin



лист
flagman


сигналист
flange



фланец/гребень
flywheel


маховик
fouling



отложение масел
four-stroke [two-stroke]
четырехтактный [двухтактный]

fuel consumption

расход топлива
gas turbine


газотурбина
haul



тянуть
heat exchanger

теплообменник
high-voltage chamber

высоковольтная камера
horsepower


лощадиная сила
humpyard


горка
injector


форсунка
intake valve


впускной клапан
liner



гильза
LNG



жидкостный природный газ
load box


реостатный исправитель
load factor


характеристика нагрузки
locomotive fleet

локомотивный парк
mainline locomotive

магистральный локомотив
oil gauge/dipstick

щупь
oilpan



поддон/масленый резервуар
operator


машинист
oven



сушка

overhaul


детальный ремонт
piston



поршень
power assembly [cylinder package]  поршневая группа
primer [as in paint]

грунтовка
railroad tie


шпала
rectifier


выпрямитель
remanufacturing

восстановление
repowering


модернизация
retention tank


отстойнник
rod



шатун



roundhouse


паровозное депо


rubber biscuit


резиновая подушка
shaft-driven


валоприводной
sheet metal


листовка/обшивка
sheet metal worker

металлист
shot [used for paint removal]
стальной порошок
shunter/switcher

маневревый локомотив
slippage


буксование
sparkplug


свеча
start



запуск
stoker



кочегар
suspension


подвеска
stroke



ход поршня
test cell


испытательный стенд
throttle



дроссель
toe cap [protective gear]  
набалдашник
torque



момент затяжки
torque converter

гидромеханическая передача
train master


начальник депо
turbocharger


турбокомпрессор
turn over


перекантовать/кантовка
traction generator

тяговой генератор

traction motor


тяговой мотор

traction


тяговая сила
wiring [process]   

монтаж проводов
Laura Wolfson, is, the assistant editor of SlavFile.  She can be reached at LauraEsther@cs.com. If you need a free pair of industrial safety goggles, feel free to contact her.  If any other interpreter (or translators) have compiled analogous lists, we invite you to submit them to the SlavFile, with or without introductions.

