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3axBar: seizure, capture

What weHBtranslators don’t do for our profession! For months now I’ve been
studyingBDonald Trump in English and in translation to try to discover the secret of
hisBpopularity among Russians. As I discovered last week, President Trump can
thankBRussian translators for making him sound more presidential, more coherent,
andBmore grown-up in Russian.

Now that isEnot to say that translating The Donald has been smooth sailing for my
RussianBEcolleagues. They are sometimes clearly befuddled by Trumpese. For example,
theRtranslators had a hard time understanding what Trump told the Republicans to doRif the
Democrats tried to filibuster his nomination of Neil Gorsuch to theBSupreme Court. "If we
end up with that gridlock I would say if you can,BMitch, go nuclear," he said.

TheRtranslators wisely ignored the direct quote and put their hopes on aBparaphrase. If
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negotiations broke down, they wrote, B apceHasie pecriy6IMKaHII0B UMeeTCsI
"anepHbiriBBapuaHT'" (the Republicans have the “nuclear option” in their arsenal).BThat’s a
pretty good translation — it is colorful and reads well. The only problem? Average Russian
readers — heck, above-averageREnglish readers — would have absolutely no idea what that
nuclear option is. AreBthe Republicans going to drop a nuclear bomb on the Democrats? No
people, noBproblem?

In anotherBcase, translators clearly didn’t have a Middle Eastern expert nearby or
easyHaccess to Wikipedia. Trump tweeted, “Iran is rapidly taking over more and more&of
Iraq,” and no one could figure out if the take-over was literal orBfigurative. Throwing
geopolitical caution into the wind, one translated it as ipanB6bIcTpO 3aXBaThiBaeT MpakK
(Iran is quickly occupying Iraq). Another translator atBanother publication agreed, and in fact
thought the phrase needed some drama: VipaHE6bICTPO HOIJIOIIAET BCe OOJIBIIE U O0JIBIIIE
Wpaka (Iran is quickly swallowing up moreBand more of Iraq).

But otherRtranslators thought there was a war of influence being waged: Vipan umeet
BceBOO0JTbITIE BIUSIHYE Ha TeppruTOpuH Mpaka (Iran has more influence on Iraqi
territory)Bor MpaH ycTaHaBIMBaeT Bce 6ojee OIyTUMbBIN KOHTPOJIb HaJl TEPPUTOPUSIMU
Vpaka (IranBis establishing more palpable control over Iraqi territory). So depending
onBwhat Russian publication you were reading, Trump was either accusing Iran ofEgrabbing
land in Iraq or exerting soft power.

MostHamusingly, sometimes Russian publications seem to forget what language
TrumpBEspeaks.

Take this recent tweet about Crimea:EFor eight years Russia '"ran over"

President Obama, got stronger andBstronger, picked-off Crimea and added missiles.

For someBreason, a slew of translators — or perhaps it was the Russian media they
workedBfor — became obsessed with the phrase “picked-off” (sic).

Tpamm rmomo6pan HoBoe

croBo fiyisa nepexona KppimaBK Poccuu (Trump chose a new word for the transfer of Crimea
to Russia). PanubIieBoH Ha3Bai ero “3axBaTom”’ (Before he called it a land grab.) One
publicationBclaimed that because of his use of the word

3aXBaT OH IOTePSIJT CUMITaTUH

poccurickoro TeneBuneHus (he lost popularity withBRussian television).

So what newBword did Trump use?

[TepexBaTuTh. The word can mean intercepting someone

or something — getting itBfirst. Here the implication is: Russia grabbed Crimea before the
AmericansEcould.

That is,Bindeed, a highly significant admission by the U.S. President.

But wait aBminute. Donald Trump doesn’t speak Russian. He didn’t write
3axBarT or
repexBaT. He wrote “picked-off.”

Unless... theyBknow something we don’t? Maybe Trump’s problems with English are because



he’sHreally a native speaker of Russian? Hold onto your hats.

Michele A. Berdy is a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, author of “The Russian
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