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2 Untranslatables,  a GUide to translinGUal dialoGUe 3an introduction

Dear reader,

With this book, we want to propose to you an adoption. An adoption of 
thirty-three different words from various languages spoken in Europe 
that are easy to pronounce and recognize, and that carry the potential to 
become both real and immaterial ambassadors of “translingual” dialogue. 
By accepting this word from the source, untreated, with its own pronun-
ciation, a real cultural transfer takes place. The symbolic value of this is 
enormous; accepting this word in your daily vocabulary means: 
 I choose to “absorb” one – historical, semantic, emotional – element 
from your culture into mine, since this element emblemizes an entire 
world, brings with it an idea for which there is simply no word in my lan-
guage.
 The process of trans-cultural communication – including all the mis-
understandings! – is a continuous creation in itself, as every conversation 
in any context is a search for a kind of “creation”, for a mutual understand-
ing, for an agreement on the reality we are living in. By talking to each 
other, we try to share our universes. Language has the power to unite or 
separate people, to clarify or trouble relations, to widen or shorten our 
view on the world.
 When the main language in a discussion is international Offshore 
English,  the situation often arises that the participants are simply not 
able to translate a word of their own native language fully and sufficiently 
– and as a consequence to transmit a message – into English, or into any 
other chosen common language. Our need for a research on “the untrans-
latable” derives directly from those situations. This “untranslatable” we 
see as a kind of “Zwischenraum”: a space in between, a poetic gap, a po-
tentiality for interpretation and meaning, as well as a catalyst to provoke a 
reflection on linguistic equalities and power structures.
 We are a generation who have been brought up with the idea of a 
“united Europe”. As teenagers we had to study a new map of Europe every 
year since frontiers kept on vanishing or changing. It seems that in the last 
few years the European efforts to create equality and connections be-
tween the countries go hand in hand with a growing awareness of the own 
– national – identity of its members.
 One can notice the need in all Europe to maintain the own language 
and culture, both for people who are born in official Europe or for other 
nations’ communities that came to live and established themselves in the 

EU because of the economical and political climate in their own countries. 
By Europe we do not mean the EU, or Europe as a continent, or a historical 
and cultural paradigm. We take the liberty of a subjective interpretation of 
a “Europe” that we recognise as a very alive entity and much more complex 
than the above segregating definitions. Therefore our untranslatable words 
include Arabic and Japanese as part of a Europe that serves better our 
purpose and concept of an organism that is rich and alive and constantly 
evolving.
 Without going deep into the political problems that language-protec-
tionism brings with it, but without neglecting them, we want to acknowl-
edge the differences between the various communities living in Europe, 
and promote an interchange between them, understanding untranslatable 
words rather as presents from one language to the others.
 Our process has been an absurd and never-ending quest that is not 
finished.  We have looked into several ways to “translate” the untranslat-
able for the reader through texts and images, and we discovered that we 
could come no further than an attempt, a suggestion, a framing of a highly 
layered reality by emphasizing on a touch, a colour, a detail. Since body 
language is still the most universal of all the languages, we have tried to 
express the words through a tension in between people, objects and space 
that can be somehow understood by everyone. Only somehow because 
technically speaking, we should have learned all the different languages to 
really understand the words properly. That is why we had to acknowledge 
we could only picture the untranslatable world half way, and even then 
focusing on the lower, non-cerebral part of the body, the part that we use 
to physically place ourselves into a reality. As we position ourselves again 
and again, day by day, in a constantly different way related to our context, 
our words are just fragments in time and what we really perceive will never 
be completely communicable since by the time we have said it, it is already 
gone again.

Enjoy the untranslatable,

Yolanda de los Bueis 
Elisa Marchesini
Christoph Schwarz  
Sarah Vanhee
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bricoleur 
cota         
truzzo         
berye             בריה
uffda          
lagom   
frotteur    
yallaH   
morro          
jufli  
eigenwijs       
polegnal  ПОЛЕГНАЛ      
otsukare sama お疲れ様 
fernweH
onako                          
tartle                 
feierabend
goesting    
fika  
colorido           
magari       
titcHadesH תתחדש 
prollig               
morbo          
meraki μεράκι 
pertu       
gönül              
sketcHy            
ganbaru がんばる
dugnad             
janteloven     
tubli 
sisu     
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H
ow

 to have a fruitful 
transcultural dialogue 
 Step 01 

 B
e intrigued and curious by w

hat is go-
ing on around you.

Step 02 
 L

isten to the tone of voice w
hen som

eone 
is speaking, w

atch how
 and w

here he/she 
has positioned them

selves, look at the 
expression on the face.

Step 03 
 B

e ready to show
 that you are aw

are you 
don’t know

 everything yet.

Step 04 
 D

on’t begin talking about differences, 
but rather sim

ilarities.

Step 05 
 S

om
etim

es, say nothing at all and sim
ply 

listen to w
hat is being said.

Step 06 
 B

e ready to see the hum
our in situa-

tions w
here differences in culture create 

m
isunderstandings.
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A person who constructs things 
through random experimentation, 
without following a precise plan. A 
bricoleur tries things out until he has 
worked out how to do something, 
coming to the result in a rather uncon-
ventional way. The word is commonly 
used for someone who fiddles with 
a lot of different materials and tools, 

and it can be used in several working 
areas or disciplines: from painting to 
computer programming, from wrap-
ping presents to repairing a washing 
machine, from making a table to pub-
lishing a book. Bricoleur is a noun that 
derives from the verb “bricoler” mean-
ing to fiddle, to tinker. The term was 
first used in the sense 

briColeur
– paGe 13, 14, 15, 17, 18, 19. 21, 22, 23, 25, 27, 29, 30, 31, 33, 35, 36, 37, 38, 41, 43, 44, 45, 47, 50, 51, 53, 55, 57, 59, 60, 61,  
63, 65, 67, 67, 69, 71, 73, 75, 77, 79, 81, 83, 85, 87, 89, 91, 92, 93, 95, 96, 97, 99, 101, 103, 105, 106, 107, 108, 109, 110, 111 –

FrenCH / noun
[bʁi.kɔ.lœʁ]

of describing a type of thinking and 
symbolization opposed to “engineer-
ing” by anthropologist Lévi-Strauss 
(1962). The engineer creates special-
ized tools for specialized purposes. 
The bricoleur is a “jack-of-all-trades”, 
who uses few, non-specialized tools 
for a wide variety of purposes. There is 
a loose connection between the brico-

leur and “primitive” societies, and the 
engineer and “modern” societies.

The bricoleur is the main character 
in this book, and one can follow his 
whimsical creation process through-
out the pages. He brings logic into the 
illogical.

n°1.   perhaps the marketing department 
of “bob the builder” should have 
thought twice before calling their 
famous animation figure “bob le  
bricoleur” in France… 

n°2.   although the word nowadays is more 
and more considered as pejorative, 
we were glad to use some good old 
bricolage in order to make this book. 
and the reader might need some 

  bricolage work in his brain in order 
to understand it.

n°3.   if you are stuck for ideas – be it  
writing, marketing or house decorat-
ing – try to experiment as a bricoleur. 
Grab a few pieces of text or wood 
and randomly mess around with 
them until something sparks out  
of it!

 HoW to use
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Cota
– paGe 13, 14, 15, 21, 22, 23, 25, 27, 29, 30, 31, 33, 35, 37, 55, 63, 65, 85, 87, 91, 92, 93, 95, 99, 101, 102, 103 –

Portuguese people use the term cota 
for someone who is somehow stuck 
in the past and cannot adapt to the 
present, let alone to the uncertain 
changes that the future might bring. 
Cota is someone who is conservative 
rather than old, who can’t understand 

the current social changes, is nos-
talgic about the good old times and 
considers the past as the only possible 
model for the future. In theory an older 
person could also name a younger one 
cota but generally it happens the other 
way around.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  the world famous “Monument to the 

discoveries” in lisbon might evoke 
nostalgia in the minds of many por-
tuguese cotas, since it reminds them 
of the prosperous period of discover-
ies. it affirms that portugal had an 
important role in the world while the 
present economical condition seems 
to be more insecure for a cota.

n°2.  portuguese teenagers often use 
the word to refer to their parents: 

“My cota doesn’t let me go out.” or 
“i would have no problem telling my 
parents that i’m gay, if they were not 
such cotas…”

n°3.  if you want to take your friend on a 
very risky, adventurous, dangerous 
trip and it’s hard to convince him/her, 
you could say “Come on, don’t be a 
cota, let’s go for it!”

12 Untranslatables

portuGuese / noun
[‘kɔtɐ]

im
perfect
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17truzzo

A slang word used in Northern Italy to 
describe a boy, usually a teenager, who 
strongly believes he is really up-to-
date on the latest trends and fashion 
but is clearly not. Being a truzzo is 
all to do with personal behaviour; the 
way of dressing, behaving and talking. 
A truzzo wears fake reproductions of 
brands such as Dolce&Gabbana, could 
possibly have a modified car such as 

the one in the film “Fast ’n’ Furious”, 
and talks in a rude manner and much 
too loud. Of course a truzzo could also 
dress in true Dolce&Gabbana, but 
because he dresses and combines it 
in an improper or non-stylish way he 
is a truzzo! The word is often used for 
fun amongst friends, as a way to make 
each other slightly insecure about their 
look.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  When one of your friends just bought 

flashy Versace sunglasses, you could 
say: “sei propio un truzzo!”, meaning 
“You really are a truzzo.” 

n°2.  You are a truzzo if you modify your 
car in a way to feign grandeur, if you 
“pimp your car” i.e. swap the original 
tires and the exhaust pipe with some 
un-proportionally big ones to show 
off. 

n°3.  For a truzzo fancy dress party, the 
ideal shopping experience would 
be any of the numerous malls and 
markets all around asia where you 
can get all the fake designer brands. 
Failing that, go to your local street 
market, where you’ll find the same 
stuff, just more expensive!

– paGe 17, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 25, 27, 29, 30, 31, 33, 36, 38, 53, 55, 57, 67, 69, 73, 75, 77, 81, 
 83, 85, 87, 89, 91, 92, 93, 97, 99, 101, 103, 105, 106, 107, 108, 109 106, 107, 108, 109 –

truzzo

16 Untranslatables

italian / noun
[’truts:o]

unordinary
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21berye

Refers to a truly energetic, skilful and 
talented woman. A berye is admired 
for her capability to solve problems in 
demanding situations in a very prac-
tical, fast, and effective way. She is 
down to earth and bound to succeed 
in the long term – a woman who sews 
an elegant evening gown from scraps 
of cloth, whilst simultaneously cook-
ing dinner for 100 guests, and all in the 
space of 20 minutes. In Pop-culture 
terms a berye could be the female 
mixture of Winston Wolf (the character 
from Quentin Tarantino’s film “Pulp 
Fiction“, who can get a serious mess 
cleaned up in the shortest time, and 

still manage to stay calm and have a 
coffee), and Erin Brockovich (single 
mother of three children who was key 
in constructing a spectacular lawsuit 
in the nineties). Although berye is a 
rather old-fashioned term, mostly 
connected to a woman’s abilities to 
keep house and home clean and tidy, 
its meaning could be transferred to the 
21st century for a woman who is both 
capable of focusing on her profession-
al career and her family, something 
still considered as crucial in many 
European societies. Somehow it would 
be even more contemporary to expand 
on the term berye for a male.

 HoW to use

n°1.  “she has raised two children alone 
and somehow managed to work full 
time! What a berye!“ 

n°2.  the next time you write a lonely-
hearts ad, describe yourself as a 
“contemporary berye“ – potential 
partners will have their curiosity 
aroused!

n°3.  “she is coaching two soccer teams 
at the same time! that’s what i call a 
berye!”

– paGe 21, 22, 23, 25, 27, 29, 30, 31, 33, 36, 37, 67, 69, 73, 83, 85, 87, 89, 99, 101, 103 –

berYe
בריה

20 Untranslatables

YiddisH / noun
[ˈbɛʁjɛ]
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25UFFDA

It can also be spelled uff da, uff-da, 
uffda, uff-dah, oofda, ufda, oofta or 
ufta. It’s an exclamation of Norwegian 
origin imported to the Upper Mid-
western states of America. It means 
“ouch!” or “I’m sorry that you are in 
pain”, to show compassion and em-
pathy for someone when they get hurt 
and have an irritating, uncomfortable 
feeling. In Norwegian, uff is an inter-
jection used when something is scary, 
uncomfortable, hurtful, annoying, sad 
or boring. Uff da is most often used as 
a response when hearing something 
lamentable (but not too serious), and 
could often be translated as “Oh, 

I’m sorry to hear that.” The broader 
American usage would be baffling to 
most native Norwegian speakers. It 
tries to express something like “Your 
sentiments leak into me, we are still 
not one but separate, although we 
are closer.” Uffda is often used as a 
term for sensory overload. It can be 
used as an expression of surprise, 
astonishment, exhaustion, relief and 
sometimes dismay. The term has been 
heard among men when a particularly 
attractive woman enters a room, or, 
depending on the tone of voice, when a 
particularly unattractive woman enters 
the room.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  a friend smashes his head against 

the door by chance and is in pain, you 
would say: “uffda!”

n°2.  uff da is an exclamation with flex-
ible meaning depending on the con-
text and emphasis put on it. such as 
uff da! meaning “oh no!” or, if said in 

a low and slow tone, uffda meaning 
“okay.”

n°3.  if a colleague or friend is telling you 
about some serious problems with 
the family, you could say uffda to try 
and console him.

– paGe 27 –

uFFda

24 Untranslatables

norWeGian / interJeCtion
[ʉf dɑ]

uncom
prom

ising
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29LAGOM

Not too much – not too little, not good 
– not bad, not big – not small, just right 
– although not perfect. Very commonly 
used, it epitomizes the lack of extremes 
in the Swedish language and culture 
where it is a positive thing to not stand 
out too much. The etymology of the word 
has for a long time been surrounded 
by folklore. People claim lagom comes 
from the Viking custom of sharing beer 
in a circle, where everyone makes sure 
that there is something left for the last 
person to drink. This is inaccurate: 
lagom is the old dative plural of the 
word ‘law’, and its implications are 
legal, meaning “according to the law”, 
what is proper or appropriate. In a coun-
try were hierarchies and inequalities are 
supposed to be erased, everything and 
everyone is in harmony when it is just 
lagom, showing an ability to conform. In 
Sweden it is a taboo to talk about how 

much you earn and what political party 
you vote for: this is where using the 
word lagom can come in handy. The cli-
ché lagom Swedish family would be Mr. 
and Mrs. Svensson who never argue. In 
the weekend they happily (although not 
excitedly) drive to IKEA with their dog 
and two children in their Volvo, which 
has a sticker on the rear window saying: 
“lagom är bäst” – “lagom is best.” The 
concept of lagom is however not only 
to be seen as something positive, or as 
something connected with a harmoni-
ous life, but being lagom often trans-
lates as being conformed to the norms 
and standards of the majority, to lead a 
life where originality and individuality 
suffers and one single common thought, 
or way of acting is considered prefer-
able, while, in a society where lagom 
is the norm, other ways of expression 
holds no value. 

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  the next time you buy cheese and 

you are asked about the quantity, try 
to answer with lagom. the shopkeep-
er probably won’t understand, but 
will just smile and reply that it’s up to 
him how much exactly. it should be 
not too much, and not too little, ei-
ther. be aware! in this case you might 
spend more than you had planned…

n°2.  if it comes to the question of how 

 
 
  much you earn and you don’t want 

to be specific, reply with lagom. it 
will make perfect sense to everybody 
and allow you to change the subject 
easily.

n°3.  if you want to prevent someone from 
taking too big a risk, but you don’t 
want to show any sign of choosing 
sides, use the concept of lagom to 
promote the golden mean.

– paGe 30 & 31 –

laGoM

28 Untranslatables

sWedisH / noun
[laː gom]

unansw
erable   unsow

n
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33FROTTEUR

French term, derived form the verb 
“frotter” – to rub. A frotteur is some-
one who rubs him/herself secretly 
against strangers to attain sexual 
gratification. A frotteur is more often 

a man than a woman, and he is mostly 
active in public spaces such as trains, 
elevators, malls, pop concerts: situ-
ations taking place in a dense and 
anonymous crowd context.

Frotteur

32 Untranslatables

– paGe 33, 38, 41, 53, 67, 69, 73, 75, 77, 79, 81, 83, 85, 87, 89, 99, 101, 103 –

FrenCH / noun
[fʁɔ.tœʁ]

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  in common speech this criminal 

act is better known as “groping”. in 
Japan for instance, more than 4000 
men are arrested each year for grop-
ing on public transport.

n°2.  in some discotheques, especially 
those with a high percentage of 
young girls’ attendance, it might be a 
good idea to replace the non-smok-
ing signs with “watch out- frotteurs!” 
signs. 

n°3.  the next time a person comes 
too close and invades your per-
sonal space, you could look him/her 
straight in the eye and say: “i don’t 
like frotteurs”, instead of getting 
anxious or running away. surely he 
will be perplexed by your coolness 
and forget about his initial intentions.

unselfish



35yallah

Arab word with several different uses. 
Its origin is “Ya Allah” which means 
“my God”, but the Arab population 
pronounce it as one word, yallah. The 
term yallah gets its power from having 
the word God in it, which is part of the 
consciousness of people; you don’t 
need to be religious to mention the 
word Allah, as it is part of their daily 
vocabulary. The relationship of the 
word yallah with God is merely etymo-
logical.

Yallah is used mostly to call someone, 
to tell him/her to come over or to go or 
hurry up. In other words: to spur him/
her into action. 
However, it can also mean “okay”, 
“it’s fine”, and “I agree”, “oh, well. ” It 
varies its meaning from acceptance, to 
confirmation, to incentive.
Often it is used in the repeated form 
yallah yallah and that implies a double 
emphasis or urgency, like “hurry hurry”, 
or “go go” or “come on, come on.”

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if you want to leave a place but you 

are stuck in an awkward situation 
with a partner or friend, you could 
say: “Yallah, we’re leaving.”

n°2.  if you had hours of discussion on 
the design for a publication and you 
finally come to an agreement for the 
outcome, you could say as an expres-
sion of relief: “Yallah, let’s go for it.”

n°3.  if you want to cross the street quick-
ly because you’re late for work and 

you are suddenly faced with a very 
cute but very long line of little ducks 
crossing the road in front of you, you 
could try to shout “yallah yallah”  to 
them. You never know, they may un-
derstand arabic…

n°4.  if you missed an episode of your fa-
vorite show, or made a mistake etc., 
you can say “yallah”, meaning in this 
case “never mind, it’s ok.”

– paGe 35, 36, 37, 38, 41 –

YallaH

34 Untranslatables

arab / interJeCtion
[jalˁːˈɑːh]

: A
 w

ord for that particular feeling that 
everybody else in a certain group know

s som
ething that you 

don’t.

: A
 w

ord to be used w
hen suddenly a 

very w
ell-know

n w
ord loses its m

eaning. It can happen 
spontaneously at random

 m
om

ents of aw
areness, or it can 

be provoked, for exam
ple by repetition of the w

ord. It pro-
duces a confusing feeling of “displacem

ent” as som
e very 

stable and unchangeable elem
ent in the w

orking fram
e of 

your everyday life has suddenly becom
e som

ething absurd 
and untrustw

orthy

: A
 w

ord for the exact point 
w

hen you cross the line from
 feeling stressed or scared 

about som
ething, to not being afraid at all – often provoked 

by a single and sudden thought.
: A

 w
ord for food that tastes better the m

ore 
frequently you reheat it. 

: Verb for the act of repeating the sam
e dated 

stories to the sam
e people as an excuse to spend tim

e 
together.
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38 39yallahyallah

: Verb for w
hen you log in to your Skype account, 

purely for the purpose of seeing w
hether a person is online 

or not and im
m

ediately log out if they aren’t.

: The w
ord that describes how

 you feel 
after having seen a great deal of inspirational things – and 
then fear that there are not enough good ideas left in this 
w

orld anym
ore.

: A
 w

ord for the desire to uproot from
 a 

crow
ded, busy and stressful city, to the quiet, harm

onious 
countryside. A

 w
ord for the reverse w

ould be sim
ilarly 

useful to have: longing to go from
 the (perhaps som

etim
es 

boring) countryside to the exciting city.

: The nam
e for the situation w

here 
tw

o persons m
eet for the last tim

e in their lives, but both are 
unaw

are of it.



41MORRO

Literally means “snout.”
“Qué morro!” or “Vaya morro!” is an 
exclamation used when somebody 
shamelessly does something that is 
not right or fair, but it is still within 
legal boundaries.
It means taking advantage of a situ-
ation because it is tolerant or uncon-

trolled. Someone who has morro will 
cheat and betray on a small scale, in a 
petty way. 
S/he will take advantage of the trust 
someone puts on him/her and turn it to 
his/her advantage. “Tener morro” is to 
be sassy, cheeky, to have a nerve.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  instead of waiting at the end of the 

queue for your turn, you will have 
morro if you go straight to the front.

n°2.  if something like food or money is 
shared amongst a group and a mem-
ber of that group takes too big a por-
tion or too much of it without having 
the right to, s/he has a lot of morro.

 
 
n°3.  When someone invites you to stay at 

their flat for a weekend but you end 
up staying a month without having

  agreed to it, you have much too much 
morro.

n°4.  When someone, i.e. an artist, presents 
a piece of work as their own and it 
is in actual fact a complete copy of 
somebody else’s, that’s to have morro.

– paGe 41, 44, 45, 53, 91, 92, 93, 99, 101, 103 –

Morro 

40 Untranslatables

spanisH / noun
[‘moro]

uncontrollable



43JUFLI

A Swiss-German expression for a 
person who works in a hurried, hasty 
way, which ends up in inaccurate, 
poor results. It is acknowledged that a 
jufli could deliver good work, but s/he 
fails due to their lack of attention to 
detail and rarely finds the right pace 
and timing for what s/he is doing. This 
waste of potential success adds a 
tragic depth to his character, but also 

makes him very likeable. “Jufli-pow-
der“ is said to be an expression used 
for speed, and it is also an acronym 
for “Jugend-Fledermaus-Imperium“ 
(“Youth-Bat-Imperium“), an attic con-
nected to the zoo in Zuerich where 
children can learn more about the 
animals that generally divide public 
opinion…

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if you want to express that a project 

failed because you were under stress 
from the lack of time available, you 
could say: “We had to do it the jufli-
way!”

n°2.  “He has many great ideas, but he is 
shooting too fast! that’s his jufli side, 
it’s a pity.”

n°3.  “For this very precise job, we clearly 
don’t need a jufli.”

n°4.  recent health research tests have 
proven that juflis should consume 
more kiwis, salmon and orange juice 
to strengthen their concentration 
levels (omega-3 fatty acid, folic acid).

– paGe 43, 44, 45, 89, 91, 92, 93, 99, 101, 103 –

JuFli

42 Untranslatables

sWiss GerMan / noun
[jufli]

intangible   inconceivable   unintelligible



44 45JUFLIJUFLI

: A
 short w

ord that can be used for a long silence in 
a conversation that should not be interpreted as uncom

fort-
able. It’s a concept for “w

e both accept that there is a natural 
silence now

 w
hich enriches our conversation, so w

e don’t 
need to fill it.”  

: A
 contem

porary w
ord that redefines the 

overly-charged w
ith m

eaning “utopia” – containing both 
the sincere longing for a positive change and the aw

areness 
of the concept’s historical background. A

 fresh w
ord that 

com
bines both strong belief and com

m
on sense, allow

ing 
us to hope for a better future w

ithout appearing naïve or 
extrem

ist.

: A
 w

ord that expresses the feeling you get 
as you yaw

n. The m
om

ent w
hen you are disconnected for 

a few
 seconds from

 the outside w
orld and you can hear a 

pleasant internal sound, like w
aves rolling in the ocean.

: A
 w

ord that describes som
eone w

ho is 
perhaps not as close as a “friend”, but closer than a casual 
“acquaintance”. In the range of a “colorido”, but then 
for friendly relations. Tw

o m
ain definitions are possible: 

Som
eone w

ho w
as once a very good friend, but w

ith w
hom

 
you are now

 starting to lose contact w
ith, does not autom

ati-
cally becom

e an “acquaintance”. O
r the other w

ay around: 
som

eone w
ho w

as just an acquaintance and w
hom

 you now
 

begin to see m
ore regularly, doesn’t turn into a “friend” 

im
m

ediately.



47eigenwijs

One would translate eigenwijs into 
English as “opinionated” or “pig-
headed”, but the word can have a posi-
tive connotation in the Netherlands. 

An eigenwijs child does not cry and 
complain all the time, but is assertive: 
to be “independent-minded” or “going 
your own way” is encouraged.  

 HoW to use 
 
You could call someone eigenwijs when: 
n°1.  s/he walks in a direction opposite to 

where everyone else is going. s/he is 
sure that this is the right thing to do 
and even though no one is following, 
s/he persists.

n°2.  When the internet connection is not 
working and someone wants to try 
and fix it on his own, even though he 
has no idea of how to do it. Calling 
the internet provider would be much 
easier and logical, but he is confident 
that he will be able to fix it faster 

and better in his own particular way. 
often this kind of attitude will get on 
the nerves of other people and they 
will tell him “not to be so eigenwijs.”

n°3.  in spite of it being obvious that it’s 
going to rain in a few minutes, some-
one still refuses to take an umbrella 
when going out. His reasoning for 
this would be that it is too much ef-
fort to carry it around all day and 
there is always the chance that it will 
not rain in the end. 

– paGe 43, 47, 53, 89, 91, 92, 93, 99, 101, 103 –

eiGenWiJs

46 Untranslatables

dutCH / adJeCtiVe
[ɛixəʋɛis] 

unusual   unconventional



49polegnal

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if your mother calls you around 

noon and wakes you up to chit-chat 
about her neighbours, tell her that 
of course she didn’t wake you – you 
were just polegnal-ing a little.

n°2.  if you enter an office space after 
lunchtime and can see an array of 
human bodies half slipping off their  

 
 
chairs, you can assume that these 
people are polegnal-ing.

n°3.  after a sleepless night and a de-
manding morning of work, you man-
age to go home to carry out some tV 
research. luckily the sofa is kindly 
soft enough to take you to polegnal-
dom.

48 Untranslatables

Bulgarian term for having a short nap, 
but not necessarily admitting to it. 
Like lying down, but not completely. 
Lying somewhere, leaning on one’s 
arm(s) or on some armrest/headrest 
of a couch, so that you are not lying 
with all your body. Polegnal is quite 
an old word which can be found in 
many Bulgarian folk songs to describe 
something in between relaxing on 
the sofa and real sleeping. In recent 
days, big companies started to find 
out that their employees could work 
more concentrated and efficiently 
when they were allowed to rest for 10 
to 30 minutes during the day – some 
companies even dedicate a room 
especially for this purpose. Neverthe-

less, in most Western cultures it is 
still considered as being lazy to sleep 
at daytime, which makes the concept 
behind polegnal very attractive since it 
is not as obvious as a regular nap. The 
Bulgarian language seems to be rich 
in grammatical structures describing 
a not completely realised action (like 
“posednal“ for sitting, but not totally), 
which adds an interesting and ambigu-
ous comfortable scope to people’s pri-
vate lives. Polegnal can also be used 
as an adjective for objects that do not 
stand exactly straight: for example, 
this could be a stone, a tree, an old 
masonry, or anything else that should 
be standing upright, but isn’t.

poleGnal
ПОЛЕГНАЛ

– paGe 50, 51 –
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53otsukare sama

Otsukare sama is mainly used on the 
work floor. “Tsukare” means tiredness. 
The expression is used as a kind of 
consolation, a sign of empathy with the 
person who has been working hard and 
is said with the intention of cheering 
him/her up, as s/he seems to be tired. 
Normally otsukare sama is used in a 
working environment, but it is also 

used for any occasion that requires a 
certain kind of effort, whether it is a 
long car drive or an intensive course 
in Japanese. It could be described as 
“thanks for your work”, “you must be 
tired”, “you did a good job”, but usually 
it is used as a casual greeting word for 
“see you later.”

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.   if you were supposed to finish a job 

and you worked like crazy but by the 
end of the day you still only finished 
half of it, you will feel much better 
if your boss tells you otsukare sama 
before you go home.

n°2.  even if you feel fresh and full of 
spark when sitting behind your desk 
playing computer games, it may hap-
pen that your work colleague passes 

by and tells you otsukare sama as a 
sign of compassion or appreciation 
for what you are actually supposed 
to be doing. 

n°3.  next time a policeman wants to fine 
you for incorrect parking or cycling 
without lights, tell him otsukare 
sama to make him realize that he’s 
just tired and should better go home. 

otsuKare saMa
お疲れ様

52 Untranslatables

– paGe 53 –
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55fernweh

German word that is the opposite of 
“Heimweh” (homesickness) and liter-
ally means “an ache for the distance.” 
It is a more contemporary equivalent 
for the “wanderlust” (a German term 
which came with the advent of roman-
ticism, and was subsequently adopted 
in English) and describes a wish to 
go somewhere far away. Fernweh is 
not necessarily linked to a specific 
place but rather a dream to leave an 
unsatisfying life behind for exciting 
new experiences in exotic, unknown 
parts of the planet. Thus the quest for 
adventurous new situations seems 
to play a more important part in the 
world of fernweh than the wish to flee 

from an unpleasant European winter 
to the warm beaches of the Carribean, 
but both meanings could be used. It 
is not clear if this aching for distance 
can still be relevant in a world where 
it takes only a few hours to change 
continent – the nostalgic connota-
tion of fernweh seems to work better 
with 19th century scientific discover-
ies in the pacific, with the image of 
a message in a bottle and Robinson 
Crusoe. Maybe fernweh could become 
more relevant again when interstellar 
travelling is possible – the distance to 
the nearest star Alpha Centauri is 4,22 
light years, which can maybe legiti-
mize a certain fernweh.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if you do the “travelling thing” for 

a while, or happen to be a bit of a 
nomad temporarily, due to work, 
you may find that when you go back 
home fernweh gets hold of you like a 
virus and you cannot get rid of it. You 
then may find yourself constantly 
looking for any excuse to go away, or 
distractedly browsing through airline 
websites.

 
n°2.  if you are in a bad mood and people 

start asking stupid questions about 
it, tell them you have fernweh. they 
will stop asking.

n°3.  if you cannot sit still and are easily 
bored, when your living conditions 
get too mundane and secure, you 
might suffer from a light form of 
fernweh.

– paGe 55 –

FernWeH

54 Untranslatables

GerMan / noun
[fɛʁn.veː]



57onako

Literally “in the way.” When pro-
nounced colloquially, it sounds like 
“nako.” With onako, one means some-
thing in-between, neutral, or express-
es a non-defined situation in general. 
For example used to describe a cer-
tain quality or mood (neither good, nor 
bad, sort of flat, not sure whether sad 
or happy) or action (being present but 
not actually doing the right thing, or 

doing nothing at all, just standing). It 
can be an answer to almost any ques-
tion, meaning “for no particular rea-
son” or “nothing special.” In fact, it 
pretty much defines the bleakness of 
the suburban projects of the socialist 
era caught in the present Bosnian sit-
uation, being recognized but not really 
functioning as a state. 

 HoW to use 

n°1.  When someone is doing a certain 
job without any apparent aim, and 
somebody else asks him/her why he 
is doing that, he will answer onako...

n°2.  if the question is “how are you?” 
onako would mean “so-so” or  
“nothing special.”

n°3.  during the selection rounds for the 
“Monument de/construction project”  

 
 
organized by the sarajevo Center 
for Contemporary art, a bosnian art-
ist proposed a monument with the 
word onako written in capital letters 
spread over the green lawn of the 
bleak sarajevo suburb. the organiz-
ers were not able to translate the 
word to the international jury, thus 
this incredible, humorous, deeply 
moving and apt concept was never 
realized.

– paGe 57 –

onaKo

56 Untranslatables

bosnian / interJeCtion
[o̞.’nǎ.ko̞ː]



59

Scottish expression for when you have 
a word on the tip of your tongue but 
you can’t catch it, especially relating 
to people’s names. Handy to use when 
you find yourself in the embarrassing 
situation of conversing with someone 
whom you have been introduced to, but 
can’t quite remember the name, mak-
ing you hesitate to bring it up. Tartle 
also gives an expression to this state 

of memory: people tartle when they 
recognize another’s face, but cannot 
remember anything else about him or 
her. Those who are face blind tartle 
a lot: They have difficulties identify-
ing people out-of-place, remembering 
names (especially common names), 
or finding people in crowds, including 
those that are close acquaintances. 

 HoW to use 

n°1.  You meet someone you’ve been in-
troduced to but can’t remember or 
are slow in remembering the name. 
in that case, your conversation part-
ner could save you by saying: “don’t 
worry, we all tartle at some point.”

 
 

 
 
n°2.  if you momentarily forget the name 

of the person you’re talking to, you 
would tell them “i’m sorry, i tartled 
there for a moment.” 

n°3.  “...and i did tartle once whilst at-
tempting to introduce my date to  
my father…”

– paGe 59, 60, 61 –

tartle

58 Untranslatables

sCots / Verb 
[ˈtɑːtəl]
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63feierabend

Literally a “party evening”, it describes 
the moment the working day finishes 
and free evening time begins. People 
also use it to describe the moment 
that a compulsory or committed period 
ends and turns into free time. Histori-
cally the term was used for the eve-
nings before a holiday, and gradually it 
changed its meaning to the period of 
rest after a working day. 
Even though it is not necessary to cel-
ebrate when it’s feierabend, the term 
reminds us not to take our daily work 
too seriously - which is sometimes 

easier with a glass of cold beer in the 
left hand and a cigarette in the right. 
In communist East-Germany, the term 
“Feierabendheim” (“feierabend home”) 
was the official term used for “home 
for aged people“, which gives a very 
positive outlook to the end of our lives. 
The “feier” (party) element often isn’t 
noticed by native speakers. You can 
also use the word to indicate that a 
disagreeable situation has gone far 
enough and you won’t tolerate any 
more of it.

 HoW to use 

n°1.   if you want to tell your workaholic 
workmate that the time to finish 
today’s work has come, throw his 
computer monitor to the floor and 
scream: “now it’s really feierabend!”

n°2.   the phrase “let’s make feierabend” 
is extremely popular, especially at 
the end of the week in anticipation 
of the liberating evening to come.

 
 
n°3.   if you receive a professional call 

whilst making dinner, you could 
kindly tell that person to call again 
tomorrow, since at that moment you 
are having feierabend.

n°4.   a mother might scold her children 
who are running around the house: 
“now is feierabend! sit down and 
stay calm, or leave the house and run 
around outside!”

62 Untranslatables

– paGe 65 –
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67goesting

Flemish noun with clear references 
to “gustar” (Spanish) or “goûter” 
(French). Desire, lust, an irresistible 
longing for, a pleasure or joy in… It is 
always connected to the good, Burgun-
dian, sensual pleasures in life: eating,  

drinking, sex, movement…
One can never only have a little bit of 
goesting. If you have it, you have it a 
lot and it is irresistible. The longer you 
have to wait, the more the sensation 
increases.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.   You can HaVe goesting in a piece of 

fresh warm apple pie. it means that 
the mere idea of it provokes such a 
strong desire, it is as though you can 
taste it before even seeing it.

n°2.   You can also Get goesting: at first it 
is not there, but slowly you start to 
feel it: you begin to long for some-
thing more and more. if your goest-
ing goes unfulfilled, it may take the 
shape of an almost physical pain. 

n°3.   When you are comfortably sitting 
inside in the warmth and it’s raining 
outside, it’s completely legitimate to 
say: “i have no goesting to go out.”

n°4.   there is a Flemish expression that 
goes “you can not always get your 
own goesting”, meaning you cannot 
always have it as you would person-
ally like to have it. 

66 Untranslatables

– paGe 67 –
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69fika

Fika is an excessively used Swed-
ish verb that roughly means “to drink 
coffee”, nowadays accompanied by 
something sweet on the side. 
Fika is also used as a noun, referring to 
fikabröd (all pastries like cookies, cake, 
biscuits) and coffee combined. Tea or 
lemonade could be the beverage taken 
while you fika. However, strictly speak-
ing, fika implies coffee. Nowadays 
there are coffee shops (fikaställen) in 
Sweden where you can order some 
sort of vaguely overpriced fikabröd and 
get the coffee for free. Coffee is drunk 
in large quantities in the Nordic coun-
tries (or at least in Sweden and Fin-
land). Compared to the espresso-like, 
smaller shots you get in some places, 
a Nordic coffee cup is often fairly 
enormous, but often a lot milder. This 

allows for a long fikapaus – 15 minutes 
is probably the minimum. Most Swed-
ish working places have allocated fika 
breaks during working hours of about 
15 minutes, normally placed before 
and/or after lunch. There is even a 
Swedish website that writes about 
the best fika places around the world. 
The word is an example of the back 
slang used in the 19th century, in which 
syllables of a word were reversed, fika 
deriving from kaffi, an earlier variant of 
the Swedish word kaffe (coffee).  
When planning a workshop or profes-
sional activity in Sweden, you first 
have to schedule the fika before any 
other aspects of the workshop. It is 
really important so that people feel 
comforted, especially when dealing 
with employees from the public sector.   

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  You can say “let’s fika!” to someone 

when you want to take a break from 
work, or even when you want to go on 
a date.

n°2.  When you have to solve a problem but 
you know the solution is not going to 
come up right away, you can say “let’s 
take a fika and think about it.” 

n°3.  if you join a new working environ-
ment and you find it a bit cold or 
unwelcoming, in your next staff 
meeting propose to have an after-
noon fika every day. Your boss will be 
happily impressed by your team-
building spirit and friendliness.

– paGe 69, 71 –

FiKa
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73colorido

Colorido/a is used to refer to some-
one with whom we have an emotional 
relationship that may be on a regular 
basis, but is not a long-term commit-
ment. It could be someone we don’t 
know very well, but it could also be 
someone that we have known for a 
long time, and/or are close to. The 
frameset and limits in terms of the 
level of friendship, sexual exchange, 
tenderness and other aspects of any 
emotional relationship are usually 
undefined with a colorido friend. If we 

are referring to standard relationships, 
a colorido friend could be defined as 
someone who is between the status of 
a “friend” and a “boyfriend/girlfriend.” 
It is an emotional relationship that is 
understood as carefree, non-commit-
ted, and that doesn’t assume responsi-
bilities. Having a colorido friend makes 
people happy. Normally, people have a 
colorido friend because they don’t like 
or know how to be alone, so they need 
someone “to play with”, to make their 
life more fun or enjoyable. 

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.   it is most likely that you enjoy seeing 

your colorido friend unexpectedly, 
thereby keeping the mystery and 
excitement alive. When asked by a 
friend about the future of this rela-
tionship, you will say “i hope we can 
keep it like this and we don’t become 
a boring couple.”

n°2.   When someone you know challenges 
the advantages of such relationship, 
you could say “i like the freedom of 
being single without having to give 
up the good things about being with 

someone, and without the respon-
sibility and all the bad stuff of a 
long-term relationship; that’s why i’m 
happy with having a colorido friend.” 

n°3.  if you need to be clear and straight 
about your choice you could say, 
without having to get too deep into 
the whys and why nots, “it’s cool. Me 
and my colorido friend just meet 
and have a great time. no questions, 
no deep talks or feelings. i have my 
friends for that.”

Colorido

72 Untranslatables
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75magari

Italians use magari for something 
in between a wish as in “if only” or 
“hopefully” and an exclamation as in 
“don’t I wish...” This ambiguity, typical 
for the Italian language and culture, 
leaves a lot of room for interpretation 

and it covers the entire spectrum of 
future possibilities, with a comical 
twist. When used as a response to an 
invitation, it’s not really sure if one 
means: “yes, I’d love to” or “nice idea, 
but no way.”

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  When someone who you are not sure 

whether you like or not asks you out 
on a date, you could say magari.

n°2.  When the clerk of your bank asks you 
if you have a fixed job while trying 
to get a credit card or a loan from 
them, you could say magari.

n°3.  if you haven’t got the heart to 
communicate to someone a clear 
“no”, you can always soften it with 
magari….

– paGe 75, 77 –

MaGari 

74 Untranslatables

italian / interJeCtion
[ma’ga(:)ri] = maybe [ma’ga:ri] = I would like..
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79titchadesh

Titchadesh is used to congratulate 
someone after they have bought some-
thing new. You would say titchadesh for 
a male and titchadshi for a female. It 
means something like “good for you”, 
“it’s great you bought something new, 
enjoy it... “. In a more advanced use of 
the word, it is also adequate for things 

such as a new haircut or a new job. It is 
a blessing parallel to “wear it in good 
health”, but it literally means “renew 
(yourself).” There are those that say 
that this blessing should not be made 
in reference to shoes or clothes made 
of leather, because it is not proper to 
wish for the death of another animal.

 HoW to use
 
n°1.  What do we say to someone wearing 

new clothes? “titchadesh!”

n°2.  there is a custom to say to some-
one wearing new clothes “tevale 
v’titchadesh”, which means: “May 
you wear out (this garment) and buy 
a new one.” it is therefore a wish for 
long life. 

n°3.  the standard answer to titchadesh is 
a simple “toda” – thank you. 

n°4.  “Jason got a sexy new laptop. You 
could watch movies in widescreen on 
this thing if you wanted to. ooooh! 
titchadesh honey!”

n°5.  “i finally decided to buy this camera. 
it had just the right features for me, 
great value for money and it was ex-
actly what i needed.” Your friend will 
reply to you: “titchadesh!”

– paGe 79 –

titCHadesH
 תתחדש

78 Untranslatables

HebreW / interJeCtion
m. [titxa’deʃ] f. [titxad’ʃi]



81prollig

Adjective of “Proll” (member of the 
proletariat). Used originally in a pe-
jorative sense meaning a lower class 
person’s behaviour. Its political con-
notations were then transferred to 
fashion and lifestyle: a lack of taste, a 
pretentious manner, a focus on low-
er-order needs. Later on and through 
a somehow ironic appropriation, prol-
lig experienced its rehabilitation and 
became also an appreciated expres-
sion. Being prollig could be the ironic 

legitimation for many diverse things: 
excessive usage of cabs, sunglass-
es in discotheques, the use of a strong 
sounding sociolect talking about mon-
ey, shirts with strange text on them. 
A mainstream highlight of being prol-
lig was the collective flying of German 
flags at the Soccer World Champion-
ship in 2006, which was accompanied 
by a wide discussion on national pride 
and the right to show solidarity. 

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.   “i don’t like your shoes, they are a 

bit too prollig!” (i.e. if they look like 
plastic spaceships)

n°2.   the next time you want to convince 
your friends to eat out in a cheap, 
greasy and run-down restaurant in  
the suburbs, tell them “prollig is the 
new cool.”

n°3.   a new electronic music group 
emerges that mixes folklore alpine 
melodies with fat urban beats. they 
could be starting a new genre called 
“alprollig.”  

80 Untranslatables

– paGe 81 –

prolliG
GerMan / adJeCtiVe

[’pʀɔlɪç]
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A non-stereotypical kind of perver-
sion, sensual but not necessarily 
sexual. Something – an object, a 
situation, or a combination of the two – 
that causes an excitement not corre-
sponding to conventional tastes. The 
object of morbo evokes certain images, 

memories or thoughts that, in an 
obscure way, provoke excitement or 
“turn you on.”  It could be classified as 
a perverted interest in unpleasant 
things by some, but it can also be used 
to describe fascination for objects or 
situations in everyday life.

 HoW to use 
 
(to give, produce or have morbo)
n°1.  My sister gets morbo through the 

very twee flowery wallpaper in the 
house of my grandmother.

n°2.  “oh well, whatever gives you morbo!” 
means: “oh well, whatever turns you 
on!” Could also be: “whoever gives 

 
 
you morbo!” it’s about being turned 
on in an unconventional way. i.e. 
“Women with harelips give me 
morbo!”

n°3.  people get morbo when an accident 
takes place in front of them, every-
body wants to watch.

– paGe 83 –

82 Untranslatables

Morbo
spanisH / noun

[ˈmoɾ.βo]

morbo

incalculable   irrelevant   unrelated



85meraki

MeraKi
μεράκι

Meraki derives from the Turkish  
“merak.” Greeks have always had 
feelings and emotions that nobody 
else has articulated. This is a word 
that modern Greeks often use to 
describe doing something with soul, 
creativity, or love – when you put 
“something of yourself” into what 
you’re doing (positive of course), 
whatever it may be – a mix of love and 
style and enjoyment. It’s the passion 
for perfectionism and the obsession, 
the ultimate personal care during a 
creation. But it’s exclusively used 
when referring to one’s own creation. 
A meraklida is a person who has  

meraki, which is described as a pas-
sion, a special taste. The meraklis 
demand the best, and relish it. 
Meraki can also be used with the 
meaning of “sorrow for not accom-
plishing something” or yearning. 
Meraki is the desire, the sadness of 
someone who is not satisfied. It is a 
common Greek word but is used bet-
ter in songs, in the popular “rempe-
tika tragoudia” songs.  
Meraki is one of those untranslatable 
words that have been adopted by suc-
cessful companies to add or stress a 
unique character to their branding.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  one can do different things with me-

raki. i.e. cooking or preparing a meal, 
but also making a piece of furniture, 
arranging a room, choosing decora-
tions, or setting an elegant table. 

n°2.  if asked about your culture within an 
international group of people, you 
may want to tell them about fam-
ily, typical dishes and soul all in one: 
“My mother has a lot of meraki for 
cooking gambas al ajillo, making 
pumpkins soup and baking chocolate 
cake.”

n°3.  next time a dear workmate is about 
to depart to greener pastures, you’ll 

tell your other colleagues who don’t 
seem to have the time for a proper 
good bye: “i am not going to do a 
quick arrangement for his leaving 
party, it is a very special occasion to 
me and all of us, and i can only do it 
with meraki…”

n°4.  When, after a long period of routine 
or boring jobs given to you by your 
boss, he finally gives you the chance 
to prove yourself in something inter-
esting, you’ll reassure him by saying “i 
am really excited about this new as-
signment, i feel i can put the best of 
myself into it, i will do it with meraki.”  

84 Untranslatables

– paGe 85 –

GreeK / noun
[meˈɾaci]

unchangeable 



87pertu

Drinking a toast to the decision to use 
the familiar form of address is a rather 
old-fashioned ritual that Hungarians 
call “to drink pertu.” After you have 
crossed this rite of passage, you can 
feel comfortable using “te” with the 
person whom you have clinked your 
glass with. 
The word comes from “per tu“ in Latin 
and refers to the delicate distinction 
between formal and informal language, 
like the “tu” and the “vous” in French, 
and in that sense to the levels of inti-

macy in a relationship. In many coun-
tries the guidelines on how to change 
the way of addressing people depend 
on the social position – it’s offending 
to offer pertu when you are clearly 
younger, of lower status, or if you hap-
pen to be a woman. The ritual to drink 
pertu is often executed while locking 
arms together, a position which finds 
its equivalent in German and Polish 
“to drink Brüderschaft“, and one that 
is often followed by a kiss on both 
cheeks. 

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if you need a good excuse to order 

another round of strong alcohol, 
pertu will be your friend.

n°2.  “are we already on pertu terms?“ 
could be a sharp question if some-
body is pretending to be a very close 
friend, despite you both having 
known each other for only a very 
short time.

n°3.  You may resort to a “let’s drink 
pertu!” taking your chances with 
someone who is being really un-
cooperative and unreasonable in an 
argument. this may not only solve 
the problem but make you friends 
forever!

– paGe 87 –

86 Untranslatables

pertu
HunGarian / noun

[pɛrtu]



89gönül

GÖnÜl 

Heart, inclination, desire, will. Gönül 
is the source of feelings such as love, 
missing, passion, longing. It is one of 
those words that mean “heart” but its 
meaning is linked to special occasions 
to do with strong and deep emotions, 
with a very visceral touch. Gönül re-
lates to that vital energy that is at the 
core of your inner self. It has a wider 
social meaning as well: when you say 
gönül, you consider the hearts of all 
beings united and collected in your 
heart and have a deep wish for their 
well-being. 

 “With gönül” means ready, voluntary.
“From gönül” means to be ready to do 
something from the heart, sincerely.
“Without gönül” means resisting, 
without will.
“Links of gönül” means to be hooked 
to something/someone emotionally.
“To steal someone’s gönül” means to 
convince someone or to make some-
one fall in love with you.
“To touch the gönül” means to be 
deeply hurt, to be saddened.
“To caress the gönül” means to favour, 
to flatter.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  “i wouldn’t mind taking care of your 

lovely baby this evening, you know 
that, i say it from gönül.”

n°2.  “it all started very casually a few 
months ago, just going out and hav-
ing fun, but now Charlie and i have 
grown links of gönül and cannot be 
without each other…” 

n°3.  “You could convince me of anything 
if you keep caressing my gönül like 
that…”

88 Untranslatables

– paGe 89 –

turKisH / noun
[,-nlü]



91sketchy

The slang word sketchy is used when a 
situation is dubious, unsafe, creepy, or 
has an air of uncertainty. It frequently 
implies a sense of menace. A person 
that gives you a bad feeling can also 

be sketchy. Generally speaking, 
sketchy is something or someone that 
you wouldn’t want to be associated 
with.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  When you are a visitor in a new city, 

your host may tell you: “don’t go 
to that part of town alone, a lot of 
robberies happened there – it’s a 
sketchy neighbourhood.”

n°2.  When you are going to cross an old 
rickety bridge between two ridges 
your partner may warn you: “be cau-

tious! i wouldn’t trust that bridge, it 
looks pretty sketchy.”

n°3.  “i don’t trust him, he’s very sketchy in 
the way he goes about his personal 
life.”

– paGe 91, 92, 93 –
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95ganbaru

It is difficult to translate one single 
word away from its grammatical 
context, in particular if it belongs to a 
language system such as that of Japa-
nese, which is so different from the 
European ones. However, we could try 
to explain its use as “hold on, hang on, 
try hard whatever happens.” The word 
partly incorporates the Oriental mind 
process that has a vision of not only 

thinking in results or final goals. The 
“do your best” is meant as “do what 
you can”, and even though this will 
mean something different from one 
person to the next, it is the true and 
sincere effort in itself that is the never-
theless the most important. Ganbaru is 
more important than the attainment of 
a final goal.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if you see a bunch of marathon run-

ners in the sweltering heat who are at 
least four hours behind the leaders, 
you could shout “ganbare ganbare” 
as a refreshing encouragement like 
“don’t be defeated, you can do it”, 
and “Gooooooo!”

n°2.  Ganbaru seemed to be a key value 
in post-war Japan, because it fit-
ted perfectly with the vision of an 
egalitarian society, where everyone 
aspired to become middle-class and 
the ideal was to all become the same. 
For that everyone just had to persist  

 
 
and give the best of themselves for 
the sake of everybody else.

n°3.  if you were taking an intensive 
course in Japanese, you could im-
press your teacher in the first class 
by saying: “Watashi wa eigo o ganba-
rimasu”, which means, “i am trying to 
learn Japanese as hard as i can.”

n°4.  if you were sad for some reason, 
your Japanese friend might tell you 
ganbare: “Hang in tough”, or “Hang in 
there.”

94 Untranslatables

Ganbaru
がんばる

– paGe 95, 96, 97 –

Japanese / Verb
[gən-bəlu]

unfathom
able



96 97ganbaruganbaru



99dugnad

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  as an active response to the alarm-

ing state of our ecological systems, 
dugnad might become a must for all 
of us everywhere.

n°2.  if you are out in the cold trying to 
make a hole in a frozen lake so that 
birds and fishes can survive, while 
other people are having hot choco-
late inside, you can be proud since 
you are doing real dugnad.

n°3.  the names of some organizations 
that are based on social design and 
sustainability consider dugnad as an 
important part of their philosophy. 
their names are quite significant: 
“CoolpeopleCare”, “Massive Change”, 
“We are what we do”, “sustainable 
everyday”, “Futurelab”, etcetera.

– paGe 99, 101, 103 –

98 Untranslatables

duGnad
norWeGian, WitH eQuiValents in tHe rest  

oF sCandinaVia and estonia / noun
[’dʉ:gnɑ:d]

inexorable

Refers to voluntary, shared work that 
benefits the community, always unpaid. 
Mostly used on a local basis, such as 
in a village, or even just a neighbour-
hood. You undertake work you would 
otherwise ignore or pay someone to 
do. Very often it is hard physical labour. 
Rather ditch-digging than paper fold-

ing, rather building a community centre 
than knitting pullovers for the home-
less. In Norway, the jointly-owned 
property gets maintained thanks to 
a good dugnad spirit, referring to a 
socialist past. For instance every year 
children have an Earth Day at school 
when they go around picking up litter.



101janteloven

The word is strongly connected to 
social rules in rural Denmark (and also 
in other Scandinavian countries). You 
can say “it’s janteloven” as a com-
ment if someone is reacting negatively 
towards a third person’s success in 
achieving their ambitions. It is espe-

cially related to breaking out from 
a lower social order or status into a 
higher one, for example when coming 
from a farming background and achiev-
ing a career in the big city. You never 
say it out loud, the rules are always 
unspoken. 

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if you are the only one amongst your 

friends who managed to complete a 
degree at university, and your friends 
say: “Well, a degree sucks anyway”, 
you could call this envious janteloven.

n°2.  When you decide not to go out to 
party but to read a philosophical es-
say instead to deepen the content of 
the article you are writing and your 
friends say that you are unsociable or 
that you are arrogant, you could call 
their behaviour janteloven.

n°3.  the expression comes directly from 
the book: ‘a refugee crosses his 
tracks’ (1933) by danish author aksel 
sandemose. 

ten Commandments describe janteloven:
1.  do not think you are someone special.
2.   do not think that you are as much as us. 
3.   do not think that you are smarter than us.
4.   do not think that you are better than us.
5.   do not think that you know more than us.
6.   do not think that you are more than us. 
7.   do not think that you are good at anything.
8.  do not make fun of us.
9.  do not think that anyone likes you.
10.  do not think that you can teach us anything.

100 Untranslatables

– paGe 38, 50, 51, 53, 57, 59, 60, 61, 67, 69, 73, 79, 81, 83, 89, 91, 92, 93, 95, 96, 101, 103 –

JanteloVen  
danisH / noun
[ˈjan̝də̥ˌlo̞ʋˀən]

unorthodox



103tubli

There is always an element of truth 
in every cliché, and so as a general 
rule Estonians are not accustomed to 
praising the achievements of others 
too highly. But strangely enough, the 
opposite seems to be true when it 
comes to the small word tubli. This ad-
jective of wide and flexible application 
can express a range of positive per-
sonal qualities and behaviours - from 
“good”, “orderly”, “strong”, “capable”, 
“hard-working”, “persistent”, and 
“productive”, to “setting an exam-
ple or acting as a role model to oth-
ers”, “behaving properly”, or “having 
will-power.”  When Estonian parents 

want to tell their children that they are 
pleased with their behaviour because 
it shows their well-educated upbring-
ing, they would say “tubli poiss“ 
– “that’s my little boy!“ But one could 
use tubli also for praising a healthy 
meal (“tubli ports“) or to express your 
care and concern for another person 
(“ole tubli“). Estonians say about their 
country “Eesti on väike, aga tubli.“ 
(Estland is small but tubli). The impor-
tance of being tubli in Estonian society 
is made visible by a study saying that 
70% of all children fear that they are 
“not tubli enough.”

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  if your children don’t listen to you 

anymore when you tell them to be-
have, try it with “be tubli, now“, it may 
work.

n°2.  if you have to promote yourself for 
a new job, it’s always important to 
mention that apart from being hard 
working and serious, you are also 
tubli.

n°3.  if your business in the entertainment 
industry is suffering from negative 
comments and bad rumours spread 
by the competition, try re-branding 
with a name such as tublisbest. You 
are sure to attract curious new cus-
tomers!

– paGe 103 –

102 Untranslatables

tubli
estonian / adJeCtiVe

[ˈtupli]

unflinching   im
prudent



105sisu

A perseverant willpower, a long-term 
dedication to reach a goal, persist-
ency to overcome any obstacles. As a 
central expression for describing the 
virtue of maintaining a Finnish nation 
under centuries of Swedish and Rus-
sian cultural and military domination, 
“Sisu, Sauna and Sibelius” became the 
stereotypes for Finnish-ness. In differ-
ent situations, sisu could be a certain 
kind of attitude or courage, the ability 
to fight against a superior enemy, or 
survive in a cold and hostile nature. 

When talking about a character, sisu 
has ambivalent connotations, refer-
ring more to a kind of stubbornness 
– a “sisupussi” would be somebody 
who is fractious and persistent at the 
same time. Finnish role models for 
sisu would be long distant runners like 
Paavo Nurmi and Lasse Virén, the lat-
ter reaching world fame when winning 
the gold medal for the 10,000 meters 
in the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, 
despite falling on the track.

 HoW to use 
 
n°1.  the next time you want to say “He’s 

got guts!” use “He’s got sisu!” 

n°2.  if you are embarrassed about having 
failed many times before reaching a 
goal, you could say “i didn’t have the 
sisu to do it.”

n°3.  Finns don’t necessarily feel comfort-
able in the company of people from 
more talkative cultures, and the 
continental, supposedly regulated 
drinking habits are often mentioned  

 
 
in contrast to the traditional Finn-
ish binge drinking. the Finnish sisu 
forgives all this – while Finns may 
be lacking in many aspects, at least 
they have sisu!

n°4.  Many companies or institutions try 
to convey positive characteristics 
onto their products: a Finnish truck 
manufacturer (stamina!), a brand for 
pastilles (long lasting good breath!) 
and the Finnish nationalistic organi-
sation suomen sisu (Finnish!).      

104 Untranslatables

– paGe 105, 106, 107, 108, 109 –

sisu
FinnisH / noun

[ˈsisu]

undeniable   irreplaceable   unquestionable



106 107sisusisu
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