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TRANSLATING SPORTS IDIOMS FROM ENGLISH INTO RUSSIAN
LYDIA STONE AND VLADIMIR KOVNER
FROM LYDIA:

I classified the idioms I found in 9 months of newspaper presidential campaign articles on the basis of
what area of life or experience they were drawn from. By far the largest 600 idioms (about 10% of all
idioms) were drawn from the world of sports and games. I suppose this comes as no surprise to anyone—
especially not interpreters and translators of English—spoken and written. English is full of idioms and
metaphors drawn from sports and games and allusions to these areas. More than 10 years ago Vladimir
Kovner and I started collecting English and (particularly American English Sports idioms ) for an ATA
presentation. We have worked on translating them into Russian off and on for all this time and finally our
dictionary is ready to be published. By the way, all the idioms we included are listed, defined and
translated into Russian with examples (see below for example definitions). Our dictionary also contains a
phrase and key word indexes—in our view a necessity for a dictionary of true use to translators.

I will not assert categorically that American English uses more sports idioms than any other language,
although I believe it, but I can tell you this. In the English-Russian section of our dictionary we have 1010
English sports idioms of which I would venture almost any native speaker in the audience would
understand the great majority of. Despite assiduous search, we only identified 112 Russian sports idioms
and more than half of these are in the categories of hunting, fishing, horse racing and card playing. This
imbalance makes it impossible to find common Russian set phrases or understandable metaphors drawn
from sports to correspond to the majority of English ones, especially since many (probably the great
majority) of those living in Russian speaking countries are unfamiliar with the rules and practices of two
of the sports most popular in the US—American football and baseball as well as with golf, and some of
the game idioms we have included (e.g. do not pass go, from the game of Monopoly).

Clearly, the great majority of English Sports idioms will need to be rendered in Russian by general idioms
or paraphrase of the meaning the idioms convey. Perhaps in a few cases when familiarity with a sport is
shared across cultures, a clear metaphor might be rendered literally, for example,: Hit below the belt. But,
for the most part the pervasive use of sports as a metaphor for life in US newspaper writing can and need
not be reflected in a Russian translation. In the second section of this paper you will find some examples
of E>R entries in our dictionary that illustrate some ways English sports idioms can be translated.

Translation of English sports metaphors like all translation depends on understanding everything
conveyed by the original usage (even if the translator decides certain aspects need not be rendered in the
particular context). Interpretation of any given usages depends on recognition of the sport or game the
metaphor comes from, since each sport is a world unto itself with its own laws and own metaphors based
on the significance and function of particular actions within that world. Consider these terms found in
multiple idioms from multiple sports and used frequently in general discourse.

Swing: swing for the fences: attempt to achieve the most spectacular success at the expense of
diminishing chances for moderate success-baseball. Come out swinging: from the first moment
immediately engage in hostile confrontational behavior. Improve his swing—better his technique or
approach to a task -golf. Or a more complicated example where an additional use of the term is involved
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in a sports metaphor: {4 named state} will not have to retires its jersey as a swing state. Jersey:
identifiable badge or membership in a sports team, especially football and hockey. Retire one’s jersey-
give up self- or public identification as belonging to a group. Swing state —a US state that does not vote
consistently for one party or the other in presidential elections.

Bar: raise the bar, set performance standards higher, track, specifically pole vaulting and high jumping.
No holds barred—every tactic permitted, wrestling.

Pass: I pass-I do not want to participate at this time, cards. Hail Mary pass-an attempt at saving oneself
when the odds are very much against you, football; pass the baton, give over an important role you have
occupied to another person (usually younger)-relay races.

Before Volodia discusses ways to translate sports idioms into Russian, I would like to bring up what turns
out to be quite common—extended original metaphors using sports situation and frequently with one or
more embedded sports idioms as a way of commenting on or describing situations that are not related to
sports.

Here are some examples: 1- a couple of yards from the goal line and he takes a knee on third down. 2 -In
seeing red the bull became obsessed with it while the matador stepped deftly aside. 3) It’s the bottom of
the ninth and one team is down by 10 points. Is that team going to say, “Okay we’ll go home—game
over?” 4) She is like a gymnast on a balance beam managing to stay within the legal parameters without
losing footing. 5) Platform fights are like the fourth game of the pre-season, the stars don’t play and the
score doesn’t count. 6) This was the world series of politics and the people who should be nervous were
the players—I was just the umpire.

Of course, no dictionary could possibly foresee and include such particular usages, though translations of
analogous ones appear in our Russian example translations. I think all the Russian native speakers who
find such metaphors difficult to understand should find the nearest sports fanatic and persuade him (her?)
to consult.

FROM VLADIMIR

Now when our Sports Idiom Dictionary has been completed it’s easier to observe several patterns of
idioms translations from one language into another. I will first and primarily address the English-Russian
idioms since they make up 90% of the entries.

Let’s start with the ideal situation: when we can find a Russian idiom that is virtually a (sports-related)
analog for the English idiom (call this the first pattern). The second pattern occurs when we can identify
a Russian idiom with a quite different literal translation that conveys the same meaning as the English
one.

Below is an example that provided an opportunity to use both patterns (although the second idiom in the
sentence is not from sports).
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Game is (not) worth the candle, the: (old proverb) something is (or is not) worth the amount
sacrificed to maintain it. irpa cTouT (HEe CTOMT) CBE€Y, OBUYMHKA BBIJEJIKH HE CTOMT.

1 have been killing myself to impress my boss. When it is time to hand out bonuses, I will see if the game
has been worth the candle. A paboman, xak 36epb, umodwvl npouzeecmu snevamienue na bocca. Koeoa
npuoém epems noay4ams npemuU, NOCMOMpPUM, CIMOUIA JU Uepa Cey.

More examples of the first pattern:

Iron man: the strongest or most talented member of a team or group. (Original meaning is a male
athlete of remarkable endurance.) ZKeje3Hblii YeJiOBeK; YEIOBEK, 3a/C KOTOPHIM YyBCTBYELIb Ce0s, KaK

3a KAMEHHOU CTEHOM.
We always let Rob present the closing argument. He is the iron man of our law firm. Mbwi 6cecoa
nopyuaem Pobepmy npedcmasums Ha cyoe HAuiu 3aKIIOYUMENbHbIE APSYMEeHMbl. 30 HUM Mbl, KAK 3d

xamennot cmenou. (The same idiom in Russian and English)

Play cat and mouse: to toy with someone in one’s power for one’s own amusement, frequently out of
sadistic motives. UrpaTh B KONIKH-MBIIIKHA ¢ KEM-JTH00; UTPATh KEM-TO, KaK KOIIKA C MBIIIKOH

(McTonb3ys CBOIO BIIACTbD, YACTO M3 CAJUCTCKUX MOOYKICHUI).

He began to suspect that the immigration agent was not trying to help him, but merely playing cat and
mouse with him. Ou nauan nodo3pesamy, YMo UMMUSPAYUOHHBIL A2eHM 80BCE U HE NLIMAEMC I eM)y
noMoub, a NPoCcmo uepaen ¢ Hum 6 kowku — mouuxu. (The same idiom in Russian and English)

Take the bull by the horns, to: to confront some problem or difficulty head on. B3saTb Oblka 3a pora.
1t’s time to take the bull by the horns, and confront our neighbor about his noisy parties. Ilopa 3amo

OvIKa 3a poea U cKa3ams Haulemy cocedy 6cé, Ymo mvl OyMaem no n0BOOY €20 WYMHBIX 8e4EPUHOK.

Additional examples of the second pattern:

First catch your rabbit, then make your stew: be sure you have the prerequisites for achieving
something before you make elaborate or public plans for the achievement. (mocnosuusi) He roBopu
"ron'', NoKa He MepenpbIrHeNib; He JAeJIH MIKYPY HEYOUTOro MeIBeAs; HBIMJISAT M0 OCEHN CYUTAIOT.

He hasn’t even asked her to go steady, and she is already deciding what to name their children. Doesn’t
she know that first you have to catch your rabbit and only then make your stew? On ewé ne nonpocun eé
NOCMOSIHHO 6CMPedamvCsl ¢ HUM, a OHA Yiice pewiaem Kaxk Hasvigams demetl. Heyoicenu ona ne 3naem
nocnosuyy: ""He 2o6opu «2ony, noka ne nepenpuieneuiv!"?
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No pain, no gain: there is no progress without suffering. (Iloci.) be3 Tpyaa He BoITAIUIIL H PHIOKY
W3 mpy/aa; 0e3 TpyAa HeT MJI01a; He JOObEIIbCS yCIeXa, €ClIM He TpeHUpYeIbes / He paboTaenb
YIIOPHO, 110 001 B MYCKYJIaX; TOJBKO IIOTOM M KPOBBIO MOXHO TOOHUTHCS ycmexa; (T0Ci.) Xo4uelllb eCTh
KaJlayH, He JIesKU HA MeYH.

Yes, eating 67 hot dogs to win the prize gave me a stomachache, but no pain, no gain. /la, s cven 67
cocucok u 3apaboman npuz u 60as 8 dcueome. Kax 2osopsam: "Torbko nomom u kposwvio 000béubes

yenexa'.

Neither hide nor hair: no trace or evidence of something lost, missing, or absent. Hu ciryxy, Hu ayxy;
HU Clie/a.
We’ve seen neither hide nor hair of our son for three months. Yoice mpu mecsaya om nHaute2o colia — HU

CIYXY, HU OVXY.

We have quite a few examples of the third pattern when some idiomatic terms were taken from the
English language and adopted by Russians without changing the form and pronunciation but just
transliterating the word or phrase. This pattern doesn’t exist in translation of Russian idioms into English
for the simple reason that Americans have not borrowed any Russian sports terms. At least we couldn’t
find any examples.

Time-out: suspension of activity or participation. TaiiM-ayT; KOpOTKHIi IepephIB; KOPOTKAsk OCTAHOBKA
(urphI); IPOCTOH (HM3-3a PEMOHTA).

When my grandson misbehaves, he must take a time-out in his room. Kozoa moti ényk nioxo cebs
6€0€m, eMy npuxoOUmcs 8 HaKa3aHue coelams nepepole 8 uzpe, U nepecudenmsb Kakoe-mo pems 6 ceoell

KomMHame.

Hit: success. XHT; 4TO-TO/KTO-TO, IPOU3BOAAIICE/-Hii BIICUATICHHE; TO, UYTO / TOT, KTO UMEET YCIEeX.
My first boyfriend was not a hit with my parents. Mot nepgvlil yxaxcép ne npousgén 60abuio20

enevyamieHusl Ha Moux podumeﬂeﬁ.

Hat trick: three wins in a row. (Comes originally from cricket.) Tpwu BeIATpBITIIA TTOAPST; XE€T-TPUK.

There are more examples of this kind of pattern, e.g. Photo finish — ¢poTopununmr; Marathon - mapadon ;
Sprint — cnpunT; Killer instinct - uHCTHHKT kuiuiepa; False start — ganbscrapr.

We have one funny example of an English word permeating the Russian language but in the process
changing its meaning.

Bcé xoxkeii! (Bapuanus ¢passt "Bece OK!"): Bce B axxype, Bce B OPSAKE, BCE XOPOIIO U T.I1.
Everything is hunky-dory!
Haw coin npuwén uz wikonvt ¢ noooumvim e1a3om u Ha Mo Hemotl gonpoc odotixo ckazan. "Bcé
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xoxxketi!" Our son came home from school with a black eye and when I looked at him questioningly,

simply said, “Everything is hunky-dory!”

Finally the most wide-spread pattern we have used for translation occurs when we cannot find any
Russian idiom with the same meaning as the English one. In such case instead of direct translation, we try
to convey in Russian the meaning of the English as closely as possible in a form consistent with the
example sentence. This happens quite often when a sports term or a the sport that gave rise to it virtually
is unknown in Russia , e.g. baseball, American football, golf.

Sudden death: a procedure for settling a tie. In a sudden death overtime, the first team to score wins the
whole game, and the other, of course, loses. BpIMrpbIim Hu4eiiHO# HIPBHI HTPOT /10 TEPBOTO 0YKAa,
roJia; peuuTh YT0-J1100 (CIOp) OJHUM MOAOPACHIBAHNEM MOHETBI.

In case of a tie in the spelling bee, the winner will be decided by “sudden death" overtime. Ecau 6
nepeoM payHoe KOHKYpCa Ha 3HaHue opgocpapuu He ebigeumcs nobedumev, COPeGHYWUMCS 3a0ar0m

OONOIHUMENbHbLIL 60NpocC, U mom, Kno npasujibHo omeemunt nepevim, nobesicoaem.

In the ballpark: approximately. IIpuOJIM3UTENBLHO; TIPUMEPHO.
The car cost in the ballpark of $40K. Omom aemomobuns cmoum npumepro 40,000 doanapos.

Play hardball, to: to behave aggressively and ruthlessly. BecTu cedst arpeccuBHO; OBITH
0€3:KaJI0CTHBIM; (TIOTOB.) HATH MO TPynmaM.

He seems like a sweet guy when you first get to know him, but if you ever cross him, you find that he has
no problem playing hardball. Ha nepaviii 632150 o1 KaAdicemcsi NPUAMHbIM NAPHEM, HO CIOUM cOerams
UMO-MO NPOMUE €20 UHMEPECO8, MO HEMEOIEHHO ODHAPYICULUb, KAK OH 6e3 GCAKUX KOeOaHull
CIMAHOBUMCS CIPALUHO A2PECCUBHBIM.

Naturally, translating idioms from Russian into English involves the same patterns of translation, e.g.

The first pattern:

IMouyuBaTh Ha JJaBpax: OBITH YIOBICTBOPEHHBIM CBOMMH MPOILIBIMY JOCTIKCHUSIMH U YCTIOKOUTHCS Ha
sToM. Rest on one’s laurels.

Iouusamy na naeépax nam venvss. Bnepeou - cauwkom mHo2o Hepewénnvix npodrem. We cannot allow
ourselves to rest on our laurels. There are too many unsolved problems ahead.

Kak xkpacHas Tpsinka JJisi/Ha ObIKAa: KTO-TO/ YTO-TO, YTO BHIBOJUT KOTO-JIMOO M3 PaBHOBECHSI /
cTpauHo pazapaxkaer. Like a red rag to a bull.

Eé nossnenue 6cezoa deticmeosano Ha MeHs KAk KpAcHas mpanka Ha ovika. For me her presence was
always like a red rag to a bull.
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The second pattern:

OTOpPOCUTH KOHbKM (JKapT.): YMEPETh; (Kapr.) OTOPOCUTH KOTBITA, OTIATh KOHITBI, CHITpaTh B SAMIUK. 10
die; kick the bucket; to cash in one’s chips.

(U3 Unmepnema) Meouyuna 6 nawiem nposuHyUaibHOM 20pooke ObLId HA YPOGHe KaMeHHO20 éeKka. He
MYOpeno, umo oH OmOPOCUT KOHbKU Cpazy nocie onepayuu. In our provincial town, medicine was at a
Stone Age level. No wonder, he kicked the bucket right after the operation.

Pri0ak pridaka BUAUT u3ajieka (T0Ci.): eIMHOMBIIIJICHHUKH / IO, OMMHAKOBBIC IT0
MIPOUCXOXKIICHUIO / TI0 IyXy / IO HHTEpecaM TSHYTCSI IpYT K ApyTy. DTa MOCIOBHIIA YaCTO yIOTPeOIIsIeTCs
B oTpumarensHOM cMmbicie. Birds of a feather flock together; it takes one to know one.

Kyoa 6vl Hu noexan moii bpam, oH MEHOBEHHO 3HAKOMUMCA C KAKUMU-TNO NOO03PUMETbHbIMU
auyHocmAmu. Poibax peibaxa sudum uzdanexa. Wherever my brother went, he immediately met up with
suspicious characters just like him. Birds of a feather flock together.

The fourth pattern:

Xon koHéM: yMHOe, xutpoe aerictsue. Shrewd move.

Haw 60cc coenan xo0 kouém, coenas ceoeti NOMOWHUYEU HCEHWURY, KOMOPAsl 6e4HO C HUM CROPUA.
Inan yoanca: ¢ maxou slce cmpacmuio OHa cmana 3auwuuiams e2o unmepecwvl. Our boss made a shrewd
move when he appointed as his assistant the woman who was always arguing with him. His plan
succeeded: she put the same passion into protecting his interests.



