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Henoromigembrn: unsinkable

On the list of Tricky Bits (highly technical term) in translation are words in two languages
that have the same meaning (translator does fist pump to empty room) but different
connotations (translator swears impressively in two languages). I remembered this the hard
way, that is, by using one of these bad matches in a conversation. The explosion of laughter
brought me to my senses.

In English, unsinkable is a mostly positive adjective — think of “unsinkable Molly Brown” or
books like “Unsinkable: The Secret of Bouncing Back.” But when I called someone
HeIoToIUIsseMbIM, meaning that nothing could keep them down, a friend snorted and said
that you mostly find unsinkable objects in the toilet bowl.
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In Russian, she continued, it’s better to call someone Hecrubaemsiii (unbending/unbendable).
That would be fine in Russian. But you need to be careful when translating it into English,
where a person who is unbending or unbendable might be inflexible in a bad sense — rigid
and unwilling to adapt to conditions or change.

But when you start poking around for examples of usage, you see that the word you'd choose
in English depends on each individual case (translator glances at clock and decides 3 p.m. is an
acceptable hour for a stiff drink).

With Hecrnbaempii it seems that you can use the adjective to modify a thing or action with no
bad associations in Russian. However, when you translate the word into English, unbending is
not always the best option. For example, MeHs opa3wi UX HeCrrubaeMbIU AyX U YBaXKeHUE K
HAIIUM JeMOKpaTUuecKUM HHCTUTYTam (I was struck by their indomitable spirit and
respect for our democratic institutions). Or here: be3 ynmopcTBa ¥ HACTOMYUBOCTHU
HEBO3MO>KHO c(hOPMHUPOBATh KpenKui HecrubaeMbiit xapakTep (Without perseverance and
tenacity you can’t develop a strong, unwavering character). Kapma — 3T0 felicTBUe u
peaKIysi, 3aKOH I'PaBUTAIUY, IPUMEHSIEMBIN K MBICIIU U [e/Ty, Ka3aJ0Ch Obl HecrrubaemMbii
3aKOH MPUYUHEI U ciefcTBUs (Karma is action and reaction, the law of gravity as applied to
thoughts and deeds, the apparently immutable law of cause and effect).

In Russian HennoTorisieMbIY (unsinkable) is often “HenmoTomnnsiemsbrit” (that is, in quotes)
when describing the Titanic or any other ship/endeavor/action that was supposed to be a
success and failure-proof but wasn’t. “HemnoTomnnsiemsiit” napoxog TUTAaHUK 3aTOHYI,
yHecs1 ¢ cobort MHO>KecTBO Ku3Hel. (The supposedly “unsinkable” Titanic sank, taking
many lives with it as it went down).

Sometimes it’s a bit tongue-in-cheek. Here note that omHOK/IaccHUKY (classmates) are
referred to as ogHOKaIIHUKM, a joke version of the word that means “porridge-mates," i.e.,
people who grew up eating porridge — rama — together): I[Touemy-T0 OFHOKAIITHUKaM OH
Ka3aJICsI HEMOTOIIsIeMbIM — C1abbiM, HO Be3yuum (For some reason his old school mates
thought of him as unsinkable — not very strong, but lucky). And here it’s almost a
backhanded compliment: B MyTHBIX BOfIaX POCCHUICKOTO UCTEOIUITIMEHTA OH Ka3aJICs
(¢urypoit HemoTOIIsIEMON — He TOJIbKO KaK IIpefCcTaBUTeb CTapO IMOTUTUYECKOU
IBapJyH, HO ¥ KaK BUIHBIU IesITeIb 0TeYeCTBEHHOro moy-6usHeca (In the murky waters of
the Russian establishment, he was unsinkable, not only as a representative of the old political
elite, but as a big name in Russian show business, too).

There are, however, other good unbending options in Russian. Henpeknou#nsbii (literally
unbowing) is a good word to describe anyone who is steadfast and determined.
HenpexnoHHas Bons (steely will) is a Good Thing, but HenperimoHHbIM with regards to
xapakTep (character) is often rigid and a Bad Thing. Here is an example of that, when
someone is trying to buy train tickets at a discount: C 6ryieTamMmu HUYEro He MOTYIUIIOCh.
JleByIIIKa B OKOIIIKe Obl/Ta HeMMPeKI0HHA. OU4eHb CTPOro, 04eHb 0(PUITUAIBHO OHA
rorpeboBasa, uTo6b6! IOpHi BHEC MOTHYIO cTOMMOCTD 6mimeToB (It didn’t work out with the
tickets. The young woman in the window was totally intransigent. She demanded severely and
very officiously that Yury pay full price for them). In other cases — and other professions —
this kind of personality might be just the right thing: 3HameHUTBIN 1 HETTPEKITOHHBIM
MMapWKCKUH JIeTEeKTUB 0epET mepBbIi 3a mociefHue 11 jieT oTnyck (The renowned and



relentless Parisian detective is taking his first vacation in 11 years).

If you don’t like that image, you can be more specific and call someone 6ecCKOMITPOMUCCHBIM
(uncompromising). This, like all the other adjectives, is good when describing a Good Guy
(think human rights activist, right-headed politician): 3ToT nnyTs N03BONSAET HAM CO3[aTh
6eckommpomuccHbiM pribM (Taking this approach lets us make our film without
compromising).

But it might not be so attractive in your ex-spouse or in-law: OH uel0BeK >KeCTKUM,
abcomoTHO 6€CKOMITPOMUCCHBIM, SMOIIMOHaIbHBIM (He’s hard man, emotional, with zero-
tolerance for compromise).

But why not make life a bit easier? Crotikuii is a good word — hardy, solid, something that
can stand up to high winds. With things, cTovikuii often means something that is long-
lasting or resilient. OgHa>kbI Iepe601€B POTAaBUPYCHOM MH(EKIIMEN, YeJIOBEK I10yJaeT
cToMKuM uMMmyHuUTeT (After one rotavirus infection, a person has long-lasting immunity).
HecMOTps1 Ha CTOMKUY NHTePeC K PYCCKOW UCTOPUU, CaM OH UCTOPUKOM ce0sI He CYUTal
(Despite his enduring interest in Russian history, he didn’t consider himself a historian).

With people, it can be someone who can stand up to dirty tricks and cheap shots. Here is the
apotheosis of cTovikocTu: V IIITUpINIla B UCITOTHEHUM TUXOHOBA CTaIbHbIE HEPBHI,
CTOMKasl BblJIep>KKa U OTIMYHBIN NHTeJUIeKT (Stierlitz as portrayed by Tikhonov has nerves
of steel, unwavering self-possession and a sharp mind). Bbl cTOMKUM UeioBeK, KOTOPbIN
JIAIIB 3aKansieTcst oT TpymHocTel (You are a resilient person, only hardened by difficulties).
OH CTOMKH1M IPOTUBHUK TAKOTO pofa caHKimM (He is a staunch opponent of sanctions of
this sort).

With feelings, cTorikuit might mean strong or unshakable. Sometimes it’s a bad feeling: EcTp
CTOMKOe OIyIlleH1e, UTO MHUIIMATUBHI ITOC/IeHUX JIeT, CBsI3aHHbIe ¢ ‘YCKOpeHHbIM”
pa3BuTHEeM JJaibHEro BoCcTOKa, pOsKAAITCSA B KAKOM-TO U30JIMPOBAHHOM OT PEATbHOTO
MMpPa MOCKOBCKOM KabuHeTe, re HeT Jaske KapThl Poccuu (I can’t shake the feeling that the
recent initiatives to “accelerate” development in the Far East are dreamed up in some
Moscow office that is cut off from the real world and where there aren’t even any maps of
Russia).

But sometimes it’s good: I'me-To BHyTpU ObUIO CTOMKOE OIIYIIIeHe, UTO BOT Teleph BCe
MMEHHO TaK, KaK U I0JDKHO ObITh (Somewhere deep inside I had a strong feeling that now
everything was exactly as it should be).

Now that’s a kind of long-lasting, strong, resilient, unmitigated feeling one wants.
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