From Hocus-Pocus to Stakhanovism

23 August 2002

By Michele A. Berdy

VOZDUSHKA: money not made through production, but through trading or other means, "money made out of air," "money made out of nothing." 

ONE of the delights of the early post-Soviet period was the magical way some people made billions overnight. They didn't seem to do anything. They didn't have any factories, or own an import-export firm, and there was no such thing as a stock market. Somehow, however, the very day after the Soviet Union fell, numerous banks opened with initial capital of millions of dollars.

Beats me how these banks managed to manufacture the money and capital they required, but I was never convinced that prosto skinuli semeynye sberezheniya (they all just chipped in their family savings). But maybe I have the wrong kind of "family."

In any case, Russians quickly came up with a term for this kind of money: vozdushka - which I translate as "money made out of air," "money made out of nothing." Or maybe, "magic money."

Someone who makes money this way is a vozdushnik, a "wheeler-dealer," or "tradester" - someone whose money is not made through production or by getting their fingers dirty.

Another lovely way of making millions in those years was the investitsionnaya piramida, a pyramid-investment scheme. In American English this is also called a Ponzi scheme, after the man who bilked his fellow compatriots out of millions in the 1920s, before laws were passed in an attempt to prevent this form of fraud.

People who invested in these get-rich-quick schemes were first called vkladchiki (investors), and then very quickly obmanutye vkladchiki (cheated investors) or, perhaps more harshly, lokhi (suckers). Unfortunately, the expression, "If it seems too good to be true - it probably is" got here late.

Of course, you can also make money by taking on extra work Rabotat po sovmestitelstvu means "to take on a second job," and podrabatyvat also always has the connotation of "to earn extra money." Voobshche ya inzhener v NII, no ya rabotayu konsultantom po sovmestitelstvu (I have a regular job as an engineer in a research institute, but I moonlight as a consultant).

Dengi nuzhny? Beri khalturu - khoroshii perevodchik vsegda mozhet podrabatyvat (You need money? Moonlight! A good translator can always earn some extra money).

You can also make money the old-fashioned way: by working really hard. On tak pashet! On ochen trudolyubivy (He really puts his nose to the grindstone. He's a very hard worker). Ya gnula spinu nad rukopisyu vse bykhodnye, i nakonets-to zakonchila otchyot. (I broke my back over the manuscript every weekend, and I finally finished the report).

However, Russians and Americans have different styles of working. Americans tend to plug along, doing a modicum of work every day. Their Russian colleagues, meanwhile, tend to sail along for a bit, taking things easy and letting the work pile up and then push hard to clear the decks, kak Stakhanovtsy - like workers in the Stakhanov movement of the 1930s, which was named after a miner in the Donetsk coalfields who achieved high rates of production. As the saying goes, rabota ne volk, i v les ne ubezhit ("work isn't a wolf, and won't run off into the forest") which is to say that the work will always be there, however late you leave it.

This difference in approach makes for a host of intercultural misunderstandings, with the Russians driven mad by American zanudstvo (pedantry, tediousness) and Americans terrified that the work won't get done.

The only problem with Russian work binges is that the quality of work can suffer, which is why Russians check to see when a car or television was built and try not to purchase anything assembled during the last days of a month or quarter.

On the bright side, the tendency to put things off until the last minute applies equally to spending money; the best time to hit up a ministry for extra funds can be the last quarter, when they suddenly realize they haven't spent their quota.

Ya poidu vybivat dengi iz MinPechati - oni dolzhni raspredelit vse fondy do kontsa goda (I'm going to the Press Ministry to wheedle some finances out of them. They have to allocate all their funds by the end of the year).

Which just goes to show, v Rossii net khuda bez dobra (In Russia, every cloud has a silver lining).

Such Much? Whom How 

4 October 2002

By Michele A. Berdy

Byot klyuchom: (in reply to the question "how are you?") keeping busy, keeping on my toes. 

Perhaps things have changed since my day, but when I learned Russian the first lesson was devoted to memorizing a little dialogue of acquaintance: 

-- Zdravstvuite! Kak vy pozhivayete? 

-- -Khorosho, spasibo. A vy? 

(Hello! How are you? Fine, thank you. And you?) 

And then you come to Russia and discover that no one, except three pensioners and the librarian in the foreign periodicals section of the Lenin Library, ever actually says any of this. 

Almost everyone simply asks kak dela? (How are you? How are things?) One of my friends always answers my earnest inquiry with the jocular "v Kremle dela -- u nas delishki!" (playing on the notion of äåëà as "business," it means something like "The Kremlin does business, we do little deals"). Another friend, who apparently has a similarly low opinion of the nature of my endeavors, just asks, kak delishki? (How's it going? How's tricks?) 

Sometimes you might be asked kak zhizn? (How's life? What's happening?) Or the more jokey kak zhizn molodaya? If you've been ill, you might be asked kak vy sebya chuvstvuyete? Kak samochuvstviye? (How are you feeling?) 

Now, if you are an American, or if you are a Russian who deals extensively with Americans, you know that the proper response to any of the above is: fine. 

Even if the IRS has just ordered a five-year audit of all your business and personal taxes, your wife has just left you for her fitness instructor, and your two children are considering sex-change operations, you're going to say: "I'm just fine, thanks. How 'bout you?" 

Not so in Russia. In fact -- on the contrary, Russians will hardly ever tell you that things are going just fine, thank you -- chtoby ne sglazit (so as not to jinx them). Apparently stating, to paraphrase Vladimir Mayakovsky, that i zhizn khorosha, i zhit khorosho! (life is good and things are going great) will bring down the wrath of the Simple Pleasantry Gods, and nothing will be simple or pleasant again. 

So instead you say: neplokho (not bad); nichego (okay); Tak sebe (so-so); Normalno (as usual); tfu-tfu-tfu! (The transcription of spitting over one's shoulder three times. It translates as: Things are going great, but I don't want to jinx them); grekh zhalovatsya. (can't complain, literally, "it's a sin to complain"); polosami (some good, some bad); po-vsyakomu (up and down); byvayet luchshe (could be better); s peremennym uspekhom (some things are going okay). 

Sometimes people will answer "vashimi molitvami", which means "thanks to your concern (literally, prayers), I'm doing well." Or, if things are a madhouse, you might say, "(zhizn) Byot klyuchom!" (I'm keeping on my toes) -- literally it means "(life is) burbling like a spring." Russians like to stretch the metaphor into a pun. So, if you hear the answer Byot klyuchom -- po golove! -- the klyuch here is a wrench, as in "life is hitting me over the head with a wrench." 

I don't know why we don't learn any of this in Russian 101, but Russians like to joke about their English language training, too. 

The following is a classic joke dialogue between two foreign language institute graduates meeting on the street in London: 

-- Which watch? -- Two watch. 

-- Such much? -- Whom how. 

-- You too Inyaz finished? -- Ask! 

The back translation is: 

-- Kotory chas? -- Dva chasa. 

-- Tak mnogo? -- Komu kak. 

-- Inyaz zakonchil? -- Sprashivayesh!

Thinking Things Through
18 October 2002

by Michele A. Berdy

One of the fun parts of Russian is "word formation" - taking a root and adding a variety of prefixes and suffixes to get separate, but related, meanings. This is a nice trick, and one we can't do easily in English, which is derived from a number of languages so that even related words don't necessarily bear much resemblance to one another.

Take the root word for "to think," myslit, and the noun "thought," mysl. Russians are good thinkers; way back in the early days of the collective consciousness, they paid a lot of attention to the subtleties of the thinking process. Of the two main words for thinking in Russian, myslit leans more in the direction of "to reason, to make sense of," while dumat can go the other direction to mean "dreamy contemplation." Note that Oblomov lezhal na divane i dumal o svoyem detstve (Oblomov lay on his couch and thought about his childhood), while Rodin's "The Thinker," - in his pose of contemplation, rather then reverie - is Myslitel.

Mysl, a thought, gives us some useful expressions. U menya etogo i v myslyakh ne bylo (it never even occurred to me); nado sobratsya myslyami (I've got to gather my thoughts); ot odnoi tolko mysli ob etom menya toshnit (just the thought of it makes me sick.)

Put the letter "s" in front and you get smysl, which means "sense, meaning." Net smysla seichas vstrechatsya s partnyorami - my dolzhny snachala razobratsya c byudzhetom. (There's no point in talking to our partners right now, we've got to figure out the budget first.) This gives us useful notions such as zdravy smysl (common sense) or pryamoy i perenosny smysl (translation: "literally and figuratively").

Or add the prefix "u," which has the general sense of insertion, to the notion of thought and you get umysel (intention, design - i.e., what's inserted in the thought beforehand). Ya vizhu v ego deistviyakh zloi umysel - mne kazhetsya, chto on khochet nas rassorit. (I see malicious intent in his actions - he wants us to have a fight.)

Similar to this is zamysel, a plan, design or scheme. Forma zdaniya otrazhayet zamysly avtora - ono okrugloye i raspolozheno vysoko na kholme, kak gnezdo. (You can see the intent of the building in its very form: it's rather round and stands high on the hill like a nest.)

Domysel is "conjecture" - the thought you think your way up to (do). In Russian, it's usually used in the plural: Ty ne znayesh chto on sobirayetsya delat. Eto tolko tvoi domysly. (You don't know what he plans to do. You're just guessing.)

When you add the prefix "vy," which has the sense of "movement outwards," you get vymysel, "invention, fabrication, a flight of imagination." Sounds good to me - a fantasy is a thought that bursts out from reality, right? However, in Russian the connotation is usually negative, as in the phrase: etot rasskaz - chisty vymysel (that story is pure fabrication).

We can bring the thought back down to earth in promysel, which has the sense of an activity that sustains life, from hunting (okhotnichy promysel) to various forms of industry: kustarny promysel (cottage industry), gorny promysel (mining). Promyshlennost (industry) and promyshlennik (manufacturer) are derived from this as well.

However, promysl maintains the archaic meaning of "care," which, with a bit of religious stretching, is a kind of derivative of life-sustaining activity, I suppose. It means "providence," as in promysel Bozhy neyispovedim. (God works in mysterious ways). You won't find this in many texts - it is very archaic language. Today you would say puti Gospodni neyispovedimy.

Shed a Tear for Conscientious Purloiners
25 October 2002

by Michele A. Berdy 

Years ago, Fazil Iskander wrote a story called "Dumayushchy o Rossii i Amerikanets" ("A Thinker About Russia and an American"). Not just a brilliant treatise on Russia in the early years after the Soviet Union, it is also a classic example of the failure of intercultural communication. The American badgers the Russian about what Russians do other than think about Russia. The thinker tries to explain, "Dumayut o Rossii. Eto glavnoe delo v Rossii" ("They think about Russia. That's the main occupation in Russia"). Finally, the Russian admits not everyone thinks about Russia: "Vse ostalnye voruyut" ("Everyone else steals").

The lexical variety and sophistication of Russian shows that vorovstvo (theft) is something of an art form. Ukrast is the most neutral word for "to steal," and gives us the noun krazha (theft), as in: u menya byla kvartirnaya krazha (my apartment was robbed).

In the Criminal Code, the lowest grade of larceny is vorovstvo, or theft without any force or weapon. The next step up the scale is grabit, grabyozh, or theft with the threat to use of some kind of weapon. Note that grabit is used to mean any kind of theft: Finansovye usloviya kontrakta - prosto grabyozh (the financial conditions of the contract are grand larceny). Top of the scale is razboi or razboinoye napadeniye, which translates as "robbery with use of force," "an attack," "a mugging." On stal zhertvoi razboinogo napadeniye - troye napali na nego, izbili, zabrali ego dengi i chasy. (He was attacked on the street. Three guys jumped him, beat him up, and took his money and watch.) Russian slang has an elaborate lexicon for every kind of criminal and crime, but the chances are you'll never use them. It might be useful to know, however, that a pickpocket is karmannik, and an armed hold-up or mugging is the deceptively whimsical gop-stop.

Russian conversational slang has lots of good words for "pinching, swiping, ripping off." Of the ones that are fit to print, your starter vocabulary for the criminal life can include: speret, styanut, stibrit, stashchit, uvesti. I'm rather fond of the expression pridelat nogi chemu-libo, literally "to give something legs": Ona pridelala nogi moyei zazhigalke (She made off with my lighter). From the old propensity of the Communist regime to expropriate private property, we have the jocular skommunizdit.

Russian is a language of nuance. It gives us not only vorovat, but podvorovyvat, which means "to steal a bit on the side," with the understanding that this isn't one's main profession, but a way of obtaining some money. In Iskander's story, the thinker about Russia is forced to admit that even those whose main occupation is thinking about Russia "tozhe podvorovyvayut" ("also steal a bit on the side"). The American tries to joke, suggesting that if "those below" podvorovyvayut (the prefix pod- can mean "under"), then certainly "those on high" nadvorovyvayut (the prefix nad- means "above").

The Russian is offended: "Srazu vidno, chto vy inostranets i ne chuvstvuyete samykh trepetnykh tonkostei nashego yazyka i nashei psikhologii. Podvorovyvat - eto chelovechno, skromno, dazhe uvazhitelno k tomu, u kogo podvorovyvayut. Podvorovyvat - eto znachit, voruyut s oglyadkoi na sovest. Voruyut i plachut, voruyut i plachut." ("It's obvious that you are a foreigner and don't feel the sweetest subtleties of our language and psychology. To steal a bit on the side is human, modest, even respectful of those you are stealing from. To steal a bit on the side is to steal with conscience. They steal and weep, steal and weep.")

So, if you must steal - do it on the side, and with tears.

Circumcision and Sins of Omission
22 November 2002

By Michele A. Berdy

Obrezaniye: circumcision.

We can thank President Vladimir Putin for continuing to broaden our linguistic range last week. But it was news for me when the president recommended sdelat operatsiyu takim obrazom, chtoby u vas uzhe nichego ne vyroslo (to do the operation so that nothing will ever grow back). Who knew that anything could?

The statement became a hot topic largely thanks to the translation, which left out a good deal of the salty Russian original. We heard the panicked stammering of the first interpreter, followed by the clatter of the microphone being grabbed by the second, who said, "... if you'd like to get a circumcision, please come to Moscow ... You are welcome and everything and everyone is tolerated in Moscow." Journalists criticized the interpreters. But should they have? Interpreters are trained to judiciously edit in most situations, especially to cut out "improper" words.

This is partly because each language has its own norms. If a French person says merde, you'd never translate it with the five-letter Russian word for excrement. Similarly, an American might say "Yeah, I read it. It was a f***** lousy article." The literal Russian would be vastly stronger than the English, so you might instead say da, chital. Statya byla chertovsky plokha (back-translated as "it was a hellishly bad article"). This comes under the heading of "translate what they mean, not what they say."

Another reason is that interpreters are charged with "cultural facilitation," so you edit out nenormativny leksikon (non-standard language) and, afterward, pull the speaker aside and explain what you did and why. Even when the interpreter is charged with giving a literal rendering of the speaker's text, it is psychologically very difficult to let loose insulting language in front of an audience of distinguished officials.

I've done my share of editing. A classic example is the traditional toast za krasivykh dam, kotoriye ukrashayut nash stol. The guy giving the toast might have a mother in the cabinet, a wife who is chief doctor of a major hospital, and a daughter studying to be an astrophysicist. He may not be sexist at all; he is fulfilling his duties as host. But try telling a table of ardently feminist businesswomen that they are "beautiful table decorations!" My standard cheat is "I raise my glass to the brilliant women gracing our table." Everyone's happy, and I've conveyed the intent of the toast, if not its exact meaning.

The book "Mir Perevoda" by Andrei Chuzhakin and Pavel Palazhchenko quotes Minyar-Beloruchev, who once translated for Nikita Khrushchev. In one particularly fiery speech about the betrayal of Albania, Khrushchev ranted about its leader: etot chelovek obosral nas c nog do golovy, tudy ego mat! (that man shat on us from head to toe, the f***er!) The interpreter translated it into French as something like "that man heaped dirt on us from head to toe," and promptly got scolded for daring to edit the general secretary. But, 10 minutes later, he was told that Khrushchev had asked his interpreter be thanked - he hadn't wanted his crudities to be heard in every language.

What would I have done last week? I would have gulped and translated Putin literally. In private conversations, editing is permissible - even advisable - but not, to my mind, for a head of state, and not in public. For one thing, you'll get caught. When only half the journalists are laughing or gasping, the half that isn't is sure to poke around until they find out what was so funny. If the interpreters had translated it all right away, the protocol folks could have shrugged and said: On govorit, chto dumayet. (He calls it as he sees it.)

Crime and Divine Intervention
15 November 2002

by Michele A. Berdy

Terpila: Police slang for the victim of a crime, from poterpevshy ("victim").
After my column on stealing, not two weeks went by before Menya ograbili (I was robbed). Or, exactly, so mnoi provernuli afyoru (I was scammed).

Rushing to a meeting, I got into my car, when another car pulled up and the nicely dressed, well-spoken driver asked for directions. Helpful as I am, Ya stala zanudno i podrobno passkazyvat kak ekhat (I launched into a detailed, boring description of how to get there). Only the driver did not seem to be paying attention. My heart stopped, I glanced at the seat next to me, and my 5-kilogram bag (packed with materials for a meeting) was gone. It had been 15 centimeters from my arm. I didn't hear, sense, see or feel a thing as the driver's partner opened the passenger door and took the bag. All of this took about 20 seconds. Mozhno tolko voskhishchatsya ikh professionalizmom (You have to admire their professionalism).

I am a pro at being robbed. This is the third time my wallet and documents have been lifted in Moscow. I think of myself as a USAID for Russia's criminal needy. Off I went to the local precinct chtoby napisat zayavleniye (literally, "to write a petition"; in the U.S. legal system, we would say, "file a complaint"). I pride myself on being perhaps the only American who knows how to write a good zayavleniye.

Here is what you write: Proshu vas prinyat mery k neizvestnym litsam, kotoriye (data, vremya, mesto) pokhitili moyu sumku, v kotoroi byli ... (I hereby request that you take measures against the persons unknown who, on (date, time, place) stole my purse, which contained ... ). Then you write a long list of all the precious items now at the bottom of the Moscow River (or on sale at the Mitino market), with their value noted in rubles. At the end of your list, you add: chto dlya menya yavilos znachitelnym ushcherbom (which was for me a significant loss). The idea is that, when the bad guys are caught, they will be charged under the second part of Article 158 of the Criminal Code. (The first part is for petty crimes, the second is for more serious crimes and carries a longer sentence.)

The oper (investigator) or doznavatel (junior detective) takes down the same thing you have written, at the end of which you write s moikh slov zapicano verno i mnoi provereno (written in my words and verified by me) and sign it. Then you wait for them to print a batch of spravki (documents, certificates) that allow you to get new documents (and which you show the gaishnik - traffic cop - who wants to know where your documents are).

In legal jargon, I am the poterpevshy - the person who has suffered. Russian cops (menty) call folks like me terpila. If there is cause, prokuratura dayot sanktsiyu na vozbuzhdeniye ugolovnogo dela (the prosecutor's office gives a sanction to start a case). If they pull in someone who matches my description of the driver, they are the podozrevayemy (suspect). If they are charged, they become obvinyayemy (literally, "the accused"). Interestingly, the Russian legal system stresses the case against them, rather than stressing their case, as the defendant.

Then you start praying that the bad guys empty your purse of valuables and chuck your documents in the nearest garbage bin, where some kind soul will find them. This is what happened to me twice before, and what happened again last week. All my car documents, passport and visa were found and returned to me. Which goes to show: Bog lyubit troitsu (literally, "God loves a trinity"; "good things come in threes"). Or: Bog berezhyot pyanits i durakov (God protects drunks and fools).

Tis the Season For Fortunes, Festive Frolics
20 December 2002

by Michele A. Berdy

Stary Novy god: old-style New Year's.

Before the Revolution, seasonal festivities started on Dec. 24 with kolyadky - a cross between Christmas caroling and trick or treat. People would go from house to house, singing songs and asking for sweets. This was really a pagan holiday in honor of kolyada, the god of feasts, but since it coincided with Christmas Eve (nakanune Rozhdestva Khristova, also called sochelnik), everyone pretended that this was really a celebration of Christ's birth. On this day and throughout the holiday season (called svyatki, svyatiye vechera* - Holy Week), people indulged in mummery (ryzhene) - dressing up in costumes - and circle dances (khorovody). Traditionally hosts served kutya, a hearty mix of kasha, honey, raisins and other sweets - which, I have to admit, I've found utterly revolting every time I've tried it.

The season was also a time for gadaniye - fortune-telling, mainly for girls to foresee their future husbands. In Russian villages, marriage was the only event that changed a girl's life. If she married a young, handsome, kind and rich man, there was some hope of - if not happiness and abundance - then at least of tolerable living conditions. But if he were old, poor, ugly or mean, a girl could only look forward to a life of misery and want. So it is not surprising that there are so many rituals connected with this: gadaniye na kuritsakh, na loshadyakh, podslushivaniye, gadaniye u vorot, gadaniye bashmakom (fortune-telling using chickens, horses; listening, fortune-telling by the gate, using a boot). Almost all these rituals are supposed to tell an unmarried girl what direction her intended will come to her from. After that, she'd spend days racking her brain to think what villages lie to the north or east, and what unmarried men from there she might have met on church holidays or at fairs.

For gadaniye u vorot on Christmas Eve or the eve of Epiphany (Kresheniye) a girl might stand by the gate and recite: Zalai, zalai, sobachenka! Zalai, sery volk! Gde zalaet sobachenka, tam zhivyot moi suzheny! (Bark, little dog, bark; howl, gray wolf; where the little dog barks, there lives the one destined for me!) To tell her fortune with a boot, a girl takes the boot off her left foot and throws it out the gate, watching which direction it points when it lands. Her future husband lives in the direction the boot points. If it points to her house, it means she won't marry that year.

There are also indoor fortune-telling rituals, involving mirrors, glasses or water, candles and wax, and mirrors - the idea being that you peer into them and "see" your husband to be. In fact, yei by pered zelkaltsem is an expression meaning "it's time for her to get married." In my feckless youth I did a great deal of this at devichniki (all-girl parties, hen parties) but, frankly, I never saw anything not attributable to the vast amount of alcohol consumed.

All of this ended with the Revolution, and New Year's became the official holiday. We still had yolki, but they were called novogodniye yolki (New Year's trees) not rozhdestvenskiye, and we still decorated them with ukrasheniya (decorations). But, instead of St. Nick we had Ded Moroz (Grandfather Frost) and Snegurochka (the Snow Maiden) to bring presents and treats. Deti khodili na yolku means "children went to a New Year's party," where there would be a decorated tree, singing, dancing and mummery - that is, everything that has been done for the past two centuries, now dressed up as a secular celebration of the New Year.

So, get out your mirrors, take off your left shoe, and start celebrating. S prazdnikom! S Rozhdestvom Khristovym! S Novym godom!

Blat, Beryozki and Black-Marketeers
6 December 2002

by Michele A. Berdy

Fartsovshchik: black-marketeer (Soviet period).

As another anniversary of the fall of the Soviet Union passed at the end of December, I was overcome by a fit of nostalgia for all the words, expressions and cliches of the Soviet period that disappeared along with the hammer and sickle. Do young Western students of Russia know what a fartsovshchik is? Tolkach? Can they make any sense out of the phrase: my otovarili nashi sertifikaty v Beryozke? Can they understand what a planovo-ubytochny zavod is? Or kolbasnye poyezda?

Before the days of chelnoki (shuttle traders: people who go abroad to buy cheap goods, which they sell on the street or at markets), good Soviet folk could thank fartsovshchiki (black-marketeers) for their Western jeans and T-shirts. These guys would buy clothes off tourists or foreign students and resell them at a higher price. They were something like proto-capitalists, and, in the land of razvity sotsializm (advanced socialism) what they were doing was spekulyatsiya (profiteering) and against the law. They were also called spekulyanty (profiteers).

Spekulyanty had blat (contacts, connections), with, say, a printing press and could get rare books (like the poetry of Akhmatova or Mandelshtam), which they sold for astronomical prices. Their business was based on a simple principle: "buy low, sell high." And it could put them in the camps for several years.

The other source of good things was the Beryozka, foreign-currency stores, mainly for tourists, that sold every sort of defitsitny tovar (deficit good) for dollars, francs and marks. Since possessing foreign currency was against the law, Soviet citizens who worked abroad came home with sertifikaty (vouchers), which they could use in the Beryozki. If you lived in the provinces where, in the last decades of Soviet power, coffee, sugar, tea, meat, cheese, butter and just about anything else remotely edible were sold po kartochkam (by ration cards), and often weren't available at all. Your only option was to go to Moscow to buy your monthly supply of food - whence kolbasnye poyezda (trains full of people hauling home kilo upon kilo of foodstuffs).

Official Soviet economic terminology was a world unto itself. Planovo-ubytochny zavod was my all-time favorite: a planned loss-making factory - that is, a factory that was never intended to get out of the red. Tolkachi, another concept unique to the Soviet era, were "fixers:" factory or ministry employees, who traveled around the country, cutting deals to make sure that the 14,000 widgets produced by Factory A and scheduled po planu (by the plan) to be sent to Factory B for the manufacture of thingamabobs were actually made and shipped on time. Vypolnim i perevypolnim plan! (Let's fulfill the plan quotas and produce even more!) might have been the slogan of the factory but, in real life, plans went unfulfilled for lack of component parts.

Voplotim resheniya sezda v zhizn! (Let's bring to life the decisions of the congress!); Borba za mir vo vsem mire! (The movement for peace all over the world!). It's hard now to remember the Moscow of those years, with 3-meter high exhortations to unite, join, fight, and be victorious screaming at passers-by from buildings and banners. For a long time a two-story banner reading Vperyod k kommunismu! (Onward to communism!) was strategically placed on the Ring Road, until someone realized that we weren't heading to communism, but going around in circles. One dark night, by order of the Party, it was quietly dismantled.

Maybe that was the beginning of the end.

Beware Those False Friends
10 January 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Sekvestr: budget cutting

My New Year's resolution is to stop speaking Ruslish - the lazy use of literal translations or transliterations. For example, in this hybrid language, zhenskaya konsultatsiya becomes "women's consultation." When you hear Ya reshila proveritsya i poshla v zhenskuyu konsultatsiyu, you find yourself translating it as "I decided to check it out and went to the women's consultation," which is nonsense to anyone not familiar with the Russian health-care system. Zhenskaya konsultatsiya should be properly translated as a "women's clinic," or "OB/GYN all-service clinic."

This can be the downfall of even good translators. Take perspektivny. It's 2 a.m. and you are scrambling to finish translating a promotional brochure for a friend. Eto napravleniye yavlyaetsya odnoi iz samikh perspektivnikh oblastei sovremennoi nauki. You write: "This direction is one of the most perspective areas of modern science." It's now 9 a.m. and you are proofing your translation. "Perspective area?" Try "promising, having great prospects, propitious, favorable." And cross out "direction" (another trap) and try "aspect, trend, line of inquiry." Or ignore it altogether: "This is one of the most promising areas of modern scientific inquiry."

Aktualny is another translator tripper-upper. Pri vstreche prezidenty obsuzhdali samiye aktualniye voprosy sovremennosty. Aktualny doesn't mean "actual," it means "urgent, pressing, high-priority." Here, voprosy (questions) are more like "issues" or "problems." So you could translate this: "At their meeting, the presidents discussed the most urgent problems of today's world (or modern civilization)."

One word that annoys me in English and Russian is exclusive/eksklyusivny. Exclusive used to mean "excluding others" or "limited to a socially restricted group," as in "an exclusive resort." Now, it means "highly fashionable" (read: "unbelievably expensive"). It's the same in Russian. Eksklyusivny raion/dom/magazin/restoran can be "exclusive neighborhood/apartment building/store/restaurant" but it is more likely to mean "so mind-bogglingly expensive you'll think it's April Fool's Day when you get the bill." This also causes problems in the press. Segodnya na nashem kanale - eksklyusivnoye intervyu s Maratom Safinym. Now, if you translate this literally - "Today on our channel, an exclusive interview with Marat Safin" - it means that Marat Safin isn't giving interviews to any media outlets except this channel. What it really means is: Marat Safin gave us a one-on-one interview. Since he probably gave interviews all day, there's nothing very exclusive about that.

Another false friend is sekvestr. In English, sequester means "to set apart, to segregate, to hide from sight." A secondary meaning is "to confiscate, to seize, to impound property." In Russian, it means budget cutting. Nevypolneniye gosbyudzheta i otkloneniye parlamentariyami predlozheniya Minfina uvelichit vnutrenniye zaimstvovaniya delayut vse bolee realnym sekvestr gosbyudzheta - 2002. (The failure to stay within the budget and parliamentarians' refusal to accede to the Finance Ministry's request to increase domestic borrowing make slashing the 2002 state budget more and more likely.) Sekvestr has also been turned into a verb, sekvestirovat, as in the sentence Imeem li my pravo segodnya sekvestirovat obrazovaniye, kulturu, meditsinu? (Today, do we have the right to cut the budgets for education, culture and health care?)

In Russian, the two meanings have been conflated and applied to budgets: Sekvestr means "the act of going off to a place far from prying eyes in order to seize funds best spent otherwise."

Wintertime, And the Livin' Ain't Too Hot
24 January 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Ne mai mesyats: it's sure not May, it's freezing outside; it's the middle of winter; it's not springtime (a jocular expression to describe cold weather).

Every winter, the first cold snap and heavy snowfall seems to take the Russian communal-services crews by surprise. Every year Russians joke, "Vnezapno prishla zima" (winter came unexpectedly), parodying the authorities, who say this every year to explain why only 10 out of 2,500 plows were ready to clean the roads in, say, mid-December, when one might expect a snow flake or two. Actually, I understand the communal services guys: Even if you see the thermometer is at minus 30 degrees Celsius, when you walk out the door you're still not prepared for the searing pain of your first breath of frigid air, or the way your skin burns after even a short walk.

This kind of weather is called diky kholod (bitter cold) or sobachy kholod (intense cold). Colloquially, you can also say, "Na ulitse kholodryga" (It's freezing outside) - kholdryta is a word coined from kholod (cold) and drozhat (to shiver). Or you can say, "Na ulitse dubnyak!" This is from the word dub (oak) and verb zadubet (to become stiff, i.e., as an oak). The connection with cold is simple: leave a wet washcloth on the balcony where it is -30 C and, in about half an hour, "tryapka zadubeyet" (the washrag is frozen stiff).

You can also step out the door and exclaim "Oi, kolotun kakoi!" - from kolotit, to shake or shiver. Alternatively, you can stay inside and say, "Na ulitse nosa ne vysunesh" (you can't even stick your nose outside) or v takuyu pogodu khoroshy khozyain sobaku iz doma ne vygonit (it's not fit outside for man or beast, literally, "a good owner wouldn't put out his dog in weather like this). These last two expressions can be used to describe any miserable weather.

When you spend a bit of time in the freezing cold you can say, "Ya drozhu (tryasus) ot kholoda" (I'm shivering) or "Poidyom domoi! U menya zub na zub ne popadaet" (Let's go home! My teeth are chattering). To which your friend might reply, "A ty kak dumal!? Ne mai mesyats" (What did you think? It's sure not May).

If you spend a long time in the freezing cold you can say, "Ya zamerz kak sobaka, kak poslednyaya svoloch, kak tsutsik" (literally, I'm as frozen as a dog, the last scoundrel, and a nonsense word that sounds like something frozen). Or you can say, "Ya prosto sosulka" (I'm an icicle).

If you spend a really long time in the cold, you might have to say, "U menya ruki potreskalis" (my hands are chapped) or "U menya litso pokrylos tsypkami" (my face is chapped or my skin has cracked from the cold). If you are outside for a really, really long time, you might have to say, "U menya ruki otmorozheny" (my hands are frostbitten).

Inevitably, though, when we are finally reconciled to the freezing weather, the temperatures rise 30 degrees overnight in a mid-winter ottepel (thaw). The streets are filled with slyakot (slush), a word that sounds like the mess that it is. And if that's not bad enough, after a day of slush, everything will freeze up again.

This gives us gololeditsa - or is it gololyod? These two words confuse Russians as much as us foreigners. Both mean "icing over" but, to be exact, gololeditsa refers only to ice-covered or slippery roads, and gololyod refers to anything covered with ice: gololyod na vetkakh i provodakh (the branches and telephone lines were covered with ice).

Which really means: stay inside.

Bonkers or Just a Tad Eccentric?
24 January 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

S pribambasom: said of someone who is slightly mad, loony, flakey, nutty or has a screw loose.

There's nuts, and then there's nuts. That is, someone can be a bit eccentric, outright strange or stark raving mad. They can be nuts about scuba-diving or nuts about Mary. Lucky for us, Russian allows us a full range of expressions to describe every kind of human madness, from the benign to the certifiably insane.

Vchera vecherom ya poznakomilsya s devushkoi. Vpode nichego, no, po-moemu, s privetom (I met a girl last night - she seems OK, but I think she's a little flakey). S privetom describes a rather mild form of eccentricity or strangeness. You can also say s pribambasom or s pribabakhom.

If someone's behavior is really noticeably odd, you might say in Russian, on vedyot sebya nenormalno (he's behaving strangely) or on vedyot sebya neadekvatno, a phrase that can be either colloquial (he's acting oddly) or part of a medical chart (his affect is inappropriate). You might say this of a guy who laughs merrily after learning that he didn't figure his taxes right for the last five years, and the fine is 37 times his total yearly salary.

U nego sdvig po faze (he's slipped a gear, gone around the bend, flipped) is a nice phrase to describe someone who's a bit off. Ty videl, chto on sdelal? On pokrasil svoyu komnatu na rabote v yarko-oranzhevy tsvet. Po-moemu, u nego sdvig po faze (Did you see what he did? He painted his office bright orange. I think he's flipped).

If someone behaves quite strangely on a regular basis, you might say of him, navernoye, v detstve ego uronili (he must have been dropped on his head as a baby) or v detstve golovkoi udarilsya (he must have hit his head when he was a baby) - which expresses about the same level of nuttiness as the English expressions "not playing with a full deck, not having all one's marbles."

When someone has really and truly flipped, gone crazy, come unglued, gone nuts or gone batty, Russian slang gives a plethora of verbs: Ty chto - spyatil? Svikhnulsya? Choknulsya? Chekanulsya? Sbrendil? Opupel? Sdvinulsya? Rekhnulsya? Obaldel? Okhrenel? (Are you out of your mind? Are you nuts? Have you completely gone around the bend?). Or you can ask, ty chto - sovsem bolnoi, chto li? (Have you completely lost your mind?).

Another handy word is oduret, which has the sense of being stupefied: My sideli do tryokh nochi, i on bez kontsa rasskazival pro svoyu pervuyu zhenu. Ya prosto odurela (We sat up until three in the morning, and he kept telling me endless stories about his first wife. I was completely brain dead).

If for some reason you don't like any of these Russian verbs, you can just put your thumb against your temple, fan out your fingers and rotate your hand downward. Or hold your index finger to your temple and rotate downward.

If you are mad about some activity, you can say in Russian, for example, ya pomeshan ha rok-muzyke (I'm nuts about rock and roll) or on povyornut na kompyuternykh igrakh - on igraet s utra do nochi! (He's crazy about computer games - he plays them from morning until night.) And if you are mad about a person, you can say, ya skhozhu po nei s uma (I'm crazy about her) or ya bez uma ot nego (I'm mad about him).

If someone says, ya ot neyo s uma soshyol, pay attention to the context. This can mean either that he loves her (she drives him crazy) or he hates her (she drives him crazy). Which probably says something important about the human psyche, but don't ask me to explain: ya ot vsego etogo odurela!

The Limits of Legislating on Language
7 February 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Yuzabilnost saita: the user-friendliness of a Web site.
I thoroughly enjoyed the debate in the State Duma and the press on the new language law, particularly concerning the use of "non-standard" language (nenormativnaya leksika). I don't believe obscene language can be "banned" if only because sometimes only "non-standard" language can adequately describe Russian reality.

The other day, a colleague asked me, "kak tebe dvizheniye v Moskve?" (How do you like driving in Moscow?) and I replied, "esli ty khochesh uslyshat, kak ya khorosho materyus po-russki, ya tebe otvechu" (If you want to hear how well I can swear in Russian, I'll answer). Besides, it seems to me that if your mother didn't teach you when you can use "non-standard language" and when you can not, you're not likely to learn it from the legal code.

But, as a lover of the Russian language, I do sympathize with attempts to keep Russian Russian. Why use kreativnaya gruppa (creative team) when there is an exact native Russian equivalent - tvorcheskaya gruppa? Do you really need to say kontent-analiz instead of analiz soderzhaniya? To me, ya provela analiz soderzhaniya teleperedach means "I did a content-analysis of TV shows," while ya provela kontent-analiz teleperedach means "I did a fancy, Western-style content analysis of TV shows, which indicates how hip and well-traveled I am." Russians call this vypendrivaniye or vypendryozh. I call it blowing hot air.

On the other hand, most foreign phrases that have entered the language are used either because there is no native Russian word, or because the Russian word or phrase has unwanted connotations. Take the word manager - upravlenets. "Naznachili Ivana Ivanovicha direktorom. Neplokhoi variant - on khoroshy upravlenets" means "They appointed Ivan Ivanovich director. Not a bad choice - he's a good manager." But if you use upravlenets, you're more likely to convey the sense of "old-style director" - a man in his mid-fifties, who ran a cement factory in Soviet times and knew how to wrangle budget money. But if you say, "on khoroshy menedzher," the connotation is more "new, Western-style manager" - the kind of guy who can read a spread-sheet and knows something about marketing and rational use of personnel.

Other economic terms like marketing, franchaizing or master-liz have entered the language as transliterations because they simply didn't exist in Russian, and it's easier to borrow the word than use a sentence-long explanation.

The one area where the battle is completely lost is the world of computers and the Internet. No one is ever going to call their computer vychislitelnaya mashina, not only because it's too long and cumbersome, but also because these days you use your computer for just about everything but calculating (vychisleniye). Kibord, veb-sait, onlain, chat, (and the verb chatitsya), optsii ... you can forget trying to find Russian equivalents.

Recently, computer folks have started to refer to yuzabelnost saita - user-friendliness of sites. There is a way to say this in standard Russian: If baby-friendly hospitals are bolnitsy dobrozhelatelnogo otnosheniya k rebyonku, you could call it sait dobrozhelatelnogo otnosheniya k polzovatelyu, or maybe udobny dlya polzovaniya sait - but I wouldn't bet it will catch on.

Russian Web surfers who think that "R U OK?" is good, standard English are not going to futz around with compound sentences. And besides, they didn't just transliterate the word, they Russified it with a good old Russian suffix. Their mothers should be proud.

Forget French, Russian Is Made for Love
14 February 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Nerovno dyshat: to be interested in someone, to be keen on someone, literally "to breathe heavily."

It's surprising that Russia didn't invent Valentine's Day - Russian is a great language for expressing affection and intimacy. First, Russian gives you a chance for the linguistic equivalent of undressing as you go from the buttoned-up vy form of address and Gospodin Ivanov to Ivan Ivanovich and then - traditionally after drinking brudershaft (or, with your arms entwined) - to the unadorned ty and Vanya. This can take months or years, or, if romance is on fast-forward, a single evening. This is so much more interesting than hyper-democratic American English, with its slap-on-the-back palsy-ness, which seems to have lost the use of honorifics altogether. I can hardly remember the last time someone called me Ms. Berdy - bank clerks call me by my first name and I get business correspondence from people I've never met that begins, "Hi, Michele."

Once you switch to ty and nicknames, Russian gives you a plethora of ways to express affection through diminutives. My American friends call me Mickey and - in moments of great affection - Mick. Not very romantic. Russians, on the other hand, almost never call me Miki (for one thing, because it sounds like I'm not a person, but a lot of miks). Instead they call me Mikusya, Mikus, Mikusik, Mikushenka, Mikulya, Mikulenka, Mikusha, Mikushka, Mikochka, Mikunchik. Every American who enters our office goes through this process of linguistic softening: Laurie becomes Larochka, Ron becomes Ronchik. Lisa is Lizochka. Affection is measured in the number of syllables and sibilants. Is this a great language or what?

Once you are adding syllables to someone's nickname, you can also use all kinds of terms of endearment: dorogoi (dear), zolotoi (precious, literally "gold"), lyubimy (beloved), rodnoi, rodimy (sweetheart, literally "kinsman," someone so close as to seem like family), mily, milenky (dear, dearest); golubchik (lovebird) zaichik (bunny rabbit), lastochka (darling, literally a "little swallow"), lapushka (literally "little paw"), kotik, kisa (pet, literally "kitty cat").

Another way of expressing affection is to use diminutives of other words - to soften the environment around the one you love, as it were. Instead of saying, Posidi ryadom so mnoi, (Sit next to me) you might say Syad so mnoi ryadyshkom (Sit right up close next to me). Or instead of dai ruku (give me your hand), try dai ruchenku (give me your little hand). You can convey this in English by adding words, but the sweetness seems to get lost in translation. (Perhaps I think of sweetness because we use a lot of confectionary terms in English to address our loved ones: sugar, honey, baby cake.)

And then there's falling in love. You first might have occasion to say, On polozhil na menya glaz (he noticed me). Next you might say, On stal za mnoi ukhazhivat (we've started to date; he's courting me) or more colloquially on za mnoi priudaril, on za mnoi begayet. Then you hopefully will be able to say, On ko mne nerovno dyshit (he's keen on me; literally "he breathes heavily"). And then, on vlyubilsya (he fell in love), on vtreskalsya (he's wild about me), on s uma soshyol (he's mad for me), on poteryal golovu ot menya (he's head over heels in love with me). By this time you've undressed your Russian down to ty and are talking to each other as if you were furry little creatures (Ty moi kotik! Lapushka moya!). At which point your friends sigh, Akh! Golubki! (What a pair of lovebirds!)

A Guide to When 'Yes' Means 'No'

21 February 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Da net!: absolutely not, no way, under no circumstances!

Even before you had your first Russian lesson, you knew that da meant yes and net, no. And then, in your second year of Russian, once you had gotten used to people sleeping on stoves (na pechke) and accepted that you would never ever be able to use certain verbs of motion properly, in one of your translations you come across, "U vas bolshoi kollektiv?" "Da net! Ya da Sveta!" We all got the question: "Do you have a large staff?" But what about the answer? Back to the dictionary.

According to my etymological dictionary, the original meaning of da was "in order to, in order that," and is related to the Latin denique (finally, in the end; and then; at worst; in short, to sum up; in fact, indeed). If that weren't puzzling enough, the Dal Russian dictionary tells you that da can replace virtually any conjunction. It conveys doubt; can be used to indicate a correction, reminder, or emphasis; or can express the wish for something to happen. In other words, if you can't think of a word, use da and chances are it will fly.

In da net! da is used for emphasis - absolutely not, under no circumstances, no way, forget it. When used with a command, it implies "I mean business": Da molchite! Da ostav ty menya v pokoye! (Shut up! Leave me the hell alone!) It replaces "and" in Ya da Sveta (Sveta and I), but with the connotation of "just me and Sveta."

Prikhodi vecherom, da zakhvati vino means "Come on over this evening, and grab some wine," but has a slight shade of "and by the way, on second thought, while you're at it, you ought to pick up a bottle of wine." If someone can't come to your party and replies, Khochu priti, da ne mogu, da stands in for "but": I'd like to come, but I can't. And after the party was a roaring success, the poor guy who couldn't make it can pine, Da, znal by, poshyol by (if only I'd known, I'd have gone).

Da nu! is a handy expression that expresses exasperation: Come on now! Get with it! Give me a break! Da... i to means "at that," as in the sentence: Da odin storozh na ves dom, i to glukhoi (there's only one watchman for the whole building, and he's deaf at that). And then da can be used to express "let" or "may" or even "long live" - a wish for something to happen. This was in currency during the Soviet period: Da zdravstvuyet sovetskaya armiya! Da budet svet! (Long live the Soviet army! Let there be light!). Although the dictionaries tell you that da-da-da! means "yes, absolutely, of course, no doubt about it," the dictionaries lie. In my experience, when someone tells me, Da-da-da! Ya sdelayu! it really means, "I'll do it when pigs fly."

In comparison, net is a simple soul: Net means no, and that's pretty much it.

There are a number of cultures in which it's impolite to say "no," and, until you figure this out, you keep expecting all those maybes, probablys, certainlys, undoubtedlys, and of courses will lead to action, and are constantly disappointed when they don't. Not so in Russia. Here the motto is, when in doubt, say no. For several hundred years, net has been the safe bet. Yes and a show of initiative could get you a one-way trip to Siberia, so why risk it?

On the other hand, net is distastefully bald, so there are a lot of polite ways to say no, mostly using all kinds of lovely vague and indefinite expressions: ne rekomenduyetsya (it's not a good idea); netselesoobrazno (it's not advisable); luchshe ne nado (better not); ya by ne stal (I wouldn't).

The vaguer the language, the clearer the message: You don't have a hope in hell of getting whatever you are asking from me. Net tak net (so no it is).

A Bunch of Different Ways to Have Fun
6 September 2002

by Michele A. Berdy

Razvlechenie, zabava, vesele, udovolstvie, shutkazh: fun.
One of the first words Russians pick up in America is "fun." After about the third day in New York or Peoria, a well-spoken Russian with two higher degrees in linguistics will cheerfully tell you My byli na vecherinke i bylo fan! (We were at a party, and it was fun!). I'm not sure why this is, since Russian has many perfectly good words to describe various kinds of fun. My theory is that, first, Russians pick it up because Americans use it constantly (for Americans, everything is fun, from shopping to sex) and, second, because it puts in one simple, easily pronounced word a number of concepts that are expressed by different words and expressions in Russian.

For example: Let's do this just for fun! (Davaite sdelayem eto prosto radi udovolstviya!), or I said that in fun (Ya eto skazala v shutku), or He's fun to be with (S nim vecelo, s nim ne soskuchishsya - literally, with him you never get bored). Zabavno means fun in the sense of funny, entertaining, amusing. Ya videl ochen zabavny film (I saw a very funny film.)

The most common verb you use for having fun in Russian is razvlekatsya, which can be translated as "to be amused, to have a good time, to entertain oneself." To my ear it's this last whisper of connotation that differentiates razvlekatsya from "to have fun." In English, having fun can be a passive activity: You sit on your couch and have fun watching TV. In Russian you'd be more likely to describe that pleasure as mne bylo veselo. Razvlekatsya implies that you are entertaining yourself - it's a more creative process. On takoi chudak! Sam stroit sebe samolyot. Tak on razvlekayetsya. (He's such an oddball! He's building himself an airplane. That's how he has a good time.)

Another way to have fun is veselitsya. My tak veselilis, chto razbudili sosedei! (We had such a good time that we woke up the neighbors!) Rasslabitsya can mean to relax tense muscles, but it can also mean "to relax and have a good time," usually with the help of something alcoholic. Vchera vecherom moi muzh passlablyalsya s druzyami. Ya ne mogu ego uprekat - on mnogo i napryazheno rabotayet - no segodnya on stradayet s pokhmelya. (Last night my husband kicked back with his friends. I can't give him a hard time - he's been working a lot, and there's pressure at the office - but today he's got a hangover.) If we increase the wattage from kick back to let it rip, you can use the word gulyat, which is having fun with lots of alcohol: Posle podpisaniya kontrakta oni gulyali po-chyornomu tri dnya. (After signing the contract, they went on a real binge for three days.)

Other slang expressions for having a rip-roaring good time are otvyazyvatsya, otryvatsya, ottopyritsya, and ottyagivatsya. All are cheerfully nonstandard, mostly youth slang, and totally inappropriate for what are called in Russian svetskie razgovory - civilized conversation. Mne tak nuzhno bylo otdokhnut. Ya poyekhal v Antaliyu i ottyanulsya po polnoi programme. Potratil za odin vecher tysyachu baksov, ne znayu na chto, I prosnulsya v drugom gorode. Vo ottyag! (I really needed a break. So I went to Antalya and really cut loose. In one evening I spent a thousand bucks, don't know on what, and I woke up in another city. Was that a bender or what?)

This is okay for the dorm room, not okay for the board room - that is, unless your business partners are childhood friends or prone to the same kind of wild partying. Or unless you think they took the thousand bucks.

A Crescendo of Critical Expressions
21 March 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Kak vam ne stydno: you ought to be ashamed of yourself.

I started my translating career in Moscow in the late 1970s, when to translate Soviet articles about international politics was to learn a thousand ways of expressing criticism, from mild to wild. So I feel very much at home these days as we discuss what is usually called the "skladyvayushchayasya slozhnaya obstanovka vokrug Iraka" (the complex situation concerning/ around Iraq).

Vokrug is a good, old-style "code" word. When someone uses it, they mean to let you know that they believe whatever horrible situation is under discussion is not the fault of the country cited but has appeared due to other forces. So when the foreign minister raises the issue in this way, you already know something about his point of view.

This is still in the mild category of criticism. In Russian, like English, the most tentative criticism is expressed as a lack of agreement: ya ne mogu soglasitsya (I can't agree) and ya ne mogu razdelit vashe mneniye (I don't share your opinion) are both polite forms that give hope that you might yet win them over to your side. The next stage of disagreement is the unadulterated form of vystupat protiv (to oppose, to speak out against). The level of intensity is supplied by adverbs: neuklonno (categorically, unequivocally); posledovatelno (consistently); tverdo (strongly); reshitelno (resolutely).

If someone says, ya zayavlyayu s otvetstvennostyu (I declare with authority, I am authorized to declare), you know you are hearing not only the official version, you are hearing a well-considered and unwavering position. Protest is disagreement that implies a bit of hand-slapping: My vystupali s (reshitelnym, goryachim, kollektivnym, spravedlibym) protestom protiv voyennykh operatsy. When translating these kinds of phrases, you sometimes have to change the English grammar to accommodate adverbs or adjectives: We resolutely protested military operations; we collectively lodged a legitimate, strongly worded protest against military operations.

If you want to shift the spotlight to your noble actions, you might refer to your printsipialnaya pozitsiya protiv boyennykh deistvy. Here you want to avoid the trap of "principled position," which doesn't actually exist in English, and say instead, "our opposition to the war is a matter of principle" or "our committed position against war."

Another way public figures can express strong criticism is skazat vo ves (v polny) golos: My skazali v polny golos: net voine! This is literally "to raise one's voice in protest," but is better translated as "we emphatically (or forcefully) said no to war!"

When you want to go from hand-slapping to "... or else!" you use the phrase vydvinut emu ultimatum - to deliver an ultimatum to someone. In the personal arena, if you want to criticize someone at the top of your lungs, you can osypat ego rugatelstvami - to curse someone out (to rain curses down on them). To convey the nature of those curses without actually quoting them, you can say on pokryl menya matom (he let me have it with both barrels).

However, in Russian, one of the best ways to let someone feel your utter contempt for them and their behavior is the simple "kak vam ne stydno" (you ought to be ashamed of yourself). This has always struck me as a rather heartening form of criticism. After all, invoking shame implies that the "evil-doer" still has a conscience, and hence, may yet repent.

Speaking With a Stacked Deck
28 March 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Nepronitsayemoye litso: a poker face

I don't know if it's the nature of capitalism in general, or American capitalism in particular, but card games, both honest and dishonest, are a great source of figurative expressions for dealings in business. Luckily for the card players and wheeler-dealers among us, Russian offers many of the same metaphors from the card table.

A good expression is kak karty lyagut, which can be translated as "however the chips fall" or, depending on your fortune up to that moment, "if my luck holds" or "if my luck changes." Sostoyitsya sdelka? Ne znayu - kak karty lyagut. (Is the deal going to work out? I don't know - depends on how the chips fall.) You can also speculate on what advantages your opponent might have at the negotiating table with the phrase kakiye karty u nego v rukakh: Ya ne uveren, chto my smozhem s nim dogovoritsya. My ne znayem, kakiye karty u nego na rukakh. (I don't know if we can make a deal with him. We don't know what cards he's holding.) Rasklad is the way the cards get distributed among the players, and can also mean the way things shake out. Pri khoroshem rasklade nasha pozitsiya budet ochen silnoi. (If things shape up in our favor, our position will be very strong.) To describe a piece of good fortune, or bad, you can say Ya vytyanula khoroshuyu kartu or Ya vytyanula ne tu kartu. You can translate this as "I was dealt a good hand," or "I was dealt a bad hand."

As all poker players and negotiators know, the trick of a good player is not letting others guess your hand. Po ego nepronitsayemomu litsu nevozmozhno bylo ponyat, o chyom on dumayet. (He had such a poker face, I had no idea what he was thinking.) Blef (a bluff) and blefovat (to bluff) are the same in Russian as in English: Da net! On etogo ne sdelayet! Eto blef! (On blefuyet!) (No way! He won't do it. He's just bluffing.) When you decide the guy doesn't have a royal flush in his hand, but only a pair of eights, you call his bluff - vzyat ego na pont: On skazal, chto esli my ne dogovorimsya, on obratitsya v druguyu firmu. Ya reshil vzyat ego na pont. I slava Bogu, chto risknul. Okazalos, chto nikakoi drugoi firmy net. (He said that if we didn't cut a deal, he'd go to another company. I decided to call his bluff. Thank God I took the chance! It turned out that there wasn't any other company.)

Let's say you're not sure if he's bluffing because he's "keeping his cards close to his chest" (on ne khochet raskryvat svoyi karty). There's always that moment of truth when it's time to "lay your cards on the table" or "show your hand": pora otkryt/raskryt karty.

What you're hoping is that the other guy doesn't have the trump card - kozyr. U nego kozyr na rukakh - on uzhe podpisal dogovor s edinstvennym postavshchikom. (He had the trump card - he'd already signed a contract with the only supplier.) When relating the sad story of the failed negotiations to your office buddies, you can say, for dramatic effect, Potom on vylozhil svoi glavny kozyr. (Then he pulled out the trump card.) Using the adjective from kozyr, kozyrnaya sdelka, can be translated as a "sweet deal." In slang, kozyrny can mean "a winner," something "hot" or "snazzy": kozyrnoye platyo - that dress is a real winner.

You're also hoping the guy you're negotiating with is playing by the rules, but sometimes he isn't. On igral kraplyonymi kartami (He was playing with marked cards.) This kind of guy is a card shark in American slang, or kartochny shuler in Russian. With this kind of player, it's better to get out of the game as fast as you can; The deck is stacked against you (vsyo protiv tebya).

Easter Feast and One for Vegetarians

25 April 2003

by Michele Berdy

Razgovlyatsya: to break the Lenten fast after the midnight Easter ceremony.
Orthodox Christian Russians celebrate Easter with the most joyful and colorful religious service of the year, feasting, and celebrations with family and friends. The season actually begins with the last pre-Lenten splurge of Maslenitsa, which was first a pagan holiday to celebrate the rebirth of the warming sun and then morphed into a Mardi Gras of bliny (crepes) served with 40 days worth of butter and sour cream. Then Lent, called Veliky Post (literally "the great fast") in Russian, since it is the strictest of all the many fasts in the Orthodox calendar: no alcohol (except a bit of Kagor, a sweet church wine), milk, eggs, or meat, and fish only on a few special occasions. Postnoe maslo is vegetable oil (that is, not butter); some people even use postny sakhar, unrefined sugar, since bone ash (an animal by-product) is used in the refining process. Russian conveniently groups all "forbidden" foods in the phrase skoromnaya pishcha, that is, food not to be eaten during a fast. Today vegetarians revel in these 40 days, since restaurants now offer Postnoe menyu (a Lenten menu) for the observant.

In Russia's northern climes, Palm Sunday is Verbnoe Voskreseniye - Pussy Willow Sunday. It is considered "beneficial" to beat someone with a branch of pussy willows, though it is supposedly the willows themselves doing the beating: Eto ne ya byu tebya! Berba tebya byot! (It's not me beating you! It's the pussy willow!). This is the start of Strastnaya nedelya (Passion Week) in which each day is called Veliky: for example, Velikaya Pyatnitsa (Good Friday). In observant Orthodox homes, it is a torturous week: even stricter fasting combined with the temptations of shopping for and cooking the delicacies for the Easter feast. The main delights are paskha (sweet potted cheese) kulich (a round yeast sweet bread), but also the full array of food and drink proscribed by the Lenten fast.

It has always been a mystery to me that both Passover and Easter are Paskha in Russian (the former often called Yevreiskaya Paskha) since you'd think the belief in Easter - the resurrection of Christ - is precisely that which differentiates Jews from Christians. But remnants of this exist in English as well in a word of the same derivation: paschal refers to both holidays (and the paschal lamb is served on both tables).

Late Saturday night before Easter, families attend the long midnight service, which culminates in the Krestny khod (procession of the cross): the congregation circles the church three times (symbolizing the disciples' search for Christ's body, which was not in the tomb). When Easter day is finally here, you greet your neighbor with Khristos voskrese! (Christ is risen!), to which he replies Voistinu voskrese! (Truly He is risen!). This exchange is accompanied by three kisses, and is called khristosovatsya.

Usually families gather to break the long Lenten fast immediately after the service. This midnight snack is called razgovlyatsya, and was, before the revolution, one of the few meals where servants and masters shared the same table.

Russians don't have Easter bunnies (nor can I explain to them why we do), but they do have colored Easter eggs. And they have egg rolling contests, which are called katat yaitsa. Another game is bit yaitsa - egg-cracking contests, in which the opponents smash their eggs together and the "winner" is the one whose shell remains whole. These games are played with krashenniye yaitsa - colored eggs - but never with pisanki - the elaborately decorated Ukrainian and Western Slavic Easter eggs. These are so dear they were once a synonym for "beloved" or "beautiful," as in the phrase Pisanka ty moya.

May Holidays Are a Mixed Bag
8 May 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Pervomai: May Day, Labor Day.

Dvoyeveriye (dual beliefs, dual belief system) is a particularly apt concept in times of change like now: Old rituals and beliefs get mated with the new, and you have a lovely hybrid that satisfies everyone and no one. Pervoye Maya, or Pervomai (May Day) is an extreme example of this - it's not dvoyeveriye, but something like pyativeriye, or five sets of beliefs. For some people, the first set of maiskiye prazdniki (May holidays) are a nostalgic last gasp to unite the working class; for others, a good time to clear the dacha garden; and for still others, a good chance to zip down to the Canary Islands for some diving.

In Europe, May Day started out as a nice pagan holiday to celebrate the spring planting, then turned into a holiday of love (complete with twirling ribbons around a Maypole). It began its metamorphosis into a working-class holiday at the end of the 19th century, in memory of a workers' demonstration in Chicago (calling, among other things, for an eight-hour working day), that ended in bloodshed. The idea of decent working conditions caught on with the Russian comrades. Da zdravstvuyet vosem-chasovoi pabochy den! (Here's to the eight-hour working day), an early Leninist May Day pamphlet read.

In Soviet times, May 1 wasn't as much a show of military might as Nov. 7, so this was a demonstratsiya (demonstration, rally) and not a parad (which means a "military parade" in Russian). Khodili na demonstratsii, podnimali plakat "Proletarii vsekh stran, soyedinyaites" (We took part in the demonstration, holding a placard that said "Workers of the world, unite"). There were lots of paper flowers and urgent pleas for workers of the world to throw off the shackles of oppression, mostly in the form of a demonic, well-armed Uncle Sam. Net amerikanskomu imperializmu! (No to American imperialism!); Doloi amerikanskuyu voenshchinu! (Down with American militarism) Ruki proch ot Ostrova Svobody! (Hands off Cuba, the Island of Freedom); Dogonim i peregonim Ameriku! (We'll catch up and surpass America!). And then quietly: Poyedem skoreye na dachu - kartoshku sazhat (Let's get out to the dacha as fast as we can to plant potatoes).

This year, there is the America-bashing, although not on Red Square, and couched in different terms. "Ruki proch" is gone, and no one cares much about Cuba except as a tourist destination. Instead, it's My reshitelno vystupayem protiv amerikanskoi agresii v Irake (We strongly oppose American aggression in Iraq). And the UN is more important than working-class solidarity Nado soblyudat mezhdunarodnoye pravo (International law must be upheld).

The second May holiday, Den Pobedy (Victory Day) is another matter. There's no duality or irony here at all - it's a somber and touching celebration of those who fought, and those who fell, in World War II - which Russians call Velikaya Otechestvennaya voina (the Great Patriotic War). It's a time for veterans to dust off and don their uniforms and pin on their medals (from neck to waist, on some) and sit on park benches reminiscing with their old friends. The slogans are so high toned, one can't call them slogans at all - they are almost religious in their fervor. Slava Voinam! (Glory to the fighting men); Vechnaya pamyat pavshim geroiyam (Our fallen heroes shall stay in our memories forever); Nizky poklon pobedivshemu narodu (We bow down before the victorious people); Nikto ne zabyt, nichto ne zabyto (No one is forgotten, no deed is forgotten).

This is the true prazdnik in the maiskiye prazdniki.

SARS, Sores, Coughing and Cupping
16 May 2003

by Michele A. Berdy

Sindrom ostrogo respiratornogo zabolevnaniya: Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS).

If you haven't been locked in a closet for the last two months, you'll know about SARS, or what is usually called in Russian antipichnaya pnevmoniya (literally "atypical pneumonia"). If you haven't been locked in a closet, hopefully by now you'll also know that you should worry far more about being hit by a car than catching SARS. However, it's worth knowing a bit of the lingo, since if you happen to cough a couple of times on an airplane, an attendant will come up to you and ask, "V kakikh stranakh vy byvali za posledniye dve nedeli? U vas temperatura svyshe 38 gradusov? Sukhoi kashel? Nedomoganie?" (Which countries have you visited in the last two weeks? Do you have a temperature of over 38 degrees Celsius? A dry cough? Feeling out of sorts?) If the answer to any of the above questions is "yes" or "China," prepare for quarantine.

There are lots of ways to be sick in Russian. If you feel a bit out of sorts, you might say, Ya nevazhno sebya chuvstvuyu or, if you're feeling poorly, Ya plokho sebya chuvstvuyu. Ya pribolel means "I'm a bit under the weather" - the prefix pri implies something tentative. If there's nothing tentative about the way you feel, you can say, ya zabolel (I'm sick).

Here it's handy to remember our friends, the perfective and imperfective verb forms. Zabolet - perfective, you're down with something. Zabolevat - imperfective, you're coming down with something. Razboletsya is to get totally, flat out sick. All these verbs come from the root word bolet, which also means "to hurt," so razboletsya can also refer to, say, a finger slammed in a lift door: Palets uzhasno razbolelsya! (My finger really ached).

The common cold in Russian is prostuda, and the verb prostuditsya. The flu is gripp: You either say ya zabolel gripom or (less commonly) ya grippoval. The Spanish flu in Russian is the jaunty-sounding ispanka, as in the not-so-jaunty ona bolela ispankoi i chut ne umerla. (She had the Spanish flu and almost died.) In all cases, your Russian friends and loved ones will want to postavit banki (cupping - a miserable procedure in which glasses are suctioned to your back and supposedly end a cough); or postavit gorchnichniki (put on a mustard plaster). Both procedures get the blood circulating, which may hasten healing, but as far as I can tell their main benefit is to make you, the patient, feel fussed over - which may also hasten healing. However, you will have to live with a bright red back for a few days.

If you are of a literary bent, you can use the word khvorat for "to be ill." On khvoral vsyu zimu (he ailed all winter). Another nice, old-fashioned word is nedug (ailment), which usually refers to something chronic. U nego nedug - problema s serdtsem (he's unwell, he has a heart condition). Khronika, in the context of health, is a chronic ailment, as in: Kogda tebe za sorok - u tebya uzhe sploshnaya khronika (when you're over 40 - the only ailments you have are chronic ones).

If you are under 40 or only down with a sniffle, after a while you can say, ya popravilsya (I've got better). Note that this is the same word as for "to gain weight." You can also say ya vyzdrovel or, if you are feeling rather literary, ya opravilsya ot neduga (I've recovered from my ailment). If you are tending a sick person and can't manage glass jars or mustard, the least you can do is say vyzdoravlivai! (Get well). Ne bolei! (Don't be sick!).

Best of all - don't get sick in the first place: Bud zdorov! (Be healthy!)

St. Petersburg's Zoo-bilee
30 May 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

300-Letiye Sankt-Peterburga: St. Petersburg's tercentenary circus, literally the "zoo-jubilee" of St. Petersburg - a pun based on reading the number "3" as the Russian letter "Z."

St. Petersburgers do not seem universally thrilled by the celebration of the city's 300th anniversary. For months, the city has been clogged by traffic jams, buildings have been hidden under scaffolding, and everyone has been depressed by report after report of misused funding. Last week, they had to deal with the actual celebrations, which seem designed to be enjoyed by everyone but those who actually live and work in the city.

No wonder they have taken to calling it the zooletiye - a pun based on a misreading of the number three as the letter "z" - the "zoo-jubilee," zoo-bilee" or "tercentenary circus." They also call it "prazdnik na tri bukvy," literally, "the three-lettered holiday," or what we might call more gently in U.S. slang, "the holiday from hell." (If you want to know what the three letters are, ask any Russian friend.)

Has there ever been a city with more names? First it was St. Petersburg, then Petrograd (renamed during the first war with Germany to Russify the name) and then Leningrad.

During Soviet times, it was often called Kolybel tryokh revolyutsii - the cradle of three revolutions. Now it is once again St. Petersburg. Through all these changes, a lot of residents have been happy to use the working class moniker coined in the 1920s and call it Piter, as in: poyedu v Piter na prazdniki (I'm going up to St. Pete for the holidays). They call themselves Pitertsy - piterets or pitersky for a man, piterskaya for a woman. If you want to be proper, you should call a man Peterburzhets and woman Peterburzhanka. But because Russian always likes to trip us up, the proper adjective is peterburgsky.

In the past, there used to be more differences between St. Petersburg Russian and Moscow Russian, mostly in accent (a French rolling of the "r" in the northern capital, for example) and manner of speaking, but to some extent in expressions as well. Few of these distinctions are left, but some do still exist. In St. Petersburg, you will still hear proper pronunciation and diction without the "ahs" (akhanye) that have corrupted Moscow Russian. And they don't slur their consonants: konechno is pronounced with a hard "ch," as is bulochnaya and korichnevy (in Moscow, these words can sound like koneshno, buloshnaya, korishnevy.)

You may be confused, however, when your host looks at an overflowing bread basket and exclaims, "Oi! Net khleba - ya zabyla ego kupit" (Oh! There's no bread - I forgot to buy it). For a St. Petersburger, khleb only refers to black bread - white bread is called bulka (in Moscow and elsewhere in Russia this is a roll).

In St. Petersburg a cellphone (mobilnik in Moscow slang) is called a trubka (although mobilnik is also used), while a Muscovite proezdnoi bilet (mass transit pass) is a kartochka. In Moscow, you might tell someone, "Ezzhai na avtobuse do konechnoi ostanovki - ya tebya tam vstrechu" (Take the bus to the last stop and I'll meet you there). In St. Petersburg you'll be told, "Ezzhai do koltsa, i ya tebya tam vstrechu" (take the bus to the end stop turn-around, and I'll meet you there). When they give directions to their apartments, they often say: "Podnimaisya na vtoroi etazh cherez paradnoe" (climb to the second floor via the formal entrance). For some reason in St. Petersburg, "formal entrance" has been shifted from the masculine gender (paradny podezd) to a kind of generic neuter paradnoe.

Rumors Creep and Crawl
6 June 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Telega: poison-pen letter
I don't think my Russian friends and colleagues will take offense if I say that Russia is a gossipy country. I don't condemn it; to the contrary, I take off my hat. In Russia, where decision-making everywhere from the boardroom to the Kremlin is as opaque as a foggy, starless night, and where official pronouncements are more likely to conceal than reveal the truth, having a reliable system of information gathering and exchange is a survival technique. And Russians have mastered it.

A rumor is slukh, from the word for something heard. Po-moyemu, on rasprostranyayet o tebe slukhi (I think he's passing around rumors about you.) You can also use the word porodit, "to generate," as in Vystupleniye direktora firma porodilo mnogo slukhov. (The speech by the director of the company generated a lot of rumors.) More colloquially, rumors are said to "crawl" about, like the snakes they are: Polzut slukhi, chto on zdorovo vypivaet. (Rumors are going around that he is a heavy drinker.) Or they simply "get around": O nyom khodyat slukhi. (There are rumors about him.)

If you want to say that "everyone has heard it," you can say, U vsekh na slukhu. Or you can switch the emphasis and say, Eto u vsekh na ustakh (everyone is talking about it) or simply govoryat ... (they say ... ) If you are talking about "word of mouth," you say Iz ust v usta. You can emphasize the reliability of your information by saying, Ya eto slyshal iz pervykh ust (I heard it first hand, or "from the horse's mouth.") Ya slyshal iz tretykh ust, used less commonly, means "I heard it third hand."

When you are not at all sure of your information, you can say, za chto kupil, za to i prodayu - literally "I'm selling it for the purchase price," i.e., "for what it's worth ..." And when you are quite sure that the original truth has gotten garbled in transmission, in Russian you say, Eto kak isporchenny telefon. Davai sprosim ego, chto on skazal na samom dele! (This is a broken telephone. Let's ask him what he said!)

Gossip is another matter; here the truth is held in less high esteem. Spletnya (an item of gossip) comes from the word plesti, "braid," "weave," that is, something tangled. Ne slushai ego! On uzhasny spletnik (Don't listen to him! He's a terrible gossip!) O chyom vy tut spletnichaete?! (What are you gossiping about?! - often pejoratively asked of any women deep in conversation.)

This is a short step from the worst of rumors and gossip: denunciations. It's a sad reflection on Russian history that there are lots of words for this: donos (denunciation), kleveta (slander), kompromat (compromising information, "dirt"), nagovor i ogovor (slander, unjust comments). V gazete opublikovali kompromat na kandidata. (A newspaper printed some dirt about the candidate.) V 37-om godu po donosu sazhali. (In 1937, people were imprisoned on the strength of a denunciation.)

Anonimka is an anonymous letter: Yeyo uvolili - direktor poluchil anonimku o yeyo romane s sotrudnikom konkuriruyushchei firmy. (She got fired - her boss got an anonymous letter about her affair with someone in a competitor's company.) Telega (literally "a cart,") is a poison-pen letter. Posle togo kak yego zaderzhala militsiya, k nemy ne rabotu prishla telega. (After he was detained by the cops, a poison-pen letter arrived at work.)

And as anyone who has ever been the subject of rumors and gossip knows, the problem is that no matter how improbable the rumor, someone will always believe it and say, Nu znaesh - net dyma bez ognya! (There's no smoke without fire!)

Putting Money on the Quote
20 June 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Utrom - dengi, vecherom - stulya!: You have to pay cash up front.

Russians are fabulous quoters. The average Russian has a mental library of apt quotations and aphorisms that includes the Bible, 30 or 40 Russian and foreign poets, standard translations of Shakespeare and dozens of novelists. They use them straight, they use them ironically, they twist and tweak them to fit the circumstances. Everyone nods or laughs, and you, the hapless foreigner, wonder what on earth that was all about.

One of my favorite sources of aphorisms is the work of Ilf and Petrov. I highly recommend their novels to anyone under the impression that corruption and scams are a phenomenon of the post-Soviet period, introduced by the Wicked West. When someone says, Etot oligarkh - veliky kombinator (That oligarch is a real conman!) they are referring to Ostap Bender, the hero of Ilf and Petrov's comedic novels. Bender once said, Benzin vash - idei nashi (the gas is yours, the ideas are ours), which can be used to describe any deal in which one side puts up the money and the other side (supposedly) provides the know-how. Oni ne predlagali partnyorstvo. Oni na samom dele predlagali "Benzin vash - idei nashi" (They didn't propose a partnership. They proposed that we bankroll their so-called brilliant ideas!)

It was a wise man who insisted on getting paid by Ostap Bender before handing over the goods: Utrom - dengi, vecherom - stulya! (literally, "you give me the money in the morning, I'll give you the chairs at night," or "you have to pay cash up front.") This is a good phrase whenever someone wants you to do work without paying in advance (or at all). Da, ya napishu statyu. No utrom - dengi, vecherom -stulya! (Yes, I'll write the article, but give me the money in advance.)

Ilf and Petrov also gave us the oft-quoted phrase, Spaseniye utopayushchikh - delo ruk samikh utopayushchikh (literally, "the task of saving drowning men is up to the drowning men themselves"). This is used whenever it's clear that no one is going to help you and that you must rely on your own devices. Another useful phrase is kipuchy lentyai (a bustling lazybones) - someone who makes a fabulous show of frantic activity, but actually does nothing. On, kazhetsya, khoroshy sotrudnik. Da net! On - kipuchy lentyai (He seems like a good worker. Not at all! He just puts on a good show.)

Another phrase you hear often is krizis zhanra (crisis of genre), which refers to any standard form of art or work that is no longer popular or relevant, or anything that is no longer going well or easily. Ya pytalsya pisat otchyot, no ne poluchilos. Krizis zhanra. (I tried to write the report, but I didn't get anywhere. I've lost my touch.)

Gigant mysly (a giant among thinkers) is used ironically to refer to any silly person with an unjustifiably high opinion of his intellect. Sbylas mechta idiota (literally "an idiot's dream has come true") refers to any time you get what you hoped for and discover that it's less than you had expected. Menya naznachili direktorom. Sbylas mechta idiota. Odni problemy. (I was named director. What an idiot I was to want it. All I have is problems.)

And I always think of Ilf and Petrov when I'm nearly mowed down as I try to cross one of Moscow's streets. Peshekhodov nado lyubit. Peshekhody sostavlyayut bolshuyu chast chelovechestva. Malo togo - luchshuyu ego chast. Peshekhody sozdali mir. (We must love pedestrians. Pedestrians make up the majority of humanity. Moreover - the best part of humanity. Pedestrians created the world.)

Werewolves We Won't Forget
4 July 2003

by Michele Berdy
S menya magarych: I'll pay up afterward

The past week's press was full of reports about a magical being: oboroten, a changeling, or more commonly, a werewolf. But this wasn't Harry Potter. This was Operatsiya "oborotnei v pogonakh" - Operation Corrupt Cop. Here the werewolves are "wolves in sheep's clothing," i.e., cops who are on the take. (Pogony refers to the shoulder straps on which an officer's stars of rank are fixed. It's used to refer to an officer in any branch of the service.)

This sting operation brings us to the fine art of bribery. In Russian, bribery or bribe-taking is vzyatochnichestvo, a bribe is vzyatka, and a bribe-taker is a vzyatochnik - all from the word vzyat, to take. This translates nicely as "to be on the take." An old word for bribe is mzda, which originally meant "payment." From that we get mzdoimstvo (bribery) and mzdoimets (bribe-taker). Most people know this from the movie Beloye Solntse Pustyni ("White Sun of the Desert"): Ty zhe znaesh, chto ya mzdy ne beru. Za derzhavu obidno. (You know I don't take bribes. It would shame our homeland.)

When you want to say that an office is corrupt, you can say, Tam vsyo kupleno (they're all on the take), usually adding ... tak chto nado dat sverkhu (so you have to add something on top, i.e., you need to pay a bribe). Dat sverkhu (to give something on top, on the side) is just one colloquial phrase for "sweetening the pot." Alternatively, try dat na lapu: literally, "to put something in his paw." Gaishnik ostanovil menya vchera - prishlos dat emu na lapu. (A traffic cop stopped me yesterday - I had to pay him off.) Or you can say podmazat, as in: Slesar nichego ne sdelaet, esli ego ne podmazat. (The plumber won't do anything unless you give something extra.) Or simply use the common aphorism, Ne podmazhesh, ne poedesh (you need to grease some palms, literally, "you won't go anywhere unless you grease the wheels).

Or you can just slip your cash in an envelope: Mne prishlos dat v konvert. This expression and procedure is so common that one doesn't like to have an envelope on one's desk, lest co-workers suspect you're on the take. In other cases, as we know from Gogol, cash might not be the preferred currency. He wrote of one of his characters: On beryot vzyatki borzymi shchenkami (he accepts bribes in borzoi puppies) - that is, in-kind donations are also welcome.

People who arrange things for you get a kickback: otkat. (This original meaning is a recoil on a gun.) Or you can use the verb otstengut (literally "to unbutton, to unfasten").

The trick of bribe giving is knowing how to do it without actually saying you are doing it. A subtle way is to say, My vas ne zabudem (We won't forget you) or, if that doesn't work, My vas otblagodarim (We'll take care of you, we'll thank you properly). In Russia there is a fine line between "bribery" and "payment for services," or "a thank you gift." When you ask someone to do something for you, you can say s menya prichitaetsya (I'll take care of you, I'll pay up) or s menya magarych. Magarych is an Arabic word that came to Russian through Turkish, and originally meant "a drink after a deal is concluded." Now it has the meaning of "payment after a task is done."

Is this a bribe? Well, if the person is paid a salary to do the job and you're paying extra, I guess it is. But the moral line gets fuzzier when the person's monthly salary is less than what you paid for dinner the night before. I say: Otblagodarim!

Eastern Tricks For Western Predicaments

11 July 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Vostok-delo tonkoye: the East is a shifty business; used jokingly or half-jokingly to describe the complexities of Eastern cultures for a Westerner.

Run, don't walk, to your local video kiosk and grab a copy of the film "Beloye Solntse Pustyni" ("White Sun of the Desert"). Settle in for an utterly satisfying two hours of East meets West, Bad Guys vs. Good Guys, all laced with Soviet kitsch. And get out your notebook to jot down some phrases that Russians use all the time without knowing where they came from.

The film takes place during the first years of Soviet power, in the desert by the Caspian Sea. Sukhov, a Red Army officer longing for home, is tasked with escorting the many wives of the warlord Abdullah to safety. Vostok - delo tonkoye (the East is a shifty business) comes out of this film, and is used any time you want to express a Westerner's awe of the purported Byzantine complexities of Eastern cultures, i.e. any culture that you don't understand. The phrase can also be used as a joke when there is nothing complex about the Eastern behavior at all: On ubil vsekh i naznachil sebya prezidentom. Vostok - delo tonkoye (He killed everyone and named himself president. The East is a shifty business.)

The wives of Abdullah don't understand that they are now free citizens, despite Sukhov's attempts to bring them into the fold of revolutionary reality. He puts up a sign for the women's quarters with the slogan: Doloi predrassudki! Zhenshchina - ona tozhe chelovek. (Down with prejudices! A woman is a person, too.) Abdullah's wives, however, think that they have simply been transferred to another husband, and when Sukhov names one "starshaya po obshchezhitiyu" (head of the dormitory, literally "elder of the dormitory") she cries delightedly, "Gospodin naznachil menya lyubimoi zhenoi!" (The master named me most beloved wife!) All these expressions are used jokingly by Russians, so you shouldn't be surprised if you hear that your project manager is starshaya po obshchezhitiyu or lyubimaya zhena.

Za derzhavu obidno (it makes you ashamed of your homeland) is one of my favorite phrases, which, alas, I have occasion to use more often than I'd like. You can use it when you witness behavior not befitting a great power (of the many words for homeland in Russian, derzhava has the sense of "power," as in velikaya derzhava - Great Power). Ty videl, kak podralis vchera v Dume? Ei-bogu! Za derzhavu obidno. (Did you see how they got in a fistfight yesterday in the Duma? Honest to God! It makes you ashamed of your homeland.)

You might be baffled, when you are discussing a business deal, to hear Tamozhnya dayot dobro. (The customs service gives their OK.) This is used jokingly whenever a power-on-high gives the OK for something, be it the local registration chamber or the president of a company.

And then there are other little phrases from the movie that have entered Russian conversational speech. Voprosi yest? Voprosov net! (Any questions? No questions!) These two sentences are a good thing to say at the end of your staff meeting when you want to avoid a discussion.

Finally, when you have made a blunder, or when you've made a drunken nuisance of yourself, or when you've had an acrimonious meeting, say as you're leaving, Izvini, esli shto-to ne tak. (Sorry if something wasn't right.) Everyone will laugh and forgive you.

And when you say it, thank Sukhov for getting yet another poor soul out of a tricky situation.

Ask Nicely and You'll Get Your Way
18 July 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Ya vas umolyayu: Oh, please! Don't be silly! Give me a break! Get off it! Give it a rest!

Russian gives us a plethora of ways to ask for something, from the straightforward prosit (to ask), to every shading of entreaty, polite or impolite. If you want to ask someone to take an action, you can use uprashivat/uprosit, with imperfective and perfective the indicator of whether or not we got what we were asking for. Ya polchasa uprashivala ego razreshit mne sdelat etu rabotu, no on ukhodil ot otvet. (I spent half an hour asking him for permission to do the work, but he kept avoiding an answer.) Nakonets-to ya ego uprosila. (I finally prevailed upon him to agree.)

Umolyat is a stronger form of asking: It means to "entreat" or "beg." Ya umolyal ego ne ekhat. (I begged him not to go.) However, when you say Ya vas/tebya umolyayu! in an exasperated tone with the accent on Ya, it is a strong form of objection, as in the following exchange: "On mne ne pozvonit." "Ya tebya umolyayu! Konechno, on pozvonit. On tebya lyubit." ("He won't call me." "Oh, please! Of course he'll call. He loves you.") Zaklinat/zaklyast is a word that can mean "to invoke" (as in evil or good spirits) but also "to entreat."

When you want to ask for a thing, you can use vyprashivat/vyprosit. On chasto vyprashival u menya dengi. (He often asked me for money.) Klyanchit is a nice word that means what it sounds like: to pester, bug or nag someone for something. It can be used in reference to house pets' behavior in the kitchen. Pyos sidit u stola i klyanchit edu. (The dog sits by the table and pesters us for food.)

Kanyuchit also means to beg, but with the sense of whining for something. Perestan kanyuchit! Ya tebe ne dam deneg na morozhenoe. (Stop whining! I won't give you money for ice cream.) When you want to bum or cadge a cigarette or money, you can use the word strelyat, which has the primary meaning of "to shoot." Ona inogda strelyaet u menya sigaretu. (Sometimes she bums a cigarette from me.)

There are also ways to get something that are not so nice. Vymogat is "to extort" something, and can be used either literally or describe something that is de facto extortion. Oni ne prosili zaplatit, a prosto vymogali u nas dengi. (They didn't ask for payment; they simply extorted money from us.) If you are trying to get money out of an institution, you can use vybivat/vybit. My vybili sredstva iz ministerstva na kapremont. (We wheedled funds out the ministry to do major repair work.)

Russia being Russia, with its long history of asking the tsar-batyushka (the tsar-father) for something, there are ways to make your needs known in the sense of "petition." The most common word to use is khodataistvovat: Ya khodataistvoval za nego u ministra. (I petitioned the minister about his case.) If you want to convey that you went through a lot of trouble petitioning someone, you can use the word khlopotat: Ya khlopotala za neyo vesnoi - kuda ya tolko ne obrashchalas! No ona v institut vsyo-taki ne postupila. (I ran around for her all spring - I went everywhere I could think of! But she didn't get in to the institute.)

Finally, there is plain old Proshu! or Proshu vas! which is a kind of all-purpose invitation to do something. Usually when you translate it into English, you have to specify the action. Uzhin gotov. Proshu. (Dinner is served. Please be seated.) So even if you forget the verb in Russian, you can still be polite and people will work out what you mean.

It's the Little Words That Count
25 July 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Aga: Yup, sure, uh-huh

One of the puzzles and pleasures of Russian is all the muttered sounds that represent agreement, surprise, pain, astonishment, delight, displeasure - that is, every emotion known to mankind, expressed by a laconic mmm or m-da or aga or oi.

It's even more perplexing when you find them in a Russian text, and you struggle to figure out if the heroine's ai-ai-ai is a cry of pain, pleasure or disdain. But these little interjections are very useful. One magic day, your friend returns from a hot date and you find yourself opening your mouth and exclaiming Nu? Which translates directly as: Well? But really means: So what happened? How was it? Did you like him? Did he like you? Are you going to see him again?

One of my favorite interjections is aga, which is a rather low-brow sign of agreement, something like yep, sure, you got it, uh-huh in American English. - Ty kupil khleb? - Aga. (Did you pick up bread? - Uh-huh.)

Another good interjection to know is fu, a kind of all-purpose expression of disdain, disgust or displeasure. Ty chital statyu v Izvestiyakh? Fu! Gadost! Nenavizhu kompromat! (Did you see the article in Izvestia? - Yuck! Disgusting! I hate smear articles!) When you use it to refer to a bad smell or something revolting, in English you say Phew! P-U!

Mmm is to Russians what Hmmm is to Americans - a response that can mean "I'm thinking about it," "I agree," "I'm not sure," or "I'm not really paying attention to what you're saying, but I'm trying to seem like I'm listening." This is good to use on the phone with the kind of annoying caller who wants to tell you his life history before getting to the point of his call. Depending on the tone of voice and context, m-da can express irony, doubt or a kind of exasperated fatalism. You can translate it as humph; huh; hm; well, well; or ahem.

Ai-ai-ai, said with a wag of the head, means "shame on you," and is expressed in English as tsk tsk. Brys! Fu! or Kysh! are what you shout at your cat when she's on the countertop and about to dive into your chicken dinner. In American English we shout Shoo! or Scat!

In both Russian and English you express extreme cold the same way: Brr! (Brr!) Ei! is close to Hey! And, like Oh!, Oi! can express any emotion, from surprise, amazement, joy, irony, doubt, sorrow and pain, although pain is usually expressed as "ouch" or "ow" in English: Oi! Kakoi prelestny kotenok. (Oh! What an adorable kitten.) Oi! Bolno! (Ouch! That hurts!)

And then there's Au, which is both a call for someone you are looking for, or a response to the call. For example, when you walk in your colleague's room and say Sasha! he can respond with Au, pronounced as a diphthong. In English you might say, "Here I am." or "Yes?" But when you get separated from your fellow mushroom hunter in the woods, you call out Auuuuu!, elongating the syllables and letting them float on the wind. (This reminds me of what we used to call out at the end of a game of hide and seek as children, when we finally gave up finding Danny or Billy: Ally-ally-home free! Stretching out all the words.)

When translating Au!, ignore the dictionary suggestion "You-hoo!" In fact, take out your thickest marker and cross it out. Even though it's close in sound, trust me - no one has used this in English except as a joke since 1942. Most of the time we just shout out the person's name, making the syllables last a few seconds: A-a-a-a-lex! Not as universal as Auuu!, but it does the trick.

Sounds Like: A Frog With a Russian Accent
1August 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Zvukopodrazheniye: Onomatopeia.
You don't have to live long in Russia to discover that animals here speak Russian. Not only does your friend's cat understand Brys! (Scat!) and dog understand Lezhat! (Lie down!), they "speak" differently - or at least the Russian transcriptions of their sounds differ from English. I've always wondered if this is just because we use the sounds we have available in our language to describe, say, the mooing of a cow, or if the sounds we have hard-wired into our heads in our languages actually determine what we hear.

Luckily for those who have American and Russian feline families, cats are bilingual, albeit Russian cats are slightly more sensuous than their English-speaking cohorts. They say Myau-myau (meow meow) and mur-mur (purr-purr), expressed by the verb murlykat (to purr). You can also use the verb urchat, which can refer to both a feline and a well-running machine: Dvyzhok urchit (The motor is purring!).

Dogs, however, speak a slightly different dialect. Growling dogs say R-r-r (Grrr), big ones bark as Gav-gav or Av-av (woof woof, bow-wow), and little dogs yap tyav-tyav. Since living in Russia and becoming a conspiracy nut (the Byzantine politics encourage it), I'm convinced that there is a secret law stipulating the presence of at least one very small, incredibly annoying yapping dog in every apartment building. In addition to yipping and yapping at 250 decibels day and night, if you go to pet them, they can take your finger off. On menya tsapnul! (He nipped me!). By the way, Russians also use the word for barking to describe a reprimand: Chto s shefom segodnya? Kak tolko ya voshyol, on na menya gavknul. (What's wrong with the boss today? As soon as I walked in, he chewed me out.)

Crows caw kar-kar; geese don't honk in Russian, they say ga-ga-ga. Birds chirp (chirikat) chik-chirik, ducks say krya-kyra (quack quack), and chickens cluck ko-ko-ko. A rooster's paean to dawn in Russian is Kukareku! (Cock-a-doodle-doo!). Russian bees don't buzz, they make the sound Zh-zh-zh. Horses neigh I-i-i, and when they walk down the street, their hooves make the sound tsok-tsok (clip clop). Russian frogs say kva-kva, and clearly would not understand a word of their American relatives, who croak or say "ribbit." Pigs might also have some cross-cultural misunderstandings: Russian pigs say khryu-khryu, while American or British pigs oink. Khrushka is the name of Winnie-the-Pooh's friend Piglet, and also a good word to describe any untidy or ice-cream smeared child.

Humans sounds are also expressed differently in Russian and English. The sound of a sneeze - an exuberant Ah-choo! in English -is the dignified Ap-chkhi! in Russian. And apparently we snore very differently. To snore in Russian is khrapet, and the sound you make is khrap - which sounds to me far more like the racket of a noisy sleeper than the sonorous "snore."

Gun sounds are also a bit different in Russian. A large gun makes the sound Ba-bakh! (Bam!) and a pop-gun goes Paf! or Pif-paf (Bang bang!). For machine guns, we switch the order of the letters around: in Russian it is Tra-ta-ta; in English it's Rat-tat-tat.

However, in both Russia and English the ability to imitate any machine sound is clearly part of the genetic code contained in the Y-chromosome. I cannot make a convincing motor or gun sound to save my life, but have been woken up at the dacha by what I thought were the sounds of a foreign invasion, only to find three 5-year old boys playing war under my window. Tra-ta-ta! Ba-bakh!

Getting Down to the Heart of the Matter
8 August 2003

By Michele A. Berdy 

Razgovor po dusham: a heart-to-heart talk; talk in which you bare your soul.

If there is one thing that seduces us foreigners and makes us lifetime captives of the charm of life in Russia, it's the capacity of Russians to engage in deep, soul-baring, intimate conversations about life, values, love and all the pleasures and pains of being a human being. These conversations - pazgovory po dusham can take place in the kitchen, around a bonfire at the dacha, or in a train compartment with a total stranger. In English, we usually call this a "heart-to-heart talk," but be careful: This can also refer to a candid reprimand. ("I had a heart-to-heart talk with him about his poor job performance.") In most Russian expressions for any kind of emotional depth and intimacy - anything that touches the essence of our being - the human spirit resides in the soul; for English-speakers, it's usually the heart.

A razgovor po dusham begins when there is something "on your mind," or "weighing on you:" U menya tyazhelo na dushe. (I have a problem weighing on me.) Then there are various ways to express opening your heart to someone: Ya izlival yemu dushu. (I poured out my heart to him.) Or, Ya otkryla yemu dushu. (I opened my heart to him.) This can describe either the openness of your conversation or your general willingness to open up to a person.

If you reveal a great deal of yourself, you can say, Ya obnazhil dushu. (I bared my soul.) Or, Ya vyskazal vsyo, chto bylo u menya na dushe. (I said everything that was on my mind.) When you have really told all, you can say, Ya vyvernul dushu naiznanku. (I bared all, I didn't hold anything back. Literally: "I turned my soul inside out.") Krik dushi is a "cry from the heart" - a blurted revelation that you can no longer hold inside. Vdrug on priznalsya, chto on vsegda eyo lyubil. On ne khotel etogo govorit - eto byl krik dushi. (Suddenly he confessed that he had always loved her. He didn't want to say it - it was a cry from the heart.) The result of these talks is dukhovnaya bliznost (deep intimacy), and great comfort and relief: Ya oblegchil dushu. (I eased my heart.)

Different levels of intimate conversation can also be expressed. Dushevnaya beseda is a friendly, open, or warm chat. My s nachalnikom dushevno pogovorili. (My boss and I had a warm talk.) Govorit s dushoi means "to speak passionately," or "to have - or give - a heartfelt talk." Govorit ot dushi or ot vsei dushi is a stronger expression of candor: to speak from the heart.

There are many other useful soulful expressions in Russian. Ya eto sdelal dlya dushi means "I did it to please myself" and is something like the English expression "one for the heart." V dushe ya vsegda khotel stat vrachom, no zhizn slozhilas inache. (In my heart I always wanted to become a doctor, but life turned out differently.) London byl mne po dushe. (London was to my liking; I really felt at home in London.) U nego za dushoi ni grosha. (He doesn't have a penny to his name.) Ya vlozhil dushu v rabotu. (I put my heart into my work.) Ona takaya dushka! (She's a real sweetheart!)

Nicest are the expressions describing love. My s nei zhili dusha v dushu. (We lived together in total harmony.) U nas bylo yedinyoniye dush. (Our hearts beat as one.) It is a lucky soul indeed who gets a letter addressed Dusha moya. "My darling!" is acceptable, but it doesn't match the Russian for depth of feeling. It's closer to the old English expression, "My own true love." When you get that kind of love letter, you're entitled to wax poetic: stalo khorosho na dushe. (My heart took wing.)

The Mystery of the Russian Soul
22 August 2003

By Michele A. Berdy 

Zagadka russkoi dushi: the mystery of the Russian soul

The Russian soul is a mystery indeed. You start with a few soulful expressions of love and intimacy, and before you know it, you've moved into the realm of economics and murder.

That is to say, dusha (soul) has many shadings of meaning and is the source of a great many idiomatic expressions. When you love someone profoundly, you can say: Ya lyubila yego dushoi i telom. (I loved him body and soul.) When you want to express your heartfelt generosity, you can say, Yesh skolko dushe ugodno. (Eat to your heart's content; literally, "eat as much as your soul wishes.") Dusha can also be a stand-in for "conscience": Ya pokravila dushoi (I went against my conscience, or I went against my heart.) If you are feeling anxious and ill at ease, you can say, U menya na dushe koshki skrebut, literally, "cats are scratching at my soul." And if you are terrified, you can say, Dusha v pyatki ushla! Out of fear, the soul departs the body through its homophone: "My soul left my body through the soles of my feet."

When you want to describe a tear-jerker, "a weepie," or "a three-hankie movie," you call it dusheshchipatelny film. When something is heartrending, in Russian it's dusherazdirayushchy, as in the phrase, Ikh proshchanie bylo dusherazdirayushchim. (Their parting was heartrending; their parting tore at my heartstrings.) Someone who is mentally ill in Russian is dushevnobolnoi, literally, "ailing in his soul," which has always seemed to me to be a profound and compassionate way to describe a troubled individual. However, when you say, bolit dusha, ("my soul aches"), you mean that you are very disturbed by something, or, with the phrase bolit dusha za nego, you feel deep compassion ("my heart goes out to him").

Dusha also means "a soul" in the sense of "a living being." Tam ne bylo ni zhivoi dushi. (There wasn't a soul there.) It can also be used in the economic sense of "per head" or "per capita": Dokhody na dushu naseleniye rastut. (Per capita income is growing.) In the old days, before the great emancipation, dusha could also refer to a serf. Gogol's "Myortviye Dushi" ("Dead Souls") referred to a good old Russian scam of buying up dead serfs and making a profit on the deal.

If we go back even further in time, to when the Russian language was being codified, dusha and dukh (spirit) were one word that conveyed the sense of "spirit," "breath," or "life's breath." Over time, many concepts of breathing evolved along the dukh line, but some still remain in the dusha branch. Dushit is "to strangle" (to squeeze the breath out of someone), although it can also be translated as "smother" in the lovely phrase On dushil menya v obyatiyakh. (He smothered me with hugs.) Or it can have a more sinister meaning: Yego dushil gnev (he was choked with rage). 

Perfume in Russian is dukhi; to wear it is dushitsya. Moya mat vsegda dushilas dukhami "Krasnaya Moskva." (My mother always wore Red Moscow perfume.) Dushno means "stifling" or "stuffy" (i.e., when you can't breathe): V tramvaye bylo tak dushno, chto ya chut ne upala v obmorok. (It was so stuffy in the tram, I almost fainted.) Dushok can be a bad smell or a "tinge" of something in the figurative sense: On pishet dlya gazety s pravym dushkom. (He writes for a right-wing newspaper.)

Jumping from love to serfs to economics to asphyxiation can be wearying to us poor foreign souls, trying to make sense of Russia and Russians. Whenever you are totally at a loss, you can always say, Eto zagadka russkoi dushi! (It's a mystery of the Russian soul.)

What's in a Name?
29 August 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Bukhalovo: name of a village in the Vologda region, Tipsyville, Drunktown.
More than a decade of post-Soviet power has not erased the signs of the Great October Revolution on Russia's highways. You can still find a dozen collective farms imeni Lenina, 60-letiya Oktyabrskoi revolyutsii, or XX syezda KPSS (The Lenin, 60th Anniversary of the October Revolution, or 20th Congress of the CPSU collective farms). But I am fonder of the old Russian place names that once were simply used to describe the folks who lived there or what the place was known for. There are rivers called Gryaznaya (Muddy), Gryazukha (Mudhole), Tyomnaya (Dark), Mutnaya (Murky). There is a small village on the way to Tver called Chyornaya Gryaz (Black Mud), which does not sound like a pleasant place to call home. Neither would I want to live in Musorka (from the word musor, garbage) mainly because I would spend all my time doing a bad imitation of Bette Davis, "What a dump!" I do not think I would enjoy the country life in Staryye Chervi ("Old Worms") or Tukhlyanka (from the word tukhly, rotten, "Stinkville"). And woe to those poor souls who live in Dno (Bottom), a city not far from Pskov that may have once seemed like the dregs (a Russian version of Pittsburgh?).

When you come across a name like Novopozornovo you wonder what went on there centuries ago. Pozor is something shameful, novo denotes something new. Did the local Vanya take his pants down once again at the annual fair? Did Masha cheat on her husband time and time again? However, in Trusovo you must assume the first residents were chicken-hearted (trus is a coward), in Durakovo they were simpleminded (durak is a fool), in Lokhovo they were rubes (lokh is slang for a rube, a sucker) and in Bukhalovo they made a lot of noise (bukhat means to thump or to bang), although today it sounds more like they were serious drinkers (bukhat is slang for "to drink," "to go boozing"). In Khotelovo they wanted to do something (khotet is "to want"). One wonders if they couldn't have or shouldn't have. Or maybe they did.

They probably did do something interesting in Verkhneye Zachatye, a town not far from Moscow which means "Upper Conception." And in Peredelkino they did it over and over again (peredelat - to redo).

It would be embarrassing to live in Deshyovki (Cheapies), dirty in Svinovye (Pigsville), noisy at night in Zhabino (Frogsville), dangerous in Byki or Bychikhi (Bulltowns), miserable in Khrenovoye (Lousyville), sad in Krasnaya Mogila (Beautiful Grave), and downright impossible to live near the river Voblya, which is what Russians say when they do not want to swear. (Every time someone asked you where you went fishing, you would swear at them.) On the other hand, it might be nice to live in Dobryye Pchyoly (Nice Bees) and delightful in Bolshiye Pupsy (Big Sweetie Pies).

There is a town in the Nizhny Novgorod region called Lomki, which probably referred to broken shards of something, but now reminds one of withdrawal symptoms (lomki are the shakes, the sweats, when someone stops taking drugs). And in Perm you can find Kokainovyye Gory (Cocaine Mountains). This would not be too odd if it were a mountain range, but it is a river. The mapmaker must have really tied one on.

And then there are places where the residents clearly ran out of imagination. How would you like to live in a village called Takoye (That)? Or better yet: the village of Da-Da! Oi, net!

Verbs to Drive You Round The Bend
12 September 2003

By Michele A. Berdy 

Obkhodnoi list: departure clearance; a document signed by department heads certifying that an employee leaving his job doesn't owe anything.

For those of your who aren't sick to death of the ins and outs, ups and downs of Russian verbs of motion, there are a few more that are particularly rich in primary, secondary and alternative meanings.

Obkhodit/oboiti is a good example. It can mean to walk around something: nado oboiti dom (you have to go around the house). It can also mean to go around several people, as in the phrase: on oboshyol vsekh druzei, chtoby poproshchatsya (he went around to all his friends to say goodbye). By analogy and logically (for once!), obkhod can either mean "the rounds" or "a detour on foot." Vrach na obkhode (the doctor is doing his rounds). It can also mean "an evasion," as in the phrase: v obkhod zakona (getting around the law). Or it can mean "to pass/surpass": on menya oboshyol (he passed me, he surpassed me). You can also say, on reshil deistvovat obkhodnym putyom (he decided to act in a roundabout way). And obkhodnoi list in Russia is a document an employee who is leaving his job takes around to all department heads to get their signatures certifying that he doesn't owe any money, etc. (in slang this is called begunok - something you run around for).

At least it's easy to see the logic in the examples above. But when you make obkhodit a reflexive verb, you get all kinds of new meanings. For example: on plokho obkhoditsya so mnoi (he treats me badly). Obkhoditsya also has several meanings connected with the concept of "making do." Ya obkhozhus tremya tysyachami rublei v mesyats (I can manage on 3,000 rubles a month). 

On oboidyotsya can mean "he'll manage," but if the tone is dry, angry or exasperated, it can convey the sense of "dream on, buddy": On khochet povysheniya zarplaty. Oboidyotsya (He wants a raise. Fat chance! He'll survive without it). It can also mean "to cost," as in the phrase: novyye kolodki oboshlis mne v 2,000 rublei (the new brake pads cost me 2,000 rubles). You also frequently hear "oboshlos!" which means "it worked out," or "that was a close call" - depending on the context. I'm rather fond of the phrase oboshlos maloi krovyu - literally, "it worked out with a minimum of bloodshed," which conveys the sense of "getting by without too much damage or cost."

Podkhodit/podoiti is another multifunctional verb. Its first meaning is "walk up to something/someone." Podoidi ko mne (come over here). And somewhat similar to English, you can say in Russian, moya ochered podoshla (it's my turn; my turn is up). However, podkhodit can also mean "to suit," or "to fit." Here you have to pay attention to context. Etot tsvet tebe podkhodit (that color suits you). Kostyum mne podoshyol probably means "the suit fitted me," but it can also mean "the suit looked good on me."Podkhod is an approach, either literally or figuratively: Ostorozhno! Podkhod k domu ochen skolzky (Be careful! The approach to the house is very slippery). Ikh podkhod menya ustraivayet (I like their approach; I like the way they do business). 

On doors, of course, you see VKHOD (ENTRANCE) VYKHOD (EXIT). You'd also think that the entrance to an apartment building would be podkhod ("what you walk up to") but no joy here. It's podezd ("what you drive up to"), presumably because entrances were originally approached on horse or by vehicle.

Or perhaps to spite us poor foreigners, just when we thought we were beginning to get the hang of things.

Terms of Enlargement and Endearment
19 September 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Ruchishcha: big hand, paw, mitt.

There are a lot of words in Russian that we non-native speakers use and translate without really thinking about where they come from. We all know that chudovishche is a monster, but we probably don't register that the root word is chudo, "miracle" or "wonder."

So how did a miracle turn into a monster? All through the wonder of word formation. Russian lets us take a word and, by adding suffixes, either turn it into something big and (sometimes) nasty, or small and (usually) sweet.

To make something big (and sometimes nasty), you add either -ishche or -ishcha, depending on whether the word is masculine, neuter or feminine. Chudo is something miraculous, marvelous, wondrous. Chudovishche is something miraculous and enormous - originally a huge magical being. With a bit of linguistic fine-tuning over the ages, it has become "a monster."

Pismo is a plain old letter, but the (somewhat uncommon) word pismishche is an enormously long letter. Ruka is a hand; ruchishcha is an enormous hand, a paw or mitt. "Ya ne mog otkryt banku, no on vzyal yeyo svoimi ruchishchami i srazu otkryl!" (I couldn't open the jar, but he took it in his paws and opened it right away).

Another suffix that indicates size is -ina, here usually without a negative connotation: ryba is a fish, rybina is a whopper. "Mama. My s papoi poimali takuyu rybinu. Vsyo derevnyo mozhno nakormit!" (Mom. Dad and I caught a huge fish! It's enough to feed the whole village!)

If you want your fish (or whatever) to be small and cute, you add a different suffix: -ik, -chik, -ok, -yets, -ka, -ushka, -ishka (with all kinds of variants, like -yushka and -yshka, to accommodate those nasty spelling rules we all hate to learn). Ryba is a fish; rybka is a little fishie. Stol is a table; stolik is a small table or an end table. If pismishche is an enormously long letter, pismetso or pisulka is a short little note.

Often these diminutive forms imply "cuteness," or the speaker's affection for the subject. Domik is a little house or cottage, with the sense of something sweet about it. Gorodok is a small town in a nice sense. When you call paren (guy, boy) parenyok or parnishka, you probably mean he's small and that you are rather fond of him. U Iry khoroshy parnishka (Ira has a wonderful boy). Or take starik-starichok (old man), starukha-starushka (old lady), brat-bratets (brother), sestra-sestrichka, sestryonka (sister). In all these cases the speaker might want to imply that they are small or young, but he might just be letting you know that he is fond of them. This is hard to convey in English, as we don't have much to work with other than "little." Kazhdy vecher starushka vygulivayet svoyu starenkuyu sobachonku v parke (every evening the little old lady walks her ancient little doggie in the park).

The exception to the above rule about "small and cute" is when something is small that should be big. Then the suffixes -ishka/o and -yshka/o imply small size, but they can also convey a bit of the speaker's contempt. Gorod is a city; gorodishko is a small city usually with the connotation of "nowheresville." "Ona ne znayet, kak sebe vesti v svestkoi kompanii. Ona vsyo zhizn prozhila v kakom-to zakholustnom gorodishke." (She doesn't know how to behave in high society. She spent her whole life in some hick town.)

And when you are talking about children, you pretty much always use the diminutive form. Children don't have hands (ruki), fingers (paltsy) or feet (nogi); they have ruchki, palchiki and nozhki. They are always, by Russian definition, small and adorable.

Paronymic Problems
26 September 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Paronimy: paronyms, words allied by derivation from the same root.

Because Russian is largely built on one proto-language that has been fine-tuned by all sorts of prefixes and suffixes over the millennia, there is a plethora of paronymous words that native speakers often confuse. And if they confuse native speakers, they're guaranteed to wreak havoc with us hapless non-native speakers.

A classic example is abonement and abonent. Abonement is a season ticket, a subscription; abonent is the subscriber. Ya kupil abonement na tsikl lektsii v muzeye (I bought a season ticket to a series of lectures at the museum.) Ya khochu ostavit soobshchenie dlya abonenta 53999 (I want to leave a message for subscriber 53999).

Zhelanny/zhelatelny can also throw you. Zhelanny is something you are aiming for, zhelatelny is what you would like to see happen, the preferred outcome. Sometimes these are synonyms - what you are aiming for is what you prefer to get - but sometimes they are not. However, you can see the subtle distinction in the following sentence (which is a bit of a linguistic stretch, for illustration purposes): Dima - zhelatelny kandidate, no Sasha - nash zhelanny kandidat. (Dima is a preferred candidate, but Sasha is the candidate we want).

Confused? Then take two kinds of "friendly": druzhny and druzhestvenny. Both express the idea of "being disposed in a friendly way" but druzhny means "internally friendly," made up of friends, while druzhestvenny means "externally friendly," disposed in a friendly way to others. So druzhnaya komanda is a team made up of friends, while druzhestvennaya komanda is a team that is friendly to other teams.

You can see the difference in the news headline that was the inspiration for this migraine-inducing column: Yabloko i SPS uzhe ne druzhnyye partii, no mozhet byt, oni stanut druzhestvennymi? This is a real nightmare for translators. What it means is: Once upon a time the members of the Yabloko and SPS parties were all good friends, but now they aren't. Can the parties at least get along? But that doesn't help the poor translator in the news bureau, who has 10 minutes to come up with a headline. How about: Yabloko and SPS are no longer one big happy family, but maybe they can still be friends? Or: Yabloko and SPS are no longer chummy, but maybe they'll at least stay congenial? You lose the word play, but at least you get the meaning.

Thank heavens nadet/odet (to dress) are paronymous words with clear-cut rules of usage - if complicated. Nadet chto (what) na kogo (on whom) or na chto (on what); odet kogo (whom) vo chto (in what) or chem (as what). The rule of thumb is that nadet is followed by an inanimate object (WHAT you are putting on), and odet is followed by an animate object (WHOM you are putting it on). Nadet is the verb to use when you are talking about yourself. Ya nadela palto (I put on my coat.) Ya nadel braslet na yeyo ruchku (I put the bracelet on her wrist). Ya odela rebyonka v shkolnuyu formu (I dressed the child in his school uniform.) Ya odela rebyonka zaichikom (I dressed the child as a rabbit).

So how about a more interesting example: What verb do you use for a condom? The confusion comes from not knowing if a body part is considered to be animate or inanimate in Russian. But look at the example above: Ya nadel braslet na yeyo ruchku. In Russian, body parts are inanimate (sorry, guys). Nadet is the way to go: You use it for putting something on yourself, or for putting something on something else.

Changing Money Matters
3 October 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Dat sdachi: to hit somebody in response, to give it to someone.

In Russia parting with your money is easy enough to do. It's another matter, however, to do it correctly in Russian. The first trick is changing your hard currency (valyuta) into rubles. You all know by now that you do not do this with scruffy-looking men who mutter cheindzh (exchange) under their breath in poorly lit archways. They are more likely to give you a kukla, that is, a wad of cut-up newspaper covered by a couple of real bills.

Instead, you go to the obmenny punkt (exchange office). There you can say: ya khochu obmenyat/ pomenyat sto dollarov(I'd like to change $100). To keep them from giving you three crisp 1,000 ruble notes, you can add: daite, pozhaluista, tysyachu v melkix kupyurax (please give me a thousand in small bills.) If they've already given you the big bills, you can ask someone: kto mozhet razmenyat tysyachu rublei? (Who can change/break a thousand-ruble bill?). No one will be able to, and you'll spend the next few days cadging off friends because no store, restaurant or service organization will take the large bill. Sdachi net! (I don't have any change!)

The salesclerk can also protest, melochi net (I don't have any small change). Meloch means "small change". Melochi are "trifles," i.e. anything of little value or importance.

In restaurants you part with cash by asking for the schyot (bill, check), or saying: poschitaite nam, pozhaluista (could you bring us our bill?). Then you are faced with the eternal question, to tip or not to tip? In Russian, tips are chayeviye or dengi na chai, "tea money" (since giving a couple of kopeks for tea was the way to thank someone for good service in the old days). If you are an American, please don't take out your calculator and figure out the 10-15 percent down to the last decimal point. In Russia this is durnoi ton (bad taste).

In restaurants and stores, you can also ask: kakaya forma oplaty? (How do you accept payment? How can I pay?) If the waiter says: lyubaya (any way you want) - you should understand this as code for: Even though we are expressly forbidden by law to accept anything but credit cards and rubles, we will happily take your dollars, euros, pounds or other freely convertible currency. But he might add: no sdachu dam v rublyakh (but I'll give you change in rubles).

It's extremely helpful to know that dat sdachu means "to give change." Dat sdachi, on the other hand, means, "to hit somebody in response," "to give it to someone." I remember the old days when every cashier had an abacus (schyoty) and a cash register (kassovaya mashina). I never learned how to figure sums on an abacus, so standing in the checkout line was always a bit of theater, watching as the cashier whipped the beads back and forth to figure out the total, which she then rang up on the register before meticulously counting out your 2 rubles and 43 kopeks in change.

In today's supermarkets this is all done with machines that read the code. After the cashier glances at the total, she'll usually say: Vy ne naidyote dva rublya i sorok tri kopeiki (Do you have two rubles and 43 kopeks?) While she looks off into the middle distance and the line behind you groans, you turn out your pockets. When you proudly produce the small change, she opens the cash register to reveal piles of every bill and coin Russia has ever minted. So take a tip from the salesclerks and just say - melochi net!

Finding One's Culinary Tongue
10 October 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Zapravit salat: to dress a salad. 

The first time I stood in a Russian kitchen to make dinner, I had no trouble with the pots and pans, and gas range. The problem was that I had no idea how to describe what I was doing. I wanted to say, "You brown this and then mix in the other ingredients." Instead I said, "Nu, nado snachala, m-m-m, zharit eto, no ne ochen, a potom polozhit tuda vsyo ostalnoye." Which back-translates as, "Well, at first you, um, you fry but not much, and then you put in there everything else."

This didn't exactly fill my guests with confidence.

Actually, Russian culinary terms are simpler than their English counterparts - how many of us really understand the difference between fricasseeing and stewing? In Russian, gotovit is used for any kind of cooking. Ya gotovila uzhin (I made dinner). For anything you cook in water or liquid, you use varit; for anything you fry in some kind of oil, you use zharit; and for anything that is cooked in a pot with the top on, in the oven or on the stovetop, you use tushit.

All the subtleties get expressed with prefixes and a bit of further explanation.

For example, the sentence that stumped me might be better translated: "Snachala eto nado obzharit, a potom smeshat vse ostalnye ingridienty." If a guest thinks you haven't cooked something long enough, they might say: "Nado eschyo dozharit kotlety - oni s krovju" (You need to fry the cutlets some more - they're still too rare). If you want to stew something over a low flame, you could say, tushit myaso s ovoschami na slabom ogne (braise meat with vegetables over a low flame).

Otvarit would mean to blanch something; svarit is to boil it totally. Svarit kartofel v mundire is "to boil potatoes in their jackets" (mundir literally means a "full dress uniform"). You can bake potatoes in their jackets in the oven, too, and serve pechyony v kozhure kartofel (baked potatoes).

If you want to dice something, you say, narezat kusochkami; to mince is narezat melkimi kusochkami (literally, "in very small pieces"); to cut something into julienne strips is narezat solomkoj (literally, "like a matchstick").

Be careful about "false friends" here: zhulien is the ubiquitous Russian dish of mushrooms with a white sauce and cheese. Razrezat (to cut something up completely) is the verb you use when you're taking apart a chicken or filleting a fish. You can also say, razdelat rybu v file.

Once you're ready to serve, you have to do the final touches. "Chem ty budesh zapravlyat salat?" (How are you going to dress the salad?) At first I thought this was an odd verb to use (you use the same word to describe tucking your shirt in or filling your car with gas), but then "dressing a salad" is odd as well.

And then there's dessert (sladkoye). When you are baking a yeast dough, you say: vymesit/vybit testo na stole poka ono ne nachnyot otstavat ot ruk (knead the dough on the table until it doesn't stick to your hands). In Russian, dough doesn't rise, it "gets there"- testo podoshlo.

Once you get ready to serve your dessert, be careful with your language: there are a lot of false friends in the sweets category. Keks for Russians is more like a muffin than an American cake. Biskvit is, alas, not a biscuit, but a sponge cake. And when you are enjoying dessert, if someone says: "Oi! Kofe ubegaet!" - it doesn't mean your coffee has sprouted legs and is dashing out the door. It means the coffee is boiling over.

In a Nutshell or a Coconut Shell?
17 October 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Mezhdusoboychik: an event for insiders, an event just between friends; a heart-to-heart talk.

Over the years, I've developed a mental list of handy Russian words that express very succinctly a concept that is hard to express in English. Some of them I love, because they put into a Russian nutshell something you can barely fit into an English coconut shell. Some of them I loathe, because they are very hard to translate.

Take otsebyatina, a word that I love. This comes from the world of translation and means literally "something from oneself" (ot sebya), i.e. editorial commentary that the translator or interpreter adds to the text. Ya nye lyublyu s nim rabotats- idyot splashnaya otsebyatina (I don't like working with him. He adds a lot of his own commentary to the text).

Another nice word along these lines is vsyachina a noun from the adjective vsyaki (any, all kinds of), which means "a collection of all kinds of things." In colloquial English, this is usually expressed by the word "stuff." It's often used in the phrase vsyakaya vsyachina: V kladovkye - vsyakaya vsyachina (my closet is filled with all kinds of stuff). Vsyachina can refer to big or small "stuff."

Melochovka, the diminutive of melochi is a collective noun that means "small tasks." Ya ushye napisala tekst otchyota - ostalas tolko melochovka (I've already written the text of the report - all that's left are the last little details).

U nas mezhdusoboychik- nye meshiye (we're having a heart-to-heart talk - please don't bother us). Nye stoit uchastvovats v grantovom konkursy. Eta mezhdusoboychik (there's no point applying for the grant. It's for insiders only).

Russian encapsulates the notion of "an activity for a select group of people" so nicely in the word mezhdusoboychik that I've always wanted to translate "insider trading" as: mezhdusoboychik na birzhye.

Another group of nouns that are voluminous in meaning but a headache to translate are abstract nouns formed by adding -ost to the stem of an adjective.

Siuminutnost is derived from the adjective siuminutni and could be rendered literally as "right-this-minute-ness." Internet obyespechivayet siuminunost peridachi informatsi (through the Internet you can update information virtually every minute).

Potustoronny Mir is "the afterlife," literally "the world on the other side." This has a nice abstract noun, potustoronnost literally "the concept of life in the next world," which could be used in the phrase: Potustoronnost yavlyayetsa odnoy iz glavnikh tyem tvorchestva Nabokova (the idea of the afterlife is one of the main themes in Nabokov's work).

Russian-English translators and interpreters also loathe two other commonly used "meaningful" Russian nouns: Printsipalnost (the condition of being based on firm principles) and resultatinost (the condition of producing constructive results). When you hit up against one, you groan, throw the Russian semantic construction out the window, and rebuild the thought in English in another way.

With resultativnost you can try "constructive" or "productive." Oni dovolni resultativnostu peregovorov (they were pleased that the negotiations were productive).

But if you're interpreting in front of 3,000 people and your brain short-circuits on "the resultativeness of the negotiations," try a bit of otsebyatina.They thought the meeting went well, anyway.

Timeless Woeful Wit and Wisdom
31 October 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

A sudi kto?: Who are they to judge? Look who's talking! (said of hypocrites or people incompetent to judge someone or something, from Griboyedov's play "Woe from Wit"). 

One of the comforting facts of Russian life is how little it has changed over the centuries. As one of Griboyedov's characters says in "Woe from Wit" ("Gorye ot uma"), "Doma novy, no predrassudki stary" (The more things change, the more they stay the same, literally, "the houses may be new, but the attitudes are old").

If you have forgotten (or if you pretend you've forgotten, but actually have never read the play or seen it performed), "Woe from Wit" is the story of a Russian nobleman who returns home after a tour of Europe and is appalled by the pettiness and hypocrisy of Russian life, which he spends most of the play criticizing with sharp-tongued eloquence. At the end of the play, he is rejected by his love and ostracized by society. It may not sound like a barrel of laughs, but it is a remarkably fresh and funny play that has given the Russian language a plethora of what Russians call krylatye slova, literally "winged words," or more commonly, aphorisms.

One phrase you hear quite frequently is (geroy) nye moyevo romana, which means "he's not my type," "he's not for me." On tyebye ponravilsya? Da, on priyatniy chelovek. No nye moyevo romana. (Did you like him? Yes, he's a nice enough guy. But he's not my type.) If he were your type, and you spent endless hours gazing into each other's eyes (or something like that), Griboyedov gives you a good expression to use to describe the heady feeling of love: Schastlivye chasov ne nablyudayut (how time flies when you're happy, literally, "happy people don't notice the time"). Or let's say he was your type, but you had a falling out. That's when you can proclaim: syuda ya bolshye nye yezdok! (I'll never set foot in here again!); often it is misquoted as: syuda ya bolshye nye khodok!

"Woe from Wit" also gives you several expressions to use when heaping or receiving praise and false praise. To describe someone who is well-spoken, you can say: i govorit, kak pishyet! (And he speaks just like he writes!) Or: Slavno govorit perevodit (he speaks beautifully, and translates, too). Today, these expressions are more commonly used jocularly. If someone says this of you in a tone dripping with sarcasm, you can say: Nye pozdorovitsya ot edakikh pokhval (you shouldn't shake hands with someone who praises you like that). On khvalil menya za moyu prostotu i naivnost. Nye pozdorovitsya ot edakikh pokhval (He praised me for my simplicity and naivete. What a back-handed compliment!)

Uchilis by na starshikh (you ought to learn from your elders) is a handy phrase when you want to make sure the young person sitting across from you appreciates it.

Or let's say you are slandered. You can moan: akh, zlye yazyki starshneye pistoleta (sharp tongues are more deadly than a gun).

And then there's another bit of woeful wisdom that is as apt now as it was in Griboyedov's time: minuyut nas pushche vsekh pyechaley i barskiy gnyev, i barskaya lyubov. This means literally, may we be saved from that which is worse than any misfortune - the lord's ire and the lord's love. That is, both the love of the powers-that-be and their anger are equally dangerous: If they notice you, for better or for worse, they'll cut you down. It's a phrase someone might be writing on a prison cell wall right now.

Friendships: From a Nod To 7 Versts
14 November 2003

Shapochnoye znakomstvo: a nodding acquaintance with someone. 

Friendship in Russia is more than just friendship. It comes with responsibilities (staying in touch, lending money, lending a hand) as well as benefits (knowing there is always someone to help you get through the bad times and celebrate the good ones). Friendship also has its own language to indicate where you are on the spectrum of intimacy, which ranges from being merely acquainted to being tied by nearly unbreakable bonds of closeness, security, and understanding.

Shapochnoye znakomstvo is a nodding acquaintance, literally "a hat acquaintance," i.e., someone you tip your hat to. Ty khorosho znayesh Ivana Ivanovicha? Net, u menya s nim prosto shapochnoye znakomstvo. (Do you know Ivan Ivanovich well? No, we just have a nodding acquaintance.) Znakomy (an acquaintance) refers to someone you know and perhaps see socially, but it doesn't imply any closeness, or even that you like the person. Priyatel is a pal, a buddy: someone you know and like, but not a close friend. Tovarisch (comrade) has fallen out of favor since 1992, which is a bit of a shame, since it's a good word to describe an associate, someone you are connected to by work or interests. You can still hear it used in phrases like tovarisch po rabote (a co-worker) or tovarisch po neschastyu: someone you share misfortune with. If this refers to two women, you can use the (somewhat outdated) phrase "sob sister." My s ney teper tovarischi po neschastyu: obe nedavno razvelis s muzhyami. (We're sob sisters now: we both recently got divorced from our husbands.)

You can use other terms to describe various levels of acquaintance: sosluzhivets (a co-worker), spodvizhnik (a "comrade-in-arms," an associate); yedinomyshlennik (a like-minded person, a confederate); odnoklassnik (school mate). All of these terms might refer to someone you see day in and day out, but they don't necessarily imply friendship.

That's reserved for the few people you call drug (said: 'drook'). The word actually comes from the military sphere: it originally meant someone you fought with, or a military leader. You can hear this in the word druzhina (a volunteer patrol), used in the Soviet period to describe a group of volunteers who kept order at concerts.

If someone has disappointed you in friendship, you might call them lzhivyi, lozhnyi (false), mnimyi (fair-weather) or poddelnyi (fake, feigned). If someone is a truly good friend, you can clarify the kind with a variety of adjectives: milyi (dear), blizki (close), vernyi (true), davni (old), serdechnyi (a friend of the heart). Or you can forget all the adjectives and simply say: Ty - drug. (You're a real friend.)

This is the kind of friend you can call at 3 a.m. and know that he'll come over and hold your hand through your divorce, your anxiety attack or your bankruptcy. Druzya poznayutsya v bede (A friend in need is a friend indeed).

Russian sayings hold that the best friends are those who have stood the test of time: Staryi drug luchshe novykh dvukh. (An old friend is worth two new ones.) And there's no question that having friends is better than having money: ne imei sto rublei a imei sto druzei (a hundred friends are better than a hundred rubles). Of course, inflation has done its trick over the centuries, but it's still true that connections (svyazi, blat) are worth more than a Swiss bank account.

Although the Swiss bank account doesn't hurt. Lawyers, unlike friends, don't make 3 a.m. house calls for free.

To Speak Betrayal
21 November 2003

by Michele Berdy
In English, we sometimes say that hatred is just one step away from love. Well, in Russian, devotion and betrayal are flip sides of the same word. Moy predanniy drug menya predal (my devoted friend betrayed me). Hmm. This is the sort of thing that tends to drive us non-native speakers around the bend, but actually it's not so hard to understand. 

Predat has the original sense of "to hand something over" (peredat). It is used in phrases like predat telo zemle (to commit someone's body to the earth); predat vonovnika sudu (to hand the culprit over to the courts); or predat chto-to glasnosti (to make something public, to make something known, literally, "to give voice to something"). If you use the somewhat old-fashioned reflexive form predavatsya / predatsya, it means "to give yourself over to something/someone," "to devote yourself to something/ someone": On predavalsya razdumyam (he surrendered to contemplation). From this you get the adjective predanniy, which means committed or devoted, or the noun predannost (devotion).

But when you give someone or something over to someone else, it means you are betraying them. On predal taynu moyemu vragu (he revealed my secret to my enemy). On menya predal (he betrayed me).

If the betrayal was of a personal nature, you might clarify that: On mnye izmenil (he was unfaithful to me). In the domestic context, izmena is marital infidelity; in the governmental context, it's treason.

Sdat is prison camp slang that has infiltrated everyday speech. It means "to rat on someone," "to give someone up," as in the phrase: Oni sdali yevo mentam (they gave him up to the cops). In everyday speech, it can mean "to give someone away." Ya khotel sdelat yemu syupriz i priglasil yevo druzey v restoran na yevo den rozhdeniya. No yevo druzya menya sdali (On his birthday, I invited his friends to a restaurant for a surprise party. But his friends gave me away). In this context sdat is used somewhat jokingly; it would be more correct to say: yevo druzya vydali menya.

Podstavit is another useful word to know. Depending on the context, it can mean "to frame someone," "to expose someone" or "to put someone in an awkward situation." You could translate the film title "Who Framed Roger Rabbit?" as "Kto podstavil Krolika Rodzhera?" It's clear in this context that the accusation is unjust or evidence is fabricated. You could also say: On menya podstavil! On provyol vecher s lyubovnitsey, a zhenye skazal, chto byl u menya (He put me in an awkward situation. He spent the evening with his lover, but he told his wife that he was with me). The awkwardness comes from trying to guess what he told his wife you had for dinner, so your stories match up.

Strong words to describe this kind of rat are predatel (betrayer) and vrag (enemy). You can also call him either ne drug or nedrug (emphasis on the first syllable), depending on the level and nature of the betrayal. On tebye - ne drug means "he's not your friend," "he's no friend of yours." On tvoy nedrug is much stronger and means "he's your enemy." You could also say nedobrozhelatel (someone who wishes you harm), vreditel (pest, in Soviet times "a saboteur") or izmennik (deceiver, betrayer, traitor).

Or you can simply call him zmeya (literally, a snake). If you feel like a bit of high drama, you can say: Ya prigrel zmeyu na svoyey grudi! (I warmed the snake on my breast!) It will be clear that once the snake warmed up, he bit you. That's what snakes do.

A Vocabulary Party on the Eve of Ballot
28 November 2003

By Michele A. Berdy

Zhryeby: lot, fate, destiny. 

Anyone watching the election debates? Well, I am, along with four pensioners, six representatives of the Central Elections Commission, and 23 lawyers (representing the organizations participating in the State Duma elections). And I highly recommend them to any foreigners wanting to expand their vocabulary, pick up the code words of contemporary Russian political life, and get utterly confused over who stands for what.

However, I did learn that zhryeby is a "lot," i.e. what is drawn to determine the order the candidates and parties appear on the ballot and participate in the debates. It's used in the phrases brosat or myetat zhryeby (to throw or cast lots) and vynut or vytyanut zhryeby (to draw lots). Once the lots are cast and drawn, you can say zhryeby broshyen (the die is cast), which sounds impressively fateful, if not fatal, for the candidates.

Most of the parties define themselves as politicheskiye partii (political parties), though there are a number of izbiratelnye bloki (electoral blocs). The latter are formed when several parties merge; these parties are called in Russian blokoobrazuyushchiye partii - literally "bloc-forming parties." This should not be confused with American block parties, in which neighbors get together for beer and potluck. Although who knows, maybe Russian bloc-parties do the same thing. But probably not the high-brow gang at Yedineniye, which defines itself as kontseptualnaya partiya (a conceptual party).

The main problem with the parties - from the point of view of an unsophisticated foreigner, of course - is that they all have the same name. There are three parties that claim unity: Yedineniye (Unity), Partiya Mira i Yedinstva (Party for Peace and Unity), Yedinaya Rossiya (United Russia); three that represent the people: Narodno-Respublikanskaya Partiya Rossiya (the People's Republican Party of Russia), Narodnaya Partiya Rossiskoy Federatsii (the People's Party of the Russian Federation), "Rodina" narodno-patriotichesky soyuz (the "Homeland" People's Patriotic Union); two that hearken back to the old glory days of Rus: Za Rus Svyatuyu (For Holy Rus) and Obyedinyonnaya Rossiskaya Partiya "Rus" (The "Rus'" United Russian Party); and two that are patriotic, although one tries to position itself as the real thing: Istinnye Patrioty Rossii (True Patriots of Russia).

Liberalnaya Rossiya (Liberal Russia) should never, ever be confused with LDPR - Liberalno-Demokraticheskaya Partiya Rossii (the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia), headed by Vladimir Zhirinovsky who is, by Western standards at least, neither liberal nor democratic.

Confused yet? Now, imagine you are a pensioner looking at that ballot (izbiratelny byulleten). If I were a Russian pensioner, you can bet I'd mix up my patriots, unities and people's parties and mark the wrong box. Or vote for KPRF (the communist party) because at least I've heard of them; Rossiiskaya Partiya Pensionerov i Partiya Sotsialnoy Spravedlivosti (The Russian Pensioners' Party and the Social Justice Party), because they sound like my kind of folks; or Partiya Slon (Elephant Party), for the whimsy of it. Actually, the elephants stand for Soyuz Lyudey sa Obrazonvaniye i Nauku (The Union of People for Education and Science).

And if all this isn't confusing enough, sometimes candidates legally change their names. Remember those candidates who officially changed their names to 'KPRF"?

How Not to Communicate Your Message
5 December 2003

Myortvaya voda: water that cannot support life. 

Nearly a week after the election, I continue to be fascinated with the language of the electoral process, although I admit to having found the party slogans a little lackluster. Yabloko blasted from billboards Rossiya pobedit bespraviye! (Russia will defeat lawlessness!) while Soyuz Pravykh Sil (the Union of Right Forces) told us: Vyberi sebye budushcheye (Vote for your future) – and left it up to the voter to define what kind of future that might be. One without either of these parties, clearly.

The party Za Rus Svyatuyu (For Holy Rus) used the slogan Ne voru! (Thou shalt not steal), which would seem to have been directed less at the voters and more at their fellow candidates and office holders. Partiya Zhizin (Party of Life) called upon voters in this way: Sdelat vybor v polzu Rossii, kotoruyu my lyubim i kotoroy gordimsya, (Vote for the Russia we love and in which we are proud.) When I heard that, I thought: Pri chyom tut Partiya Zhizin? In other words: Where does the Party of Life fit in?

Yedinaya Rossiya (United Russia) had a bolder formula: Vmeste c Prezidentom vybiray Yedinuyu Rossiyu! (Together with the President, vote for United Russia!). It seemed to work.

But was anyone else puzzled by Novy Kurs – Avtomobilnaya Rossiya (New Course – Automotive Russia)? For the life of me I can't figure out the deep political meaning of their ad, which shows a variety of car owners in various stages of undress depending on the car make (Jeep owner in mink, Zhiguli owner buck naked). I read pages of their party platform before I got to the phrase: Zashchita avtomobilistov kak sredego klassa (Protection of car owners is protection of the middle class). Interesting idea, but my advice would be: lose the PR firm.

PR firms must have been in hog heaven. The campaigns also consolidated two new words in Russian, piarit and pozitsionirovat. Piarit means "to promote or spin something," as in the phrase: Nado ikh pravilno piarit (You have to promote them the right way). Pozitsionirovat is "to position something/someone," i.e., present them in a beneficial way.

For example, the Communist Party decided to get out of their comfort zone and position themselves as the hip youth party. They even have a rap song: Eta nash vybor, Eta nash rep, My golsuyem, Za KPRF! (It's our choice, It's our rap, We are voting, for KPRF!)

Then there is kontseptualnaya partiya Yedineniye (the Unity Conceptual Party), which seemed to be position itself as the obscure highbrow party. I read their party program (predvybornaya programma) three times and still didn't understand it. They announced that the theoretical basis of their platform is: konseptsiya obshchestvennoy bezopachosti (epicheskoye nazvaniye "Myortvaya Voda") (the concept of public safety [with the epic title "Dead Water"]). Now I know that "myortvaya voda" refers to water that cannot support life, but I don't get why you'd call your national security policy "dead water" ("dead in the water," maybe…). Who knows; what I can't understand, I can't translate.

It seems I'm the kind of voter who gets simple messages, like the famous Yeltsin slogan: Vybiray serdtsem (Vote with your heart.) Or better yet, the simple slogans of most parties: They lose the name, lose the PR firm, and just tell the voters what number their party is on the ballot: Golosyuy za …! (Vote for Number …!) Simple, clear and to the point.

Different Ways to Spit On The Elections
11 December 2003

Pofigist: someone who doesn't give a damn about anything 

The Duma election is over, but I still have words associated with it in mind. The turnout (yavka) was sufficient to have it declared legitimate (vybory sostoyalis), and the votes are being counted (idyot podschyot golosov).

A lot of people chose not to exercise their constitutional right to vote or simply marked the box "protiv vsekh" (against all or "none of the above"). As one disgruntled non-voter said: mnye naplevat na vybory! This was translated in one publication as "I spit on the elections," which is what it means literally, but a better translation might be "I don't give a damn about the elections."

You can also use the expression, naplevatelskoye otnosheniye (a disdainful attitude) as in the phrase: u nevo naplevatelskoye otnosheniye k rabotye (he doesn't give a damn about his work). Depending on the context, naplevat can sometimes be translated as "forget it," as in the exchange: "Chto mnye delat?" "Naplevat!" ("What should I do?" "Forget it!") Often naplevat is pronounced very deliberately, with pauses between the syllables for emphasis: Na-ple-vat! (Don't give it a thought!)

In Russian slang you can also say, mnye nachikhat na vybory (literally "I sneeze on the elections") or mnye nakakat na vybory ("I crap on the elections"). All of these expressions are good ways to show your disdain for something or someone, but take care - they are not very polite.

It's useful to know that when you want to describe something that is an important achievement, sneezing comes to the fore again. Ne baran pochikhal! - literally, "it wasn't just a sheep sneezing" - is the Russian equivalent of the English, "that's nothing to sneeze at."

If you want to express a more neutral kind of indifference in Russian, you can say, mnye vsyo ravno (it's all the same to me), or mnye bezrazlichno (it's all the same to me). The latter is often used when one is presented with a choice; mnye ravnodushno (it doesn't make any difference to me) can be used to describe a general state of apathy.

For some reason two idioms in Russian that express indifference involve lights: yemu do lampochka! (lampochka is a light bulb) and yemu do fonarya! (fonar is a street light). Both expressions can be translated, "he couldn't care less" or "he doesn't give a damn."

In Russian slang, pofigism is a state of total indifference, a "screw it all" or "who cares" attitude. And pofigist is someone who doesn't give a damn about anything or anyone. "Tvoy muzh golosval?" "Da nyet! On - pofigist!" ("Did your husband vote?" "Of course not - he couldn't care less.")

The main reason for the disdain for elections seems to be a kind of twisted golden rule: do to them as they do to you. There are lots of colorful expressions in Russian for mistreatment and deception: Nas duryat! (They are making fools out of us!); za kogo nas prinimayut? (who do they take us for?); veshayut lapshu na ushi! (they are pulling one over on us, literally, "they are hanging a noodle on our ears."); izdevayutsya nad nami (they treat us like dirt!); vytirayut ob nas nogi! (they treat us like doormats, literally, "they are wiping their feet on us."); vduvayut nas! (they are jerking us around!); pudryat mozgi! (they are screwing around with us, literally, "powdering our minds.")

So what do you do when they treat you like that? Na-ple-vat!

Picking Up the Pick-Up Lingo of the Season
By Michele A. Berdy 

Кадрить: to pick up someone, to make a play for someone.
As Moscow is decked out not with boughs of holly, but street banners (перетяжки, растяжки) advertising entertainment like: Встречай Новый год в стиле диско! (See in the new year with a disco), it's time to make sure your party language is up to your party behavior.

Let's say you're invited to a party (вечеринка) or get-together (тусовка). "усовка is any gathering of people, from a small group of like-minded folks (who get together to do anything from skiing to recreational drugs) to a big, glittery social event. Depending on the context, it can be translated as party, get-together, crowd, scene, bash. Я сегодня пойду на тусовку в посольстве (tonight I'm going to a bash at the embassy). Вчера я был на тусовке у Герика. Пили пиво, смотрели видик (yesterday I hung out with the crowd at Gerik's. We drank some beer and watched a video).

Also, depending on the context, тусовщик can be "one of the gang," a "partygoer," or what used to be called in English a "social butterfly." There can be a slight whisper of the notion of social climbing, that is, hitting all the parties to make contact with important people. Наверняка Герик знает этого человек. "ы знаешь, какой он тусовщик! (I'm sure Gerik knows that guy. You know what a social climber he is!) 

If you're not interested in advancing your career at a party, you might be interested in advancing your personal life. You might try making eyes at someone, giving him a look: Oна строила ему глазки. Although gender lines are somewhat blurred, this is usually an activity that women do.

Men usually eye someone: Он положил на неё глаз (he decided to make a play for her). Once you've done your visual foreplay, it's time to move in: Герик подкатил к девушке (Gerik moved in on the girl). If you're a cultured kind of guy, you might "оказывать ей знаки внимания" (literally "show her signs of attention"). A courtly way of doing this is to keep her plate and glass full, saying as you do so: Pазрешите за вами поухаживать ... (Let me take care of you ... ). If you are an uncultured kind of guy, you might приставать к ней (hit on her, make a pass at her). Sometimes you will get a slap in the face (пощёчина) in return, but sometimes you will score. 

There are various impolite ways to describe scoring in Russian: Oн закадрил девушку на тусовке (he picked up a girl at the party); он склеил (подклеил, подписал, подцепил) девушку (he picked up a girl); он снял девушку на танцах (he scored with a girl at the dance -- with the sense that he paid for her services).

"Going out" or "dating" in Russian is simply встречаться: Mы стали встречаться. Он мне очень нравится (we started seeing each other. I really like him). A date in Russian is simply свидание. There is no word in Russian that really captures the Doris Day-Rock Hudson connotations of "a big date." If you wanted to imply that the evening is special, you might say: "У меня сегодня cвидание" (I've got a big date tonight), and give the word свидание a bit of verbal emphasis. 

Besides, language isn't just what you say. The fact that you have just spent six hours doing your nails, your hair and your makeup is a pretty good indication that you expect a lot out of the evening. 

In English a "date" can also be the person being dated, as in the phrases, "Will you be my date for the party?" In Russian, you might simply say: "Ты пойдёшь со мной на вечеринку?"

It may not be Rock Hudson and Doris Day, but then they never dated in Russia.

Sleep, Slumber, Shut-Eye and Sleeplessness
9 January 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Otospatsya: to catch up on one's sleep. 

One of the nice things about the holidays in Moscow is that after a few weeks of the worst traffic known to mankind, suddenly the roads free up as everyone either stays home to recover from hangovers or goes to the Alps or the Red Sea for a quick break.

In either case, it may be handy to have a good supply of terms for sleeping and snoozing.

Spat is just plain old sleep: Ya ne mogu spat v samolyotye (I can't sleep on planes). Pospat is "to sleep a bit," in the phrase: Ya poydu posplyu chasok (I'm going to take a nap for an hour) .Vyspatsya "to have a good sleep," "get a good night's sleep": Sevodnya ya lyagu spat poranshye, chtoby vyspatsya (Tonight I'm going to go to bed early so I can get a good night's sleep).

Otospatsya can be used in similar situations, although it usually carries the connotation of sleeping for a really long time after a period of not enough sleep: v prazdniki ya sobirayus otospatsya. (I plan to catch up on my sleep over the holidays.)

Prospatsya is used when someone needs more sleep, usually when he is behaving oddly: Navernoye ti vchera slishkom pozdno lyog spat. Poetomu i govorish gluposti. Poidi prospis. (You probably went to bed late last night and that's why you're talking nonsense. Go and sleep it off).

Prospat is what you do when you go to bed late and forget to turn on your alarm clock - it means "to oversleep" or "to sleep through something." Ya prospal i opozdal na vstrechu (I overslept and was late for the meeting). Ya prospal vazhnuyu vstrechu (I slept right through an important meeting). If you do, don't worry too much - even presidents on planes have been known to do it.

Perespat is a tricky word. It can be used in the sense of "to sleep too much," but if there is a companion involved, it means "to sleep with someone" in the biblical sense: Ya perespal, i u menya teper strashno bolit golova (I slept too much and today I've got a wicked headache); but Ya perespal s Mashkoy (I slept with Masha).

There are nice ways to snooze and doze in Russian. Dremat means "to take a nap," "to doze." Ya podremal dnyom i seychas khorosho sebya chustvuyu (I took a nap during the day and now I feel fine). It can be used in the negative to mean "stay on guard" or "stay on your toes." Ne dremat! Situatsiya slozhnaya! (Stay on your toes! The situation is very complicated!).

Kemarit (kimarit, kimat) and drikhnut also mean "to take a nap,""to snooze" - although drikhnut has the sense of sleeping very soundly. On nichevo ne delal sevodnya - lezhal na divanye i smotrel futbol, potom opyat smotrel futbol (He didn't do anything today - he just laid on the couch watching soccer, then he took a snooze, then he watched soccer again). Prikornut means "to take a catnap": Ya khochu prikornut pered vecherinkoy (I want to take a catnap before the party).

The need to catch 40 winks during the day can be the result of a bad night. Mnye ne spitsya! (I'm not sleeping well!) can be used whenever you have a night of tossing and turning (Ya vertelsya vsyu noch). Worst of all is a sleepless night: Ya povela bessonnuyu noch. Vsyo dumala o vstrechye i nikak ne smogla zasnut! (I spent a sleepless night. I kept thinking about the meeting and just couldn't fall asleep). If that happens, you may be advised to take a snotvornoye (sredstvo) - a sleep-inducing substance ... such as a shot of vodka.

Primi sto gramm - i v koyku! (toss back 100 grams and hop into the sack!).

Taking Plunge Into Plumbing Nightmare
16 January 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Remont santekhniki: Plumbing repairs, an expensive, time-consuming, intrusive process to fix broken plumbing; can be translated as "the seventh circle of hell."
If I were to write an up-to-date, truly useful Russian-English phrase book, right after the most basic sentence all foreigners should know - "My papers are in order" ("Moi dokumenti v poryadke") - the next phrase would be "I need a plumber right away!" ("Mnye srochno vyzvat santekhnika!") In my apartment, water is always flowing where it shouldn't and not flowing where it should.

Should this happen to you (and it will, believe me) call your local remontno-ekspluatatsionnoye upravleniye, or REU, (housing maintenance and repair administration) right away. They are commonly referred to as kommunalshchiki (the utilities folks).

The dispatcher will ignore your first 10 calls, so call early and call often. If you are lucky, he will say: "Ya prinyal vashu zayavku, i slesar pridyot sevodnya posle obyeda" ("I've taken your order and the plumber will be there after lunch today"). Slesar is an all-purpose word that means anything from plumber to locksmith to repairman. Santekhnik is a more specialized professional, trained to deal with broken pipes and leaky toilets. All are hired based on their capacity to consume enormous amounts of alcohol and still tell a wrench from a hacksaw. Posle obyeda means any time between 2 p.m. and the end of the following week. Prepare to wait.

If you are suffering from nothing more than a leaky faucet, you can say: kran na kukhnye techyot (the kitchen tap drips). If the drip is a torrent, you can say (to get more prompt service): iz krana silno techyot! (the faucet is gushing!). Hopefully, the plumber will just have to change the washer (zamenit prokladku) and not put in a new faucet altogether (pomenyat kran). To do either he'll have to turn off the water, so it is good to know (having asked your landlord ahead of time) where the turn-off valves are (gde ventili chtoby perekryvat vodu?). In my apartment, built during more communal times, the turn-off valves are in the apartment next to mine, accessed through the next podyezd. This makes simple home repairs a nightmare of negotiation and coordination.

Let's say that you come back from a delightful Christmas vacation in a placid western suburb to discover the absolute worst plumbing crisis known to post-Soviet man: trubu prorvalo (a pipe burst). This is at least a three-day crisis. Day one: Call the plumber, who determines the nature and scope of the disaster and writes a shopping list of plumbing supplies for you to buy. Day two: Go to the stroitelniy rinok (building supplies market) with the shopping list and buy mysterious items. Day three: Empty out three storage spaces and give up your apartment to two drunken plumbers who will enrich your vocabulary of Russian obscenities and drench your carpets before finishing the job.

And then there's Day four: Go to the downstairs neighbors and find out the damage there. Zalili (ili zatopili) sosedey (we flooded the neighbors) is one of the most chilling phrases in the Russian language. Not only will you have to pay for your repairs, you'll have to pay to repaint, re-wallpaper and refit whatever your gushing pipes ruined below you. You will discover that just before the holidays your neighbors finished yevroremont (European-style remodeling), and you will have to pay to fly in three Italian kitchen remodeling specialists.

Painter, Plumber, Carpenter, Welder?
23 January 2004

by Michele Berdy

Ремонт — это стихийное бедствие: remodeling your apartment is a natural disaster.

If one of your now-abandoned New Year resolutions was “fix up the apartment,” here’s a reminder that this is a good time of year to do a bit of ремонт (repair work, redecoration) so long as it’s not капитальный ремонт (major repairs): for that you need open windows. But it’s a fine time for some косметический ремонт (cosmetic repairs, redecoration). 

Firstly, you’ll need to decide what you want to do and who can do it. Маляры (painters), сантехники (plumbers), сварщики (welders, guys who cut and weld pipes), электрики (electricians), мастера по дереву (carpenters) can all be hired separately, or you can hire a whole crew (ремонтно-строительная бригада), often manned by Moldovans, Ukrainians, and other former Soviet citizens. Russians have adopted the German word гастарбайтеры (Gastarbeiters) to describe them, when they are not simply referring to them as дешёвая рабочая сила (cheap labor). 

The easiest way to freshen up the place is to change the wallpaper: я хочу поклеить новые обои (I want to put up new wallpaper.) And the easiest way to do this is to simply stick the new stuff over the old. However, if that’s been done once every two years since the apartment was built, one fine day the weight of twenty layers of wallpaper will bring the whole wall down. Сначала надо очистить стены от старых обоев, а потом поклеить новые обои (first you need to strip off all the wallpaper and then repaper). 

If you want to paint, you’ll have to do this, too. Only then will you find out why Russians use so much wallpaper: The original walls are construction blocks with plaster slapped over them. The holes and bumps can be hidden by thick wallpaper, but not by paint. Перед тем как покрасить стены, бригада выровняла их (the work crew evened out the walls before they painted). 

In Russian you usually say: надо также побелить потолки (I also have to paint — literally “whitewash” — the ceilings.) But these days you don’t have to use whitewash (побелка), you can use latex or water-based paint (водоэмульсионная краска) or oil-based paint (масляная краска). Or you can forget the paint altogether; мы покрыли потолок специальными плитами (we tiled the ceiling). 

Before you start the process, it’s good to lay in a supply of tranquilizers. You’ll first need them when the workers give you their price estimate (предварительная смета). Keep in mind that negotiation is acceptable (торг уместен), as is a bit of theatrical swooning (театральщина, which can refer to any display of high emotion for show): “Сколько?!” (How much?!) “Вы что, ребята, спятили?” (Are you guys nuts?) The latter is very slangy and rather crude, so it should only be used when the price quoted exceeds your budget by at least a factor of 50. 

You’ll need your second dose when you see that the workers forgot to cover your antique silk lampshades before they sanded, and they are now dusky brown instead of pristine white. Я вычитаю стоимость замены из вашего заработка! (I’m deducting the cost of replacement from your pay!)

The Trials of Telecommunication
6 February 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Контрольный звонок: a confirmation call, a call to confirm a meeting.

We’ve all had it happen. The phone rings in your apartment, you answer in your most polite voice, “алло?” And in reply a cantankerous voice asks, “кто это?”(who’s that?) You sigh and say: вы, наверное, не туда попали (you’ve probably got the wrong number, literally, you landed in the wrong place). And the voice, which is now downright belligerent, continues: “как не туда попали? Вера, это ты?” (What do you mean, wrong number? Vera, is that you?) 

Although sometimes it seems, especially with older callers, that phone etiquette is honored more in the breach than the practice, Russian has very clear rules. Answering is simple, you say: “алло” (hello) or the slightly old-fashioned “я вас слушаю” (literally, I’m listening to you). If the caller asks you, “будьте добры, можно Веру к телефону?” (May I please speak to Vera?), you can answer, “я у телефона” (this is she) or if you are not Vera, “я её позову” (I’ll get her). 

If the caller wants Ivan Ivanovich or the Belka company, you can say, “таких здесь нет” (there’s no one by that name here). Sometimes if they insist this must be a company (and you are the secretary, instructed not to put calls from creditors through to the boss), you might insist back, “это — квартира, а не фирма” (this is an apartment, not a company). By then they should have heard enough of your accent to believe you. 

If the cranky caller insists he or she has the right number and you are hiding Ivan Ivanovich, you can ask, “по какому номеру вы звоните?” Or, “какой номер вы набираете?” (What number are you calling?) When they rattle off a number that is clearly not yours, you can say, “вы ошиблись номером” (you misdialed). 

Sometimes you dial a number absolutely correctly and yet, time and again, you ring through to some poor person who is trying to watch a cop show or finish their dinner. When this happens it’s best to say, “извините — я правильно набираю, но не туда попадаю” (I’m sorry! I’m dialing the number correctly, but the call has been misdirected / the call isn’t going through). 

In business situations, a polite way to introduce yourself over the phone is, “вас беспокоит Иван Иванович. Можно переговорить с Геннадием Евгеньевичем?” (This is Ivan Ivanovich calling; literally, “you are being disturbed by Ivan Ivanovich.” Might I have a word with Gennady Yevgenyevich?). Переговорить implies that you just need a minute of his time, while поговорить opens the door for a longer conversation. If he’s not around, you might hear, “его сейчас нет” (he isn’t here right now); or “он вышел” (he has gone out). You can then say, “передайте, пожалуйста, что я звонил” (please tell him that I called). 

If you do get to talk with Gennady and set up an appointment, the chances are that he will add, “но сделайте контрольный звонок”(but call to confirm). The confirmation call is a very Russian phenomenon. An American will set up an appointment for a Tuesday at 2 p.m., three months from today, and show up without a second call or a second thought. At 1 p.m. a Russian will make an appointment for 5 p.m. that day and insist on the контрольный звонок. Because you never know if the weather will change, the boss will call you into a meeting, the government will be overthrown, or the traffic will be impossible. “Перезвоните на всякий случай!”(Call me back just in case!)

20 February 2004

By Michele A. Berdy 

Хозяин: man of the house, boss, manager, owner, director, person in charge.

Xозяин and his female counterpart, хозяйка, are words that make the translator sigh and reach for the thesaurus — along with a long swig of vodka. Sometimes it’s just a question of getting the context right, and then the appropriate English word is easy to find. 

The trick, and the problem, with хозяин is that it can mean “owner” or “proprietor,” but also has the meaning of someone being in charge, managing or running something — often with the connotation of running something well. The second trick is that in the pre-revolutionary and Soviet context, “running something” was not always synonymous with “owning something,” while in the English or American context, ownership was often implied.

Let’s start with the easy stuff. One block of meanings for хозяин/хозяйка is connected with being a householder. Хозяин can mean landlord, as in the phrase: Я съёмщик — хозяин живёт в Нью-Йорке (I’m renting; the landlord lives in New York). In another context, хозяин/хозяйка can mean the “host” and “hostess”: давайте выпьем за хозяина! (Let’s drink to our host!) Хозяйка can also be translated as housekeeper: Она потрясающая хозяйка! У неё в доме всё сверкает чистотой. (She’s an amazing housekeeper! Everything in her house is sparkling clean.)

But how do you translate the query: хозяин/хозяйка дома? When I was growing up in America, this would have been rendered: “Is the man/lady of the house in?” This is an apt translation, since it means “the person in charge” of the house, who may or may not own it. Alas, this apt translation is now archaic. Nowadays people tend to say: “Is the owner at home?”

In reference to a person, хозяйственный means “economical,” “thrifty,” or “handy/good around the house,” depending on the context. In reference to inanimate objects, it can refer to anything connected with the running of a household — хозяйство — which in Russia included not only the house, but also a vegetable garden and livestock, bath house and various outbuildings. 

So хозяйственный магазин is a shop that sells everything for an apartment and often for a house and garden. In English, you might call this a household goods store. Хозяйственная сумка is a shopping bag; хозяйственное мыло is usually called “kitchen soap,” even if you use it to wash clothes and floors. 

Хозяйский is the adjective that means “belonging to the owner/manager/person in charge,” or “belonging to the business.” Чья машина? Хозяйская? (Whose car is this? The owner’s? / The factory’s?) Хозяйским глазом is a nice phrase that means “with a proprietary eye” or “careful eye,” as in the phrase: Он осмотрел дачу хозяйским глазом (he surveyed his dacha with a careful eye). Дело хозяйское means “it’s up to you.” 

In the business context, Он не хозяин can be translated as: “He’s no manager/a bad manager.” If you are speaking of a homeowner, Он не хозяин could be translated as “he’s no use around the house,” “he doesn’t take good care of the place.” Он себе не хозяин means “he’s not the boss,” “he’s not his own master,” or “he does what he’s told.” 

Doing business with someone like this isn’t easy. But it’s a snap with someone who is хозяин своему слову, “a man of his word.”

27 February 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Xозяйство: the economy, a business, a farm, an industry.

Xозяйство is whatever the хозяин owns, runs or manages — from the smallest garden plot to the country’s economy. It is most commonly used to describe a farm or agricultural holding, but you still need to know the context to translate a simple sentence such as: у него большое хозяйство (he has a big farm/business/factory/ garden).

In order to avoid unfortunate confusion, it’s good to know that хозяйство can also refer to what we call in English “the family jewels.” If you want a more exact equivalent, it would be “equipment,” “the works” or “his business.” This is quite crude, so you should only use it in the appropriate venue (i.e. the locker room).

Личное подсобное хозяйство refers to the garden plot, or private garden that has fed the population for centuries. Sometimes you can use the phrase “market garden” to translate it, as in the sentence: Она жила на доходы от своего подсобного хозяйства (she lived off the earnings from her market garden).

Хозяйство can also refer to an entire block of economic activity or industry: народное хозяйство – the (national) economy; сельское хозяйство – agriculture; рыбное хозяйство – the fishing industry. Плановое хозяйство refers to the planned economy of the Soviet Union; планово-убыточное предприятие is my favorite economic phrase from those times; it means a “planned loss-making” enterprise; that is, one that was never expected to get out of the red. 

It’s also handy to know the verb хозяйствовать (to manage) and the noun хозяйственник, which can be translated as either a “business manager,” or, in some contexts, a “good manager.” Им повезло с новым начальником. Он опытный хозяйственник. (They’re in luck with their new boss. He’s a good, experienced manager.)

Заведующий хозяйством – завхоз – is the guy in charge of the facilities (be it a hospital, factory or collective farm), that is, the guy who makes sure the locks work, the equipment is in place and running, or that the supply of toilet paper is sufficient. In the Russian work context, this is a guy you want to stay on the right side of: He’s got the keys to everything and controls the physical surroundings, from offices to desks to notebooks and paper clips.

To give you a sense of the possible scope of хозяйство and the завхоз, Pavel Borodin – one of the more colorful, not to say notorious figures of the Yeltsin era – was often jokingly called завхоз Кремля (the zavkhoz of the Kremlin). 

Under Boris Yeltsin, his exact title was управляющий делами Президента Р’(normally translated as “chief of the property department of the presidential administration”). This was like being the estate foreman for a particularly affluent landowner. Nice work if you can get it.

In the phrase Ельцин не был хозяином, it is хозяйство in the big sense of the “business of running the country” that is meant. This is a real headache for translators: Yeltsin wasn’t a master? Boss? Ruler? None of these really fit. I prefer to translate it: “Yeltsin couldn’t run the country” or “Yeltsin didn’t manage the country well.” However, sometimes the context suggests other translations.

Demobbed Defenders Don't Do Too Badly
27 February 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Den zashchitnika otechestva: Defender of the Fatherland Day. 

Once upon a time Feb. 23 was den sovetskoi armii (Soviet Army Day), then it got sanitized into the blander (but politically correct) den zashchitnika otechestva (Defender of the Fatherland Day). But it has always been a muzhskoi den, a day when women give gifts to the men in their lives, make fancy dinners, and don't even ask their husbands to help with the cleaning up. This year, I spent it with a group of former army brats, whose memories of their military fathers (all of whom had doctorates) and garrison life in the early 60s (communal apartments that were like a happy dormitory at an Ivy League college) sound like a dream now. As one friend said: prishli zhloby, soldafony, i nashi papashi vse ushli (the Army was taken over by a bunch of boors and army clowns, and our dads all left the service).

I don't doubt that there are millions of decent folk in the Russian military these days, too, but I'm sure even they would admit that things have gone downhill. Take hazing: In Russian, it's called dedovshchina from the word ded ("old man," literally grandfather, a senior conscript nearing the end of his tour of duty). In what is euphemistically called "neustavnye otnosheniya" (unofficial relations), these guys get to order around, humiliate and torture the younger soldiers. Since every minute you serve raises you up the ladder of seniority and farther away from humiliation, there is an elaborate slang to describe each half year of service, with all kinds of variations depending on the branch of the service and even the region you serve in.

Recruits in the fall call-up are called volki (wolves) or medvedi (bears); the spring recruits are called fazany (pheasants). You start out as a dukh (literally "ghost," "soul"), molodoi ("youth") or malyshka ("baby"). In standard Russian, these guys are novobrantsy (recruits, conscripts) or novichki (greenhorns). In the U.S. Army, these are grunts or buck privates (a soldier of the lowest rank). After six months you become lyonik. During the first half of the second year you are kotyol (literally a "pot") or fazan. Then you get to be ded or staryi for your last six months of service.

pripashka (from the word "pakhat," to work hard) is additional work around the barracks that you do for one of the older conscripts: ty poidyosh topit na massu? net, snachala ya pripashku sdelayu. (Are you going to go and get some sleep? No, I've got some work to do for one of the old men first.)

Additional work is probably the least of your worries. You are a poor soul indeed if someone says of you: vchera my opustili etogo dukha (last night we sodomized one of the grunts).

No wonder recruits look for ways to take it easy or get out. on sachkoval (he goofed off); on prikidyvalsya shlangom/chainikom (he shirked work, literally "he pretended to be a hose/teapot," i.e. he tried to blend in with the woodwork/wallpaper so as not to be noticed and assigned work.) kosit means "to avoid the draft" or "to avoid work." on kosil na shizika (he got out of the draft by pretending to be a schizophrenic); on kosil pod durachka (he pretended to be an idiot). Someone who does this is kosar (draft-dodger, goof-off). If you couldn't avoid it, but can't take it, you can always run: on ushyol v samovolku (he went AWOL).

If you have the bad luck of serving your term in full, during the last weeks of service ty sidish na chemodanakh (you sit on your suitcases) or u tebya chemodannyi sindrom (literally "you have suitcase syndrome"). Someone who has received his demobilization orders is called dembel, a wordplay on debil (moron) and demobilizatsiya (demobilization). dembel can also be used to mean the demobilization itself: ushyol na dembel (I was demobbed).

And then, for the rest of your life, on Feb. 23 you get a bottle of cognac, a new tie, and the chance to lie on the couch all day without a word from your wife. What a good deal!

It's Not Allowed, Although...
5 March 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Ne polozheno: It's just not done.

One thing that strikes foreigners about Russia is the extraordinary number of 

ways you can be told not to do something. After a few days of nelzya (you can't) and ne nado (you shouldn't), you begin to think you took the wrong turn into the Land of Bans. On top of it all, since Russians don't like to express things in unequivocally positive terms (for fear of jinxing them), even good things get expressed in a roundabout negative way: Nichego plokhogo ya ne vizhu (I don't see anything bad here.) Whereas an American would simply say: "Looks good!"

The biggest no-no is nelzya. It can mean "it's against the law," "it's forbidden," as in the phrase: Nelzya zdes delat razvorot (it's against the law to make a U-turn here). Or it can express a moral imperative: Nelzya zvonit emu 5 raz v den! Eto prosto neprilichno! (You really shouldn't call him five times a day. It's indecent!) It can also be used effectively on its own when, say, your cat is about to play apartment soccer with your best antique pearl earring: "Triksi! Nelzya!" In English we express this with the succinct and simple, "Trixie -- NO!"

Ne nado can be translated variously depending on the context and tone of voice, often with the commands "don't," "quit" or "stop." Ne nado begat! (Don't run! / Stop running!) Ne nado utrirovat! (Don't exaggerate! / You really shouldn't exaggerate!) Ne nado can be strong (in horror flicks the heroine's screams of "Don't!" are translated as "Ne nado!") or mild: "Vam pomoch?" "Spasibo, ne nado. Ya sama." (Can I help you? No thanks, I can do it myself.) Or it can be a gentle suggestion: Ne nado tak perezhivat. I eto tozhe proidyot. (Take it easy. This too shall pass.) 

Nevozmozhno means "it [physically] can't be done." Nevozmozhno vsyo sdelat 

segodnya (I can't possibly do it all today). Sometimes you need to clarify whether something is forbidden or physically impossible: "Emu nelzya pozvonit, ili emu nevozmozhno pozvonit?" "Nevozmozhno. On na konferentsii i vyklyuchil svoi mobilnyi." ("We can't call him, or we shouldn't call him?" "We can't call him. He's at a conference and turned off his cellphone.") 

My favorite forms of "you really shouldn't ought to do that" are ne sleduet (you 

shouldn't), ne rekomenduetsya ("it is not recommended" -- by anyone from your mother, to the authorities, to God) and ne polozheno ("it's not done"). Ne sleduet dumat o nyom plokho (don't / you shouldn't think badly of him). It's often better in English to use a positive construction -- that is, say what you should do, instead of advising against what you shouldn't do: Ne sleduet odevatsya tak legko (you really should dress more warmly). Ne rekomenduetsya can be translated as "it's not a good idea" or "it wouldn't be wise," as in the standard weather report warning: Serdechnikam ne rekomenduetsya vykhodit na ulitsu (it's not a good idea for people with heart conditions to go outside). 

Ne polozheno implies a breaking of the rules of decorum, "it's not in good taste," as in the sentence (which I was once told rather sternly): Ne polozheno govorit tak gromko v transporte (it's not polite to speak so loudly on public transport). Ne polozheno vkhodit v kabinet nachalnika bez stuka (you can't go into the boss's office without knocking).

Ne prinyato is another "it's just not done" phrase used in reference to local customs, usually a bit less imperative than ne polozheno. In American English we tend to put an agent of action in here: Ne prinyato otkryvat dver zhenshchine (men don't open doors for women).

If you're reeling from everything you can't do, shouldn't do, mustn't do or are strictly forbidden from doing -- relax. This, after all, is Russia: Eto delat elzya, no esli ochen khochetsya -- togda mozhno! (It's against the law to do that, but if you really want to, go ahead!)

Election Lingo Schizophrenia: Back to 1970s?
19 March 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Экзит-пул: exit poll.

I was standing in my kitchen on Sunday watching the news as music from a brass band at our local polling station drifted in through my window. The news anchor declared in cheerful tones: "На селе всегда встают рано, но сегодня сельчане встали еще раньше -- чтобы успеть на избирательный участок. --Сегодня -- праздник! День выборов Президента!" (Workers always get up early in rural areas, but today the peasants got up even earlier so they'd have time to go to the polls. Today is a holiday -- Presidential Election Day!) 

My first thought was: It's a parody, right? But the newscaster wasn't joking. Although there wasn't a single Soviet-era word in her report, to anyone who grew up on Soviet election day reporting, it was like falling into a time machine and finding oneself in Brezhnev's Moscow, 1979. Beam me up, Scottie!

If you had any doubts about the polarization of Russian society, they would have been resolved as you listened to journalists and politicians discussing election day events: Half sounded like they had memorized the Komsomol Guide to Election Coverage, while the other half sounded like they had grown up working the primaries in New Jersey.

На участках -- атмосфера праздника, и везде концертные программы (there was a party-atmosphere at the polling places, and concerts everywhere). In Soviet times, you could buy cheap mandarins and caviar sandwiches at your polling station; this year, there were free tickets to discos and lotteries for trips to China.

A famous singer said: Нужно сделать правильный выбор. Идите голосовать. Идите! (You have to make the right choice. Go and vote. Go on!) You couldn't help but wonder what would happen if you didn't make the right choice.

Especially when one candidate said cheerfully to another: "дачи тебе, дорогой товарищ! (Good luck, dear comrade!) And the new prime minister announced after voting: Я выполнил свой гражданский долг с хорошим настроением. (I fulfilled my civic duty in good spirits.) Clearly, language and politics are like bell-bottoms and miniskirts: Sooner or later they always come back into fashion.

In the meantime, the other half of Moscow's journalistic and political elite was bandying about Western political jargon, such as: Результаты экзит-пула демонстрируют внушительную победу Путина (the results of the exit polls show that Putin has won a landslide victory). Who outside the MKAD will understand экзит-пул? Why not call them опросы избирателей, проведённые на выходе с участков (surveys of voters carried out as they leave polling stations)? A little clumsy perhaps, but at least people will know what you're talking about.

Putin's first statements at his election night news conference came from what must be the World Depository of Political Platitudes. We had sports metaphors: вышел на поединок (I went one-on-one); and financial metaphors: важный ресурс поддержки (an important resource of [popular] support), это -- аванс мне (this is an advance payment to me). And we had universal political tough talk: Мы будем действовать решительно (we are going to act decisively); Заверяю и обещаю вам, что демократические завоевания будут обеспечены и гарантированы! (I declare and pledge to you that our democratic achievements will be maintained and guaranteed!); Обещаю, что работать буду в том же ритме и сделаю всё возможное, чтобы правительство работало так же напряжённо (I promise that I'll keep working at the same pace and do everything I can to see that the Cabinet works just as hard).

Then, after the news conference, certain newscasters went back to Komsomol-style reporting: Не так-то просто отпустили журналисты президента ... (the journalists didn't want to let the president go). The sense conveyed was that they were all having too good a time to let the party end. But finally they did, and we were told solemnly: Президент пешком отправился в Кремль (the president walked back to the Kremlin).

When It’s Easy to Be Negative
2 April 2004

by Michele Berdy

Мне некуда больше спешить, мне некого больше любить: There's no longer anywhere to rush to, there's no longer anyone to love (from an old song). 

We foreign speakers of Russian get so balled up with double negatives -- ничего не делать, никого не видеть (to do nothing, to see no one), that we fall apart on the simple negatives like "there's nothing for me to do" and turn it into the nonsensical: "меня ничего не делать. This would back translate as something like, "I have there is to do nothing." 

Believe it or not, Russian, for once, makes it easy for us. It has nicely taken all the negative pronouns like ничего, никуда (nothing, nowhere) changed the "и" to "е," stuck the stress on the first syllable and given us a simple way to express "there is nothing, nowhere." Нечего делать (there's nothing to do), некуда идти (there's nowhere to go), нечего ждать (there's nothing to wait for), негде ужинать (there's nowhere to eat dinner). For once we don't even have to fret over the verb forms -- just use the infinitive. 

You can use these forms when you have a preposition, too: Мне не с кем идти на концерт (there's no one I can go to the concert with); мне не о чем говорить с ним (I don't have anything to talk about with him); не за что [благодарить] (there's nothing to thank me for -- meaning, "you're welcome"). 

I learned these from the lyrics of a romance, one of the Russian classics of lost love: Ямщик, не гони лошадей! Мне некуда больше спешить, мне некого больше любить ... (Coachman, don't spur on the horses, there's no longer anywhere to rush to, there's no longer anyone to love ... ). But even if you don't have a penchant for torch songs, these expressions are handy to know -- they also appear in a number of set expressions you hear every day. 

Нечего сказать! Depending on the context, this can indicate indignation and be translated as "I'm speechless!" or it can mean "I agree," as in the phrase: Редактор прочитал вашу статью. Отлично, нечего сказать! (The editor read your article. What can I say? It's terrific!) Нечего и говорить is a useful phrase that means "it goes without saying": Он умный, нечего и говорить. Но хороший ли он менеджер? (There's no question he's smart. But is he a good manager?)

От нечего делать means "out of boredom," "for lack of something to do": От нечего делать он стал выпивать (he started drinking for lack of anything better to do/out of boredom). Дальше ехать некуда (literally, "there's no place left to go") means "it can't get any worse": Он до того обнаглел -- дальше ехать некуда! (He has become so impudent -- it's completely over the top.) Девать некуда, literally, "there's no place to put it/them," is used to express the notion of a great amount of something.

I've always liked the phrase иголку некуда воткнуть, literally "there's no place to stick a needle," which means, "there are so many people packed together that you can't even stick a needle in between them." Вчера на концерте иголку некуда было воткнуть. Мест было тысяча, а пришло 5 тысяч людей! (Last night, the concert hall was packed to the gills. There were 1,000 seats, but about 5,000 people showed up.) This can also be expressed with the phrase: Яблоко негде упасть (literally, "there's no place for an apple to fall").

There's one little trick we non-Russian speakers have to watch: Don't confuse нечего with нечто. The former means "there's nothing," while the latter, also with the stress on the first syllable, means "something." 

It can be neutral in tone, a synonym for что-то -- for example, нечто среднее между туфлями и сапогами (something in between shoes and boots); but when used alone, it often has the connotation of "really something" -- good, bad, wild, beautiful or ugly. Ты читал его статью? Это -- нечто! (Did you read his article? What a disaster!) Её вечернее платье -- нечто! (Her evening dress was really something!)

Playing With Some Fiery Language 

9 April 2004

by Michele Berdy

Пожар в дурдоме во время землетрясения: Utter chaos, literally "a fire in a lunatic asylum during an earthquake"

Москва горит! (Moscow is burning!) After the spate of fires in Moscow and other cities in Russia, I came home one day to find three fire trucks in my courtyard putting out a blaze in our garbage dump. It seems like a good time to investigate homeowner's insurance and to review some linguistic aspects of fires.

The first thing to know is what to do if you see smoke pouring out of a window. You scream: Пожар! На помощь! (Fire! Help!) And rush to call 01. Противопожарная служба (the fire department), which in Russia is considered part of the armed forces, will send out the troops. A team of firefighters (пожарные, commonly called пожарники) on a truck are called пожарные расчёты (units); they are also called боевые расчёты (literally, fighting units). 

В тушении пожара приняли участие 25 пожарных расчётов (it took 25 units to put out the fire). Пожару присудили пятую степень сложности (the department classified it as a five-alarm fire). 

To determine the cause of the fire: Возбудили уголовное дело по факту неосторожного обращения с огнём (they opened an investigation on the basis of unsafe fire practices). 

It's useful to know that the kind of fire you set to grill some shashlyk is костёр -- a "bonfire" or "camp fire." Hopefully, it will never be especially useful to know that сжечь кого-то на костре is "to burn someone at the stake."

As in English, Russian uses the concept of fire in a number of handy expressions. Что случилось? Все бегут, как на пожар (what happened? Why is everyone running? literally, "as if they were running to put out a fire"). If you want to slow someone down, you say: Не на пожар же! (Where's the fire? / Hold on!) To do something in a rush, willy-nilly, is в пожарном порядке: Мы узнали о грантовом конкурсе и в пожарном порядке написали заявку (we found out about the grant tender and slapped together an application in a rush). 

You also hear frequently на всякий пожарный (случай), which has the sense of "in case of emergency" or "just in case." На презентацию я всегда на всякий пожарный беру дубликат файла моего выступления. Мало ли что. (I always bring a duplicate file of my speech when I give a presentation, to be on the safe side. Anything could go wrong.) У меня сегодня столько дел, что может не хватить времени сходить на ланч. Поэтому я на всякий пожарный взял с собой пару бутербродов. (I've got so much to do today, I may not have time for lunch. So I brought a couple of sandwiches with me just in case.) 

When things at the office are crazy, you can say: Как у нас дела? Пожар в дурдоме во время землетрясения!, which means literally "like a fire in an lunatic asylum during an earthquake." (How are things here? It's a madhouse -- we're running around like crazy!) 

Russian also uses a number of folk expressions involving fire: нет дыма без огня (there's no smoke without fire); между двух огней (between a rock and a hard place; between the devil and the deep blue sea); масло огнём не заливают (it's like pouring oil on a fire); не играй с огнём -- обожжёшься (don't play with fire -- you'll get burned). I'm fond of the expression: Любить тепло -- и дым терпеть; literally, if you love hotly, put up with the smoke. 

In English we might say: With love, if you can't stand the heat, get out of the kitchen. 

Flames From Lermontov to the Present

9 April 2004

by Michele Berdy
Zaiti (zaglyanut) na ogonyok: To stop in to see people when their light is on.
Fires in Russian are not limited to bonfires and conflagrations. In Russian, as in English, fires and burning can be used as metaphors for passion and excitement, both on the battlefield and in the drawing room.

Ogon is the word for fire or flame that you learn in Russian 101 (you usually use the verbs razvesti or zazhech for “to set fire to something”). It also means “passion,” “heart,” or “heat,” as in the phrase: On vsegda rabotal s ogonkom (he always put his heart into his work). Or it can mean passion of a different kind, as in Nekrasov’s poem, ”Zazhgi ogon v moei grudi” (set my heart on fire).

Ogon, or more commonly its diminutive, ogonyok, can also refer to any kind of light — candle, gas or electric: ogni bolshogo goroda (big city lights); v derevne ne bylo vidno ni odnogo ogonka (there wasn’t a single light burning in the whole village).

Zaiti (or zaglyanut) na ogonyok is a nice phrase that means “to stop by on a whim when you see the light on.” Prokhodil mimo i reshil zaiti na ogonyok (I was passing by when I saw your light on and decided to drop in). This can be the truth, or it can be a nice pretense to set up more quotes from Nekrasov.

Ogon is also a “light” in the sense of “lighting a cigarette.” U vas ne naidyotsya ogonka? (Do you have a light?) Dai, pozhaluista, ogonku. (Could you give me a light?) It is also the word you use in war to mean “fire”: Prekratit ogon! (Hold your fire!) And ognestrelnoe oruzhie are firearms.

Pylat and the noun pyl are more poetic words for “to burn” and “heat, fire, passion.” V pylu srazheniya oni poteryali drug druga (they got separated in the heat of the battle). It can often refer to heat on the battlefield of the sexes: On pylal strastyu (he burned with passion). If you are feeling very poetic, you can say: Pylaet zhar v moei grudi (a passion burns in my heart), or refer to an ardent young man, filled with fire and passion, as a pylkii yunosha.

Goret can mean to burn, either figuratively or literally: Svet gorel (the light was burning, the light was on); dom eshchyo gorit (the house is still burning). Sgoret is to burn down completely, and can also be used to express emotional and physical burn-out: On sgorel na rabote (he was totally burned out). Razgoretsya is a verb you can use when things, battles or passions are blazing: Razgorelas strashnaya bitva (a terrible battle was waged); mezhdu nimi razgorelsya spor (they had a heated argument, they got into a big fight).

Plamya and its plural plamyona refer to a blaze or flames: Plamya bylo vidno izdaleka (you could see the flames from far away). Plamenet can refer to physical fires, but it is also a poetic word for being lit up by some form of excitement: On plamenel ot vostorga (he was thrilled), ona plamenela strastyu (she burned with passion).

You won’t have much cause to use these rather archaic words unless you are taking part in historical reconstructions of the Battle of Borodino or writing a bodice-ripper, but they are useful to know when you’re reading 19th century Russian poetry. If you read a lot of Lermontov, you get the sense that Russians were self-combusting out of love all the time. The English phrases from popular songs that one reaches for as translations — “Baby, light my fire” etc. — refer to the physical side of burning passion, and not the higher love of Russian lyrical poetry. Although, in both cases, you could ask: Gde ognetushitel? (Where’s the fire extinguisher?)

(No) Crime, Punishment, Repentance
15 April 2004

By Michele A. Berdy 

Чистосердечное признание: a confession "straight from the heart."
Ah, spring. The snow is melting, Easter eggs are on the table, we all forgave one another on Forgiveness Sunday (Прощённое воскресенье) -- well, almost everyone. Some people seem to be unforgiven and unforgivable, even those showing some degree of repentance.

Part of the problem might be deciding what, exactly, they are guilty of: Коллегия из 12 присяжных единогласно признала российского учёного Игоря Сутягина виновным в государственной измене (a 12-person jury unanimously convicted Russian scholar Igor Sutyagin of treason). Another news service wrote: Сутягин единогласно признан американским шпионом (Sutyagin was unanimously convicted of being an American spy). And a third had a different take: Суд наказал Сутягина за упрямство (the court punished Sutyagin for stubbornness). Boy -- 15 years hard labor for stubbornness?! Am I in trouble, or what?

His lawyer has two other versions: Суд расправился с моим подзащитным за то, что тот отказался признать свою вину в обмен на смягчение приговора (the court got even with my defendant for refusing to admit his guilt in return for a reduced sentence). К сожалению, в стране снова является преступлением не санкционированное государством общение с иностранцами (unfortunately, it is once again a crime in our country to have contact with foreigners that is not sanctioned by the state). Did I say trouble? Make that big trouble. 

If you believe his lawyer, Sutyagin got a long sentence for failing to confess his crimes (преступления) or rather his sins (грехи) -- I'm not sure what category we are talking about here. In Russian cop-talk, a voluntary, full confession is чистосердечное признание -- a confession straight from the heart. No wonder it's easy to confuse sins and crimes in Russia, the boundary is rather blurred. In any case, Sutyagin maintains: "Я не виновен" (I'm not guilty).

Now, if you have committed a sin or misdeed of a non-legal nature, you'd say: Я виноват (I'm guilty; it's my fault; I did it). Both adjectives come from винить (to accuse). While Sutyagin was awaiting trial, he was обвиняемый (the accused). Once the jury came in with a guilty verdict, he became осуждённый (convicted). 

The other famous обвиняемый, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, has been repenting his sins left, right and center -- or so some people maintain. Here it's a little foggy as well. In any case, to follow the discussion you need to know that покаяние is "a confession," "repentance," with deeply religious overtones and the sense of "public penitence." The verb is покаяться; раскаяться also means "to repent," but usually at a slightly lower level of breast-beating and without making amends in public. 

One author writes: Не покаяние ли это? Не сдача ли это позиций? (Is this not repentance? Is he not backing down?) He continues: В каком-то смысле это можно назвать покаянием, но давайте скажем: это не пресмыкательство перед властью. Это покаяние перед страной. (To some extent you can call it repentance. But in any case, it's not groveling before the authorities. It's repentance before the nation.) Пресмыкаться (to grovel) is a nasty-sounding word in Russian. You need only know that пресмыкающееся is a reptile. 

Other writers had no doubts: Ходорковский признал вину (Khodorkovsky admitted his guilt). Ходорковский раскаялся и просит прощения (Khodorkovsky repented and asked forgiveness). Ходорковский в кое-чём признался (Khodorkovsky admitted to doing something wrong). Here "в кое-чём" is a nice touch: It conveys the sense of "something, but not everything, and maybe not what you expect." 

So what's going on here is something of a religious conversion. In fact, one author writes: Ходорковский -- глас вопиющего в пустыне (Khodorkovsky is a voice crying out in the wilderness). That quote came from the web site of the Communist Party. I guess there was a religious conversion there, as well.

May Holidays: Spring Clean and Catharsis
30 April 2004

by Michele Berdy

Антресоль: under-the-ceiling storage space, cubbyhole.
Ah, майские праздники (the May holidays) — my favorite time of year in Moscow. Work stops somewhere around April 24. Whenever you call someone to set up an appointment or discuss a business deal, you hear: Давайте созвонимся после праздников (why don’t we talk after the holidays?); or: Меня не будет до 15 мая (I’m going away until May 15). If you don’t go off to Turkey, Egypt, Thailand or the Canaries, but sit dutifully in your office for the few days between the May 1 and Victory Day holidays, the phone never rings, the office is empty and it’s a great time to catch up on paperwork (разгребать бумаги). It’s spring cleaning on a national scale. Heaven!

Once you’ve organized all your office papers and finally filed the 475 e-mails in your inbox, it’s time to move to your home territory. Субботник (literally “Saturday workday”) is usually announced to clean the detritus that has appeared, like foul crocuses, from under the snow. The expression can also be used jokingly to refer to any kind of cleaning binge. So you can say to your family: Ребята, объявляю субботник! Выбросим старые газеты, помоем окна, и вычистим всё до блеска! (Guys — time for spring cleaning. We’re going to get rid of the old newspapers, wash the windows and clean everything so it shines.) Проведём генеральную уборку (let’s do spring cleaning). Ignore the groans and forge ahead. 

The worst of the spring rituals is switching winter and summer wardrobes: Убрать зимние вещи и достать летние. In Moscow’s small apartments, this usually involves getting out the stepladder to get into the антресоль, that ingenious storage area tucked up between the doorway and ceiling, usually in the entrance hall. There, behind the Christmas decorations and broken toaster, you drag out bags of shorts and swimsuits that you can’t imagine you’ll ever wear (with the temperatures still hovering around freezing at night.) Зимние вещи мы сдаём в прачечную или в химчистку (winter clothes go to the laundry or dry cleaners). Or you do piles of laundry at home. Until this whole process is complete, you walk around piles of clothes and duck under jeans and jackets draped from drying racks in the bathroom, hallway and kitchen. 

And then, once you’ve cleaned the courtyard and your apartment, you move on to your dacha. Actually, if you’re a true Muscovite and дачник (dacha-owner), your dacha has been sprouting in your apartment since March: У меня все подоконники уставлены ящиками с рассадой (I’ve got boxes of seedlings on all my windowsills). It’s way too early to plant anything, so they’ll stay in the city for another month. But if the weather is fine, it’s time to brave the traffic to get out to the summer house for a leg up on the yard work. Убираем участок от зимнего мусора (we’re cleaning the yard of winter debris). Готовим почву (we’re getting the garden ready for planting). 

And if the weather is truly fine, it’s time to get out the barbecue for some shashlyk. Here you have to be careful. Russians, so adventurous with food in all other regards, can get positively rabid over the “right” way to marinate shashlyk: Только лук, и больше ничего! (Only onions and nothing else!) Ты что?! Лук и уксус! (Are you crazy? Onions and vinegar!) О чём вы говорите! Соль, перец — и всё! (What are you talking about? Salt and pepper, and that’s it!)

To keep the peace, have someone else bring the shashlyk, and you provide the beer: Открываем дачный сезон! (The dacha season is officially open!)

In Defense of Mother Russia and the Fatherland
7 May 2004

By Michele Berdy 

Великая Отечественная война: The Great Patriotic War, Russia's involvement in World War II.

My favorite Russian holiday is Victory Day (День Победы). I am always touched by the elderly veterans covered in medals, sometimes still trim and fit enough to wear their old uniforms, remembering the most terrible war with moments of extraordinary humanity and humility. The war is most commonly referred to as Великая Отечественная война -- usually translated as the Great Patriotic War. 

This seems like a good opportunity to discuss the differences between three ways to describe one's homeland in Russian: родина, отечество and отчизна. 

Anthropologists, linguists and sociologists have been exploring the subtle differences for years, mostly poking around along gender lines: родина is connected with the maternal line (рождение, роды -- birth; родильница -- birth mother; род -- kin, clan), while отчизна and отечество are related to the word for "father" (отец). Things got overlaid with ideology during the Soviet years, when родина was propagandized as something sacred, involving duties and obligations. Still, родина for Russians is the word they use to describe their homeland in personal terms: the place where they belong, the motherland that nourishes them and loves them. Remember: Родина -- мать! (Your homeland is your mother!) 

In one survey, people described родина as "где всё родное, близкое, понятное и привычное" (where I feel a sense of belonging, where everything is familiar, where I understand everything and feel at home). The adjective for this is родной, meaning "what is native to me, what I belong to and what belongs to me." English doesn't let us describe this as neatly as Russian, and you have to struggle a bit to convey the sense: родной язык (native language), родная страна (homeland), родная земля (the land/place I was born). You can also use родной to describe any place or group of people that is like family: Я вернулся в родной коллектив (I went back to work in my old office, where I belong; literally, "I returned to my native workplace"). Родные describes not only relatives (родственники) but anyone you consider family. In English, the closest you can get is "nearest and dearest." 

Another focus group study carried out by the Public Opinion Foundation in 2001 shows the enormity of what Russians distill into the concept of родина. ""о место, в которое можно вернуться, и где тебя будут любить. Где тепло, где тебя ждут." (The place you can always go home to, where they will love you. Where you feel warmth, where you are always welcome.) "Родина -- это мать, которую не выбирают" (your homeland is the mother whom you don't choose). 

This is the родина captured in the song by the group DDT: Родина! Еду я на родину! Пусть кричат ""родина!" А она нам нравится! (My homeland! I'm going home! Let people shout "Your homeland's a freak!" We like her that way!) 

When researchers questioned people about отечество/отчизна, they found that the words were considered synonyms, although respondents found отчизна a bit more high-flown and archaic. But both are perceived as more official than родина, that is they convey the sense of statehood. "Мне кажется, что 'Отчизна' -- это более высокий слог, более официальное, высокопарное" (I think that Otchizna is a more high-flown word, more official, grandiloquent). "Отечество для меня -- [слово] более политического характера -- вот государство." (The word "Fatherland" has for me a more political character -- it's the state.) 

So Russia's involvement in WWII is Великая Отечественная война -- the Great War to defend the Fatherland / the state. Translating it as the "Great Patriotic War" isn't too bad, since it captures the sense of patriotic duty. Still the translator wants to add a page of footnotes to explain the subtle connotations. This is when you have to console yourself that something always gets lost in translation.

How to Answer the Call of Nature
21 May 2004

by Michele Berdy

Пойти туда, куда царь пешком ходил: To go to the bathroom, literally, "to go where the tsar went on foot."

One of the rites of passage for foreigners in the United States is hearing one's date say, "I'm going to see a man about a dog." What man? What dog? Why can't he say something straightforward like: Я пойду туда, куда царь пешком ходил (I'm going to the throne room, literally, "I'm going where the tsar went on foot"). 

Why can't people just say they need to go to the bathroom? Taboos against talking openly about one's bodily functions exist in both Russian and English (though I think more in English), producing a certain amount of confusion for non-native speakers -- but also a wealth of euphemisms, from delicate to crude.

The toilet (room) in Russian can be referred to as туалет (toilet), удобство (facilities), уборная (lavatory), сортир (crude: crapper, shithouse, privy, often in reference to an outhouse), тубзик (potty, used in speaking to children), клозет/ватерклозет (rare: water closet, WC), отхожее место (latrine, literally, "place for waste") or simply одно место ("a certain place").

Interestingly, you can also call the loo in Russian читальная or библиотека (reading room or library). Since we have the exact same expressions in English, it's nice to know that some bathroom habits are cross-cultural. You can also call it место для раздумий (place for contemplation), since, as everyone knows, it's the place where you get your best ideas. 

One of my scatological informants told me that in school they called it the тубзооборона –-- something like "latrine fortress" -- since it was the place where they could hide from the boys. 

The toilet fixture -- унитаз in standard Russian -- can be called толчок (crapper), очко (usually in reference to the kind of toilet that is a hole with footpads, a Turkish/Eastern toilet), or even белый/фарфоровый друг or пони (white/porcelain friend or pony). 

A men's urinal is (настенный) писсуар (a combination of Russian and French -- literally, a wall pissoir). In prison it is параша (gut bucket, piss can). A chamber pot is горшок (also a children's potty) or ночная ваза (literally "night vase"). A bedpan is утка (literally "a duck," presumably because of the shape) or судно (literally "vessel"). 

So what do you say when you've got to go? In very polite company, you might say: Я вас покину на минуту (I'll just be a minute), мне надо позвонить (I've got to make a phone call) or я сейчас приду (I'll be right back). Or you might maintain the polite fiction that your make-up needs adjusting: Я пойду попудрю нос (I'm going to powder my nose), although these days this might be understood in some circles as "going to do a line of cocaine." Or you can say: Пойду освежиться (I'm going to freshen up). 

Also polite but less fictional are the expressions: Я пойду кое-куда (literally, "I'm going some place") or я схожу в одно место (literally, "I'm going to a certain place"). 

Among friends, you can say справить нужду (answer nature's call, literally "take care of a need"), сделать свои дела (do one's business), пойти облегчиться (go relieve oneself) or сходить/сбегать в кустики (go behind a bush). Among good friends you can simply say, Пойду пописаю (I'm going to take a pee/leak/piss). 

If you've really got to go, and you are among friends, you can say: " меня сейчас лопнет мочевой пузырь! (I've got to go so bad my back teeth are floating, literally, "my bladder is about to burst"). 

The sense of relief when you finally escape your five-hour conference and hit the john is aptly captured in the Russian joke: Где у человека душа? За мочевым пузырём! Когда сходит в туалет, говорит "На душе полегчало!" (Where is a person's soul? Behind his bladder! After he goes to the bathroom, he says, "My soul is at peace!")

Deciphering Young Russia 

9 April 2004

By Michele A. Berdy 

You've been studying Russian for years, and living in the city for nearly a decade. You watch television, read the newspapers, enjoy evenings with Russian friends and communicate competently with your business partners. And then, one day, your 22-year-old office assistant says, надо забомбить и трогать. We have to bomb them and touch them? Or your teenage step-daughter tells you, хватит колбаситься! That's enough sausage-making? What on earth are they talking about?

Welcome to the world of Russian slang. "The Big Dictionary of Youth Slang" (Большой словарь молоджного сленга) by Svetlana Levikova, published by Fair Press, can guide you through the thicket of this jargon. For the uninitiated (i.e., anyone older than 30, regardless of nationality), надо забомбить и трогать, means "We have to grab a bite to eat and get out of here," and хватит колбаситься! means "Quit joking around." Don't feel bad if you didn't get it. Your Russian spouse and colleagues didn't get it either. 

To help us we have Svetlana Levikova, the Professor Henry Higgins of Russian youth slang. Levikova has been eavesdropping for years on teenage Russian Eliza Doolittles and jotting down what they say. Unlike Higgins, however, she is not a linguist. She holds a doctorate in philosophy, teaches at Moscow State Pedagogical Institute, and has spent her academic career studying youth subculture as a social phenomenon. When the Fair Press publishing house asked her if she would compile a dictionary of youth slang, she was "in shock." "I wasn't a linguist, and I thought I'd come up with about 100 words or so." But she asked her children - now aged 19, 21, and 22 - if they would help. "Sit down and start taking down dictation," they said. Levikova started writing, and, after nearly three years of work, she had collected over 10,000 words and expressions. 

Levikova gathered words from her children, their friends and her students. She pulled them out of newspapers for young people, television shows and the Internet. "I don't know why other people watched the [Russian 'Big Brother'] television show 'Behind the Glass,' [Za Steklom] but I watched it for the language. I sat in front of the television with a pen and paper." Regional and institutional expressions quickly become universal. "Young people are extremely mobile. If a teenager comes to Moscow from Khabarovsk, he brings his slang with him. And it gets passed around in the mass media." 

Why do young people develop their own dialect? "For the same reason we spoke pig Latin in childhood," Levikova notes. "To encode their language, to conceal what they are saying from us. There's nothing wrong with it. We all did this when we were younger." Should we insist they speak standard Russian? Levikova says no. "Everything has its place - we shouldn't fight it. Let them play around with language. They'll grow out of it later." 

In compiling the dictionary, Levikova consciously broke several canons of academic lexicography. She left out time determinants - that is, what years a particular word or expression appeared and was used. "The slang changes quickly. At first, kids said, Забей! (Forget it.) Then they started saying, забей на это. It's hard to say exactly when the second expression appeared. And then, words and expressions keep coming back, sometimes with different meanings. In the '60s we used the word стиляги, which meant guys with greased-back hair, tight pants, and platform shoes. Now the word is used to describe anyone who is a hot dresser." 

She also took out the grammatical notes. "Take the word койка [literally, 'bed'] which is a noun, feminine gender. But it is used to mean 'having sex with someone.' Putting in the grammatical form had no meaning." Finally, she insisted on including stress marks. Кретин, with the stress on the second syllable, means an 'imbecile,' but when it's on the first syllable, it is a mild term used to describe someone who has done something foolish," she explains. 

The dictionary is organized into three parts: The first section gives "standard Russian" definitions of slang words and usages; the second section is made up of expressions and phrases, also "translated" into standard Russian, and the third is a reverse dictionary - standard Russian words are listed alphabetically with translations into youth slang. Levikova is particularly proud of this last part. "It allows you to find the right word - so you can talk to a young person in a language he understands. But it also shows what kids are concerned about. Some words only have one or two slang expressions, but others have lots of them. Where there are lots of words, we know it's something that concerns young people." 

So what are Russian teenagers concerned about? Pretty much what has interested young people all over the world for decades: sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll. Plus one modern addition: computers. If you are Russian and aged 16 to 24, you call your computer аппарат, компик, компухтер, машина, тачила or числогрыз (the last is something like a "number cruncher" - a number gnawer). If it's not working well, it's гнилой (literally, "rotten") or убитый (literally "killed"). If it's slow, it's задумчивый (literally, "thoughtful"). 

When life is going great, young people say it's балдежно, зыко, неслабо, отпадно, улетно, файно, четко or чисто тайд. Here we can see the influence of English (файно is a Russified version of "fine") and the ad industry (чисто тайд - pure Tide). English can also be found in several words for sex (факать, фачить) as well as a plethora of words for a young woman: герла, герленок, герлышка, гирлица. French is represented by the cheerful селява (accent on the second syllable) - from c'est la vie. However, it has been corrupted - perhaps due to the rhythmic echo of халява (freebie, something good attained free of charge) - to mean "life," as in the phrase, Летом у нас была просто клевая селява. (This summer life was just great.) 

If a young person of your acquaintance says, мы были в пожаре (literally, "we were in a fire"), you should get out your pamphlet on "How to Talk to Young People About Drugs"; it means "we got high." And if you hear him talking about Адам, бэтман, витамин Е, плейбой, слон, свинья or экс (literally Adam, Batman, Vitamin E, playboy, elephant, pig or Ex) - these are references to the drug Ecstasy. 

Pay attention if your child or step-child talks about антиквариат, нафталин, шнурки or ботинки (literally antiques, mothballs, shoelaces or boots) - that's you; these are all slang terms for parents. The witty шнурки завязаны - my shoelaces are tied - means "My parents aren't home." Шнурки в стакане (literally "the shoelaces are in the glass") or предки в пещере ("my ancestors are in the cave") both mean "my parents are at home." 

If hearing this makes you feel like a dinosaur, Russian kids would agree. In their slang, динозавр "an old fogy."

Linguistic Highlights of the Putin Presidency
14 May, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy

Надо исполнить закон всегда, а не только тогда, когда схватили за одно место: You have to obey the law all the time, not just when they've got you by the short and curlies.

History will judge Vladimir Putin's presidency, but judging by a new book -- Путинки: Краткий сборник изречений президента (Putinki: A Short Collection of the President's Sayings) -- we can say one thing for certain: Putin has revolutionized the language of the Russian presidency.

His are not the folksy inaccuracies of Mikhail Gorbachev (ложьте for положите), the verbal tics of Boris Yeltsin (Понимаешь? You know?) or the malapropisms of Viktor Chernomyrdin (Мы всегда можем уметь -- We can always be able). And it's not that Putin's speech is crude (though it can be salty), street-tough (though cop-talk sneaks in) or inappropriate (though it comes close). But it is plain-talking, straight, down-to-earth Russian. He calls it like he sees it.

Take this comment about Russian participation in Iraq: В ответ на предложение, чтобы российские военнослужащие сейчас приняли участие в операции в Ираке, так и хочется сказать: нашли дураков. (In response to the proposal that Russian armed forces take part in operations in Iraq, you want to say -- right, like we're that stupid.) Or one of his many comments directed at the oligarchs: Все должны раз и навсегда для себя понять -- надо исполнять закон всегда, а не только тогда, когда схватили за одно место.

(Everyone has to understand once and for all that you have to obey the law all the time, not just when they've got you by the short and curlies.) Or his comments on criminals: Когда смотришь на это, кажется, что своими руками задушил [преступников]. Но это эмоции. (When you see all that, you feel like you could strangle the criminals. But that's just emotion talking.) Or on terrorists: Когда Буш говорит о Бен Ладене как "о злодее" -- он очень интеллигентно выражается. У меня другие определения. Но я не могу их использовать в средствах массовой информации. (When Bush calls bin Laden a villain, he's speaking very properly. I'd use other words. But I can't use them in the mass media.)

He's clear about Russia's position in the world: Россия не стоит с протянутой рукой и ни у кого ничего не просит. (Russia is not standing around with its hand outstretched; we're not asking anyone for anything.) Or more poetically: Она [Россия] как птица, будет хорошо летать, если будет опираться на два крыла [Европа и Азия]. (Russia is like a bird; she'll fly well if she is supported by two wings [Europe and Asia].) Or more logically: Если мозги утекают, значит они есть. Уже хорошо. Значит они высокого качества, иначе они никому не были бы нужны и не утекали. (If there is a brain drain, it means there are brains here. That's a good start. It means that they are high-quality or else no one would want them and there would be no brain drain.)

And he's not afraid to call Russia on some of its failings: У нас старинная русская забава -- поиск виновных. (We have an old Russian pastime: search for the guilty.) Neither is he afraid to admit to some of the temptations he experiences as president: Не могу выйти за рамки Конституции России, но иногда очень хочется. (I can't operate outside of the framework of the Russian Constitution, although sometimes I'd really like to.) Самое простое -- махать шашкой, рубить головы и выглядеть на этом фоне крутым руководителем. (The easiest thing to do is rattle your saber, cut off some heads and look like a tough-guy leader.)

Nor does he spare his former co-workers: Спецслужбы не должны совать свой нос в гражданское общество. (The secret services shouldn't stick their nose into civil society.)

Why does this go down so well? My theory is that he owes his great popularity with the Russian public to the way he speaks. He's the first Russian president who sounds like the guy next door.

The Bear Runs
28 May 2004

by Michele Berdy

The Bear Runs - Медвежья болезнь: The runs, the trots, Montezuma's revenge (literally, "the bear's disease").

One of these days I'm going to apply for a grant to write a dissertation on "Cross-Cultural Equivalents and Divergences in Bathroom Behavior and Terminology," since the subject seems relatively unplumbed (pun intended) and as fertile as a pile of compost. Once you finally figure out what to call the bathroom and excuse yourself politely (or not so politely), you still need to know how to describe what you did there (other than read, that is). Here Russian provides a wealth of colorful expressions.

But to start with the basics, if you're discussing your bodily functions with a doctor, urine is моча; urinating is мочеиспускание ("releasing urine"); and to urinate is мочиться. The most common word used among friends is писать, stress on first syllable. Much to the delight of our Russian friends, we foreigners usually mix this word up with the verb "to write," пиСАТЬ (the stress on the second syllable). So you say, я ПИ-сала письмо, which sounds like an ungrammatical version of, "I peed on the letter." You usually make that mistake just once and learn fast.

Relatively polite are the expressions справить малую нужду or сходить по-маленькому (closest to the English expression we use with children: to do a "Number One"). Then there is the onomatopoetic сикать (to piss) or the metaphorical отлить ("to pour out," similar to the English "to take a leak"). Lower down the scale of propriety are dozens of colorful expressions (most used by men) like: погнуть жирафа ("bend the giraffe"), слить конденсат ("drain off the condensation"), пустить ручеёк ("let out a stream") or понизить давление в запасном баке ("lower the pressure in the reserve tank"). One informant told me his driver says: Пора смазать передок -- which sounds like "It's time to grease the front axle," before he turns his back to the road and makes an impromptu pit stop.

Описаться means "to wet oneself," and can be used to describe a reaction to fear or what happens when you laugh too hard: Я так смеялась, что описалась (I laughed so hard I wet my pants). It is also the verb you use when kids don't make it to the bathroom in time. It may be useful to know that Russian speakers and English speakers use the exact same syllables to describe bodily functions of tots: пи-пи (pee-pee) and ка-ка (ca-ca). 

When it comes to "Number Two" (справить большую нужду, сходить по-большому), doctors have more nouns than verbs in Russian. Usually your doctor will ask: Стул был? (Did you have a bowel movement?) -- and then initiate a fascinating discussion of the quality. They also might ask you about дефекация (defecation) and then note in your chart that your "evacuation is normal" (физиологические оправления в норме). When describing what cats, dogs and other creatures do in corners or under your bed, you use the verbs гадить (to make a mess) or серить (to poop). When you're in the locker room, you can use the expressions сбросить балласт/шлак ("get rid of the ballast/waste," to take a dump), бросить камень ("drop a stone," dump a load) or the repulsively picturesque отложить личинку ("to deposit a larva"). 

And then there's diarrhea: понос. It's hard to imagine you'd have occasion to discuss this in polite company, but if you need to, you can say: Меня пронесло (I had the trots); or, more descriptively to your doctor: Я жидко сходила (I had the runs). In Russian this is called медвежья болезнь ("the bear's disease"), apparently because bears eat a particular tree (buckthorn) bark that acts as a laxative in order to empty their systems before winter hibernation.

Or maybe because afterwards it seems like there was a grizzly in your john.

Colored by Cross-Cultural Complications

4 June, 2004 

By Michele A. Berdy
У него рыбьи глаза: He has eyes like a shark (literally, "fish eyes").

Colors are tricky across languages and cultures. You wouldn't think they would be — after all, yellow is yellow, right? Well, you don't have to live in Russia long to discover that one man's purple is another man's blue.

Let's start with human coloring, since even this can be a linguistic challenge. Russian tends to be more specific and elaborate than English. 

Take hair: English gives us four basic hair colors — blond, brown, black and red, which can be modified with "light, "dark" or "medium." Russian divides up the colors a bit differently. In Russian, a blonde woman can be блондинка (a blonde, having any shade of blonde hair), светловолосая (fair, fair haired, any shade of light hair), белокурая (pale blonde), or even золотоволосая (golden-haired). She might be described as having льняные волосы (ash-blonde hair, literally "flaxen," but without the English sense of shimmering fields of gold). Someone who is белобрысый is white blond, which seems to have a negative connotation (i.e. so pale in coloring that they seem almost albino). As far as I can tell, strawberry blondes don't exist in Russia, or at least there is no easy way to describe them. You might say: Она блондинка с оттенком рыжего (literally, she's a blonde with red highlights). 

Русые волосы refers to any shade between dark blonde and medium brown. Каштановые волосы is literally "chestnut" colored hair: brown with red highlights. People with this color hair are called (from the French) шатен (for men) or шатенка (for women). Брюнет(ка) is used for a dark-haired person (immortalized in Ilf and Petrov's "Twelve Chairs" as пышная брюнетка — a curvaceous brunette). Black hair is чёрные волосы. 

Redheads are рыжие in Russian. There doesn't appear to be a specific word to describe that bright red hair color achieved with henna, which foreigners tend to think of as Russian Red. You can say: у неё медно-рыжие волосы (she has coppery red hair) or она красится хной (she dyes her hair with henna). 

If this all seems a bit complicated, you can simply say, она — светловолосая (she's fair) or она тёмноволосая (she's dark-haired). 

As people age, they first get some gray in their hair: у него тёмные волосы с проседью (he has dark hair streaked with gray). A few more years and you can say: у него пепельные волосы (he has salt-and-pepper gray hair). And finally: он седой (he's gray.) Or if his gene pool is a bit different, you can say: он лысый (he's bald). 

A person with fair skin is described as белокожий; olive-skinned or dark-skinned people are смуглые. Someone with a peaches-and-cream complexion might be described thus: она белокожая с румянцем (something like "she's fair with apple-red cheeks"). You can also hear the rather baffling phrase, она абсолютно здоровый человек — кровь с молоком! (literally, "she's an absolutely healthy person — blood with milk!"), which seems to refer to white skin with rosy cheeks. If you want to say that someone's skin is smooth, you can call it бархатистая кожа (velvety skin) or кожа, как персик (downy skin, literally "skin like a peach"). 

And then there are eyes — a field day for Russian poets. Eyes can be чёрные (dark brown, so dark they appear black), карие (brown,), тёмные (dark), зелёные (green), темно-зелёные (dark green), бледно-зелёные (light green), болотные (hazel), голубые (blue), синие (dark blue), серые (gray), фиолетовые (violet), бирюзовые (turquoise blue) or аквамариновые (aquamarine). Not all of this is poetic hyperbole; I had never met anyone with синие глаза until I came to Russia and swooned over a pair of brilliant, dark, sapphire blue eyes. (In the United States, this is only achieved with colored contact lenses.) 

And then there are evil eyes: стеклянные (hard as glass), стальные (steely, a shade of blue-gray, with the connotation of coldness) or рыбьи (fish eyes: a watery blue-gray that suggests coldness or menace). Giving someone the fish eye is, apparently, a cross-cultural phenomenon.

Between the Devil and the Wine-Dark Sea
11 June, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy 

Винноцветное море: wine-dark sea.
About 3,000 years ago, Homer described the evening sea as oinos, translated as "wine-dark," starting off a debate on language and perception that has yet to be resolved. Was this a poetic reference to the sea burnished by the magenta sunset? Was wine in those times bright red? Or did Greeks use one word for "dark color" that could be applied to red wine or a blue-green sea at twilight?

Or, like most men, was Homer incapable of perceiving and naming colors? (Ask any woman what color her dress is, and she'll tell you: "Aquamarine with an ecru collar." Ask her husband, and he'll say, "Uh, kinda light blue, I guess, with white on it.") For all we know, as Homer was penning "The Iliad," Mrs. Homer was hovering over her husband, muttering, "It's deep blue-green, with a tinge of moss closer to shore. Can't you see that?!" 

While I'm applying for grants, I'm going to get one to test Russians and Americans on names of colors. A small sample shows that "purple" is in the eye — and language — of the beholder. 

It's a bit confusing in Russian from the start. The word for color and flower are the same (цвет), presumably because flowers were first perceived as "those colored things in the garden." The only trick to remember is that the plural of color is цвета, while flowers are цветы. Luckily, the Russian propensity for diminutives helps us: Какие красивые цветочки! (What beautiful flowers!)

The primary colors are основные цвета: жёлтый, красный и синий (yellow, red and blue). Other forms of red are малиновый (raspberry, a bright rosy red, with less purple than the American counterpart), алый (scarlet, a deep bright red), пунцовый (poppy, crimson; used to refer to rosy cheeks — пунцовые щёки), розовый (rose-colored, pink), бордовый (magenta, literally the color of Bordeaux), клубничный (strawberry red), and the false friend пурпурный, which is a deep cardinal red.

Colors that are problematic for cross-cultural communication are in the dark blue-purple range. Синий is dark, navy blue; anything else is a form of голубой, which we usually translate as "light blue." But note that the blue in the Russian flag is considered голубой, and my mini-focus group identified the color electric blue as ярко-голубой (literally "bright light blue"). Синий can refer to the color of eggplants, which are also called, especially in Ukraine, синенькие ("little blue things"). The rule of thumb seems to be that if it is such dark blue that it is almost indistinguishable from blackish purple, it's синий; anything else is a form of голубой or described by one of the more specific Russian color terms, such as аквамариновый (aquamarine), бирюзовый (turquoise) or лазурный (azure). 

Many Russian color names come from flowers and the French. What we Americans call "light purple" or "purple" are described by Russians as лиловый (a form of violet), фиолетовый (violet) or сиреневый (from сирень — lilac). Сиреневый is the palest of the three, but my sample argued over the difference between the other two. More research required. 

If you can't remember your crayon box colors like ochre or burnt sienna, in Russian you can combine words. Just replace the adjectival ending of the first color with the adverbial "o": зелёно-голубой (green-blue) or красно-коричневый (red-brown). If you want to say "pale" or "light," add блёкло: блёкло-оранжевый (pale/washed-out orange). Пыльно- or more commonly тускло- can be prefixed to mean "dusty" or "dull": пыльно-розовый (dusty rose), тускло-бордовый (dull magenta). Or you can add the prefix серовато- to mean "a grayish tinge," such as серовато-зелёные глаза (grayish-green eyes). 

If you are at a total loss, try adding the suffix –оватый to any color that is more or less in the range you are trying to describe: It means "ish." Я купила розы красноватого оттенка. (I bought roses that were sort of red/reddish.) It's not Homer, but at least you'll be in the right ballpark.

Feline Fanciers Simply Love a Great Mouser
18 June, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Кошатник/Кошатница: cat lover, cat fancier.
For Russians, human beings are divided into two categories: собачники и кошатники (dog lovers and cat lovers). They allow for the odd fellow with a passion for guppies or parakeets (or who indulge in the fad for exotic pets, like pythons or marmosets), but basically they believe that you are destined to love a beast that thumps its tail or a beast that purrs — it's one or the other.

For people who love animals as much as Russians do, it's odd that they don't have a simple word for pets; they are called домашние животные (literally "household animals") or питомцы (literally, "foster child," "charge"). But if you have ever watched a pensioner bring out a pot of lovingly prepared fish soup for the dining pleasure of the courtyard cats, or listened to a big burly guy coo to his German shepherd, you'll know that these people are head over heels about their pets.

If you are a cat lover, you either have a pedigreed cat (породистая) or a mixed-breed (метис). Although you can now find virtually every breed in Russia, from Siamese (сиамская) to an Egyptian Mau (египетская мау), domestic breeds include сибирская (Siberian, similar to a Maine Coon, with a thick coat and fur between the pads of its paws to keep it from slipping on ice and snow) and русская голубая (Russian Blue, to the American eye, a silvery gray color). To find out a cat's breed, you can ask: Какой породы ваша кошка (What breed is your cat)? Cats can be longhaired (длинношёрстная) or shorthaired (короткошёрстная, гладкошёрстная), striped (полосатая) or spotted (пятнистая). 

Coloring is окрас. Russian cat fanciers describe their cats' coloring in such loving detail, you may have trouble keeping up with them. Она черепаховая с белыми носочками (she's a brindle cat with white socks); она лиловая с чёрной маской (she's silvery gray with a black face); у неё серый подшёрсток и чёрные полоски (she has a gray undercoat and black stripes). Three-color cats (трёхцветные) are considered to be lucky — black cats are not. 

Keep in mind that when describing your cat (or any animal), the face is морда. You can also use this word to describe a person's face in unflattering terms: У него морда как кирпич (he has a mug like a brick). 

Given the cost of a pedigreed cat in Russia, most people have mixed-breeds, often rescued strays: уличная (a street cat), помоешная (literally, "a cat from the local dump"), брошенка (an abandoned cat, from the word бросать, "to throw away") or подкидыш (a "foundling," from the word подкидывать, "to stealthily give someone something" — i.e., a cat in a basket on your doorstep). If you want to call over a street cat (or any cat), in Russian you say кс-кс-кс. 

Usually, Russian describes the gender of the cat with the words кошка (female cat) or кот (male cat, tomcat), but when you talk about breeding, you call them самка (queen) and самец (tom). A litter is помёт: Сколько котят в помёте (how many kittens are in the litter)? This shouldn't be confused with a litter box, which Russians call лоток. You fill it with наполнитель (cat litter, literally "filler"). 

You can find pet supplies in stores called зоомагазины, which traditionally sell pet food, accessories, and sometimes fish, birds and small animals. These days, stores like this tend to have names like: Всё для животных (Everything for Your Pets). Once inside, most foreigners won't have much trouble negotiating the wares, since the majority of pet products are imported brands. But it is helpful to know that dry food or kibble is сухой корм and wet food in cans is called консервы. 

Even if today most cats in Russia are more for companionship than work, they still fulfill an important task: catching mice. У меня кошка хороший охотник — на даче она ловит до семи мышей в день! (My cat is a great mouser: At the dacha she catches up to seven mice a day). Mouse-catching can also be used figuratively in Russian. If you say of a person, он мышей не ловит, you mean: He isn't too swift, he's slow on the uptake.

Canine Love in a Dog-Eat-Dog World
25 June, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Собачник/собачница: dog lover.
Russian dog lovers are no less passionate about their pets than their cat-loving cousins. A dog in Russian is собака or пёс. Both words are usually made into a million loving diminutives: собачка, собачонка, пёсик. A pedigreed dog is either породистая or родословная (a pedigree is a родословие, the same word you use to describe a person's illustrious parentage); I've also heard people describe their fancy dogs as клубные (registered in a dog club). A mutt is a дворняжка or дворняга, from the word for courtyard (двор). But folks who love their noble beast despite his dubious bloodlines often pun and call their mixed-breed дворянин, "nobleman," since двор also refers to the royal court. 

Breeds have various functions, which Russians take seriously. There are служебные собаки (work dogs, often referring to guard dogs), сторожевые (guard dogs), гончие (racing dogs), охотничьи (hunting dogs), пастушьи (shepherds), норные (burrowers, like dachshunds) or легавые (pointers, setters). The classic Russian breeds include the ethereal борзая (borzoi), who looks two-dimensional, лайка самоедская (Samoyed, who looks like a polar bear), and the московская сторожевая (Moscow guard dog), who looks a bit like a St. Bernard but will take your hand off with one bite. The opposite is болонка, a lap dog.

If you have a pedigreed dog, you might think about continuing the line. In Russian, the words you use are разведение (breeding) or вязка (the process itself; also the word you use for knitting — go figure). Most of the time the dogs figure it out: You just introduce your bitch (сука) to a handsome sire (кобель) and nature takes care of things. In a couple of months, you have a litter (помёт) of puppies (щенки). If you don't want any puppies, you have to keep your bitch on a leash every once in a while: Мы не спускаем её с поводка — у неё течка. (We aren't letting her off the leash — she's in heat.)

To walk your dog is выгуливать: Каждый вечер я час выгуливаю собаку (every evening I walk my dog for an hour). If you run in a park and are plagued by unleashed dogs chasing after you, you can first call out to the owner: Ваша собака кусается (does your dog bite)? If the answer is a smirk and the dog is still coming at you, shout: Держите вашу собаку на поводке (leash your dog)! 

The kind of owner who lets his dog chase after hapless joggers needs a дрессировщик (trainer). Not all dogs respond to training. У нас овчарка. Эта порода хорошо поддаётся дрессировке. (We've got a shepherd. This breed is easy to train.) You can also get a trainer to teach your dog tricks. If it's a fancy trick, you can call it трюк — but this is more like what animals do in the circus. Most of the time Russians say: Посмотри, что она умеет делать! (See what tricks she can do, see what she can do.) Дай лапу (shake hands). Сидеть (sit). Лежать (lie down). 

You may not need a trainer, but every dog owner needs a vet: ветеринарный врач. Раз в году врач делает собаке прививки (once a year the vet gives my dog her shots). The vet (or pet store) can also help you with other problems that plague dogs that spend time at the dacha: fleas (блохи) and ticks (клещи). Мы купили ошейник от блох (we bought a flea collar). Врач дал спрей от клещей (the vet gave us some anti-tick spray). 

Judging by common expressions, dogs in Russia have, well, a dog's life (собачья жизнь). The adjective from dog — собачий — appears as an intensifier in not very pleasant expressions, like собачий холод (freezing cold, literally "dog cold"), чушь собачья (utter nonsense, bull), собачья усталость (being dog-tired). It's also handy to know the expression: Какое твоё собачье дело? (It's none of your damn business!) Two other canine qualities show up in common metaphors: Он был злой, как собака (he was as mean as a junkyard dog); and Он был предан ей, как собака (he was as devoted to her as a dog). 

A dog's life indeed.

Before VCRs, There Was Armenian Radio
2 July, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Армянское радио спрашивают: A question for Armenian radio (the opening line in a series of Soviet-era jokes).
A guy walks into a bar ... ." As soon as Americans hear these words, they get ready for a laugh (or at least a joke). For Russians, getting ready to hear or tell a joke is one of the greatest pleasures of the culture. In the bad old days, before VCRs, multiplex cinemas, fitness clubs and other recreational diversions, an entertaining evening was spent with friends sitting in the kitchen, talking about life, and, if there was a good joke-teller (рассказчик) in the crowd, laughing to the point of tears over the latest joke (анекдот).

Jokes are miserable (and sometimes impossible) to translate, and can be hard even to understand. Since there's nothing worse than sitting with a blank expression while your friends roar with laughter, here's a short guide to some of the standard personages that populate Russian jokes.

Many Russian jokes are based on recognizable ethnic or religious stereotypes: the rich Georgian (of Soviet times, now replaced by the New Russian), the slow-witted Estonian (горячий эстонский парень — hot-blooded Estonian), the greedy and slovenly Ukrainian. In one series, a Frenchman, an American, a German and a Russian (or sometimes a Jew, Englishman or Ukrainian) find themselves in some situation where their various national characteristics come to light. 

In the Russian tradition, Чукча (Chukcha, from the Far East region of Chukotka) is equivalent to the "dumb Pollack" — definitely not politically correct in any language. Speaking in broken Russian, he finds himself in Moscow, far from the taiga, puzzled by modern civilization. In one joke, he is riding a tram. Водитель: Следующая остановка — 8-го Марта. Чукча: А раньше никак нельзя? (Conductor: Next stop — 8th of March. Chukcha: Is there no way we can stop any earlier?) 

Jokes about the новый русский (the New Russian) have petered out (probably because they're just not funny anymore), but during the peak period of New Russian jokes in the '90s, it seemed a week didn't go by without a new variation. New Russians are dim-witted, dedicated to shows of affluence, and eager to spend as much money as they can. Два новых русских встречаются. Один показывает другому новый галстук. "Только что купил за $3,000." "Дурак! Можно было купить за углом за $4,000!" (Two New Russians meet. One shows the other his new tie. "I bought it for $3,000." "You idiot! You could have bought it around the corner for $4,000!")

In the late '90s, there were also a series of gruesome jokes connected with contract killings. Два киллера сидят в подъезде, ждут бизнесмена. Ждут час, два, три ... Вдруг один говорит, "Слушай, я начинаю волноваться. Не случилось ли что-нибудь?" (Two hit men are waiting in an apartment building entryway for a businessman. They wait an hour, two hours, three. Finally one says to the other, "Hey, I'm getting worried. Do you think something happened to him?")

My favorite series of the Soviet period were "questions to Armenian Radio." These appeared in the 1960s, apparently the continuation of армянские загадки (literally "Armenian riddles," something like knock-knock jokes). There were many themes (including those playing on the competitive relations between Georgians and Armenians), but the most famous are the anti-Soviet jokes. Армянское радио спрашивают: Можно ли построить коммунизм в Армении? Можно, но лучше сначала в Грузии. (A question for Armenian radio: Can communism be built in Armenia? Yes, but it would be better to do it in Georgia first.) Армянское радио спрашивают: Можно ли построить коммунизм? Да, можно — но выжить при нём — нельзя. (A question for Armenian radio: Can communism be built? Yes, it can — but no one can survive it.) Or the all-time classic: Какой самый короткий анекдот? Ответ: Коммунизм. (What's the shortest joke? Answer: Communism.) 

In the bad old days, that always got a laugh. 
Pass the Vodka and Zakuski, Dr. Watson
9 July, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Дикая страна — пьют стоя, без закусок: An uncivilized country! They drink standing up, without anything to eat (said of American cocktail parties).
Russians, with their love of quotes and love for jokes, have combined the two to produce a new art form: jokes based on film characters and their stock expressions. Alas, it's sometimes hard to find examples that are fit to print — especially with one favorite character, Поручик Ржевский (Lieutenant Rzhevsky) from the film "Гусарская Баллада" (Hussar's Ballad). 

Most of these jokes are terribly obscene, since Rzhevsky is best known for his extraordinary success with women: —пит старый генерал с молоденькой женой и вдруг просыпается среди ночи и видит, что поручик Ржевский ласкает его жену. Генерал (гневно): "Что это такое, поручик?!!" Ржевский: "Это сон, господин генерал!" Генерал: "Ах, сон ... Подумать только, третью неделю один и тот же сон ... " (An old general is sleeping with his young wife. He wakes up in the middle of the night and sees Lieutenant Rzhevsky caressing her. "What is this, Lieutenant?" the general asks angrily. Rzhevsky: "It's a dream, General." "Oh, a dream. How odd that I've had the same dream for three weeks now ...") 

Another set of characters is the Civil War hero Chapayev and his trusty helpers, Petka and Anka. Most of these jokes play on the contrast between Chapayev's legendary bravery and larger-than-life status, and his simple nature: Петька спрашивает Чапаева: "Вы пол-литра можете выпить?" — "Могу, Петька, могу!" — "А литр?" — "Могу, Петька, могу!" — "А бочку водки?" — "Могу, Петька, могу." — "А реку водки?" — "Нет, Петька, не могу. Где же я возьму такой огурец, чтоб её закусить?" (Petka asks Chapayev, "Can you drink a half liter of vodka?" "Yes, Petka, I can." "A liter?" "Yes, Petka, I can." "A barrel?" "Yes, Petka, I can." "A river of vodka?" "No, Petka, I can't. Where on Earth would I find a pickled cucumber big enough to eat afterwards?") 

Vodka fans will know that the trick to staying sane during long drinking sessions is "to have a bite to eat" (закусить) after every shot. Russians, wise souls, drink sitting at a table laden with "little bits to eat" (закуски). It's no surprise that the American cocktail party is anathema to them. After a Russian friend made his first visit to America in the 1980s, he said of the experience: Дикая страна — пьют стоя, без закусок! (It's an uncivilized country! They drink standing up, without anything to eat!) 

Another TV character who is the subject of endless jokes is the Russian spy Shtirlits, who infiltrates the Nazi high command in the beloved TV series "—емнадцать мгновений весны" (Seventeen Moments of Spring). If you haven't seen the series, it's hard to get the jokes. Most of them are parodies of the super-serious, off-camera voice that narrates the action, and a lot of them are based on puns. До Штирлица не дошло письмо, он перечитал ещё раз, всё равно не дошло. (Shtirlits didn't get the letter. He read it again, and still didn't get it.) 

Shtirlits, the Soviet ideal of the super-spy mole, is always thick as two planks. Мюллер спросил у Штирлица, сколько будет дважды два. Штирлиц знал сколько. Ему сообщило советское командование. Но он не знал, знает ли это Мюллер. (Muller asked Shtirlits how much two times two is. Shtirlits knew the answer. The Soviet High Command had told him. But he didn't know if Muller knew.) 

Russians have also claimed Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson as their own, thanks to a wonderful series of films based on Conan Doyle's mysteries. These jokes are always based on Watson's astonishment at Holmes' deductive reasoning, which turns out to be not so brilliant after all: 'олмс утром говорит Ватсону: "Опять вы пришли вчера вечером из клуба пьяным!" — "Как же вы догадались, 'олмс?" — "Элементарно, Ватсон, вы заблевали всю лестницу!" (Holmes says to Watson in the morning, "You came back from the club drunk again last night!" "How did you guess, Holmes?" "Elementary, my dear Watson: You threw up all over the stairs!")

It may not be subtle, but after a couple of shots of vodka, it's very funny. 

A Short History of the Russian Political Joke
16 July, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
А глаза такие добрые: But he had the kindest eyes! (Punch line from a joke about Lenin.)
Russian jokes come in all varieties, from the частушка (chastushka, a four-line, rhyming verse), to the байка (a tall tale), to elaborate comic stories that lead inexorably to the punch line. Perhaps because русские анекдоты (Russian jokes) come out of the storytelling tradition, rather than the vaudeville-Hollywood-sitcom tradition, there isn't an exact Russian word for punch line. You can call it the развязка ("the denouement").

Punch line or no, of all these traditions, I revere Russians for their genius for topical political jokes — the ones that appear overnight about an event or political figure. Take this one that appeared during the recent "banking crisis": Из заявлений Центробанка: Нет никаких причин для паники. В России нет никакого банковского кризиса. Выполняется обычная штатная процедура изъятия денег у населения. (From an announcement by the Central Bank: There is no reason for panic. There is no banking crisis in Russia whatsoever. We are simply carrying out the usual standard procedure for expropriating money from the population.) This is what Russians call смех сквозь слёзы (laughter through tears). I call it brilliant.

The Stalin jokes often deal with his cruelty. Lenin jokes often make fun of his accent or debunk the myth of Lenin as a kindly man. Here's a slightly sanitized version of a famous joke: Внучка попросила бабушку, чтобы та рассказала ей, какой дедушка Ленин был хороший. — Был 1920-й год. Холод, голод. Я шла по улице, а навстречу мне шёл Ленин и ел пирожок. Я ему говорю, мол, дай, пожалуйста, пирожка. А он мне: "Иди ты ..." А глаза такие добрые! (A little girl asks her grandmother to tell her how kind Grandfather Lenin was. "It was 1920 — famine, freezing cold. I was walking along the street when I saw Lenin walking toward me, eating a pie. I asked him for some of his pie. And he said, 'Go to hell.' But he had the kindest eyes!")

Khrushchev jokes often involve corn and other harebrained schemes. Brezhnev jokes mostly make fun of him in his later years, when he was not quite all there: Идёт Брежнев в пасху по Кремлю, его приветствуют: "Христос Воскрес!", он кивнул и идет дальше. Снова: "Христос Воскрес!", Брежнев отвечает: "Я знаю, мне уже доложили." (At Easter, Brezhnev is walking in the Kremlin when he is greeted with the traditional, "Christ is risen!" Brezhnev nods and walks on. Again someone says, "Christ is risen!" And Brezhnev answers: "I know, it's already been reported to me.")

Gorbachev jokes play on his accent, his policy of glasnost and his anti-drinking campaign. Yeltsin jokes play on his personal pro-drinking campaign, as well as his language tick of "you know." And Putin jokes? There aren't many. Maybe it's just not funny anymore. But there is an old joke (анекдот с бородой — literally "a joke with a beard") about the ruling styles of Soviet and Russian leaders that has been updated to include Putin:

Ехали вожди в поезде. Вдруг поезд остановился. Впереди отсутствовала железная дорога. Ленин: "Надо устроить коммунистический субботник." Сталин: "Чтобы быстро рельсы были — или расстреляю!" Хрущёв: "Давайте разберём сзади и положим спереди." Брежнев: "Давайте качать вагон и гудеть — делать вид, что едем." Горбачёв: "Об этом надо сказать открыто!" Ельцин: "Давайте, понимаешь, продадим нефть за границу и купим рельсы." Путин: "Это террористы!"

(The leaders are in a train when it suddenly stops. There is no track ahead. Lenin says: We should organize a voluntary communist workday! Stalin: If that track isn't laid soon, I'll call the firing squad! Khrushchev: Let's take the track behind apart and put it up ahead. Brezhnev: Let's shake the train and hoot — and pretend that we are moving forward. Gorbachev: We have to speak openly about this! Yeltsin: Let's sell oil overseas and buy the track — you know? Putin: Terrorists!)

Sadly, the "train with no track" scenario is all too fitting a metaphor for Russia's development.
A Comedy That Lives On in the Language
23 July, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Жить хорошо, а хорошо жить — ещё лучше: Life is good, and living well is even better.
You have only to look at the full title of one of Russia’s favorite films to see how much life has changed since 1966: Кавказская пленница, или новые приключения Шурика — эксцентрическая комедия (Captive of the Caucasus, or the New Adventures of Shurik — an eccentric comedy). Alas, it will be a long time before anyone can make a lighthearted comedy about the Caucasus. If you’re tired of the usual Hollywood summer fare filling the city’s theaters, run to your local licensed video store, and take out this comedy by Leonid Gaidai. Not only will you howl at some of the funniest slapstick comedy ever made, you’ll realize that the comment you heard in the office the other day was a quote from the movie.

It all takes place in an unidentified region of the Caucasus, where Shurik has gone to collect фольклор, local sayings, rituals and ... toasts. Of course, the local folks are happy to help him with toasts, such as Выпьем за то, чтобы наши желания всегда совпадали с нашими возможностями (Let’s drink to our desires always matching our abilities). Another long toast is about a bird that tries to fly to the sun, but its wings are burned and it falls to the earth. The toast: чтобы никто из нас, как бы высоко ни летал, никогда не отрывался от коллектива! (So that none of us, no matter how high we fly, will ever break with the collective!) This is a good joke toast to remember for office parties. 

Shurik falls in love with the beautiful Nina. Nina is asked to cut the ribbon at the opening ceremony for the new Дворец Бракосочетания (Wedding Palace) and is introduced as: студентка, комсомолка, спортсменка, и просто красавица! (A student, Komsomol member, sports-woman, and simply a beauty!) Don’t be surprised if someone introduces a friend this way at a party; it means: a person of many talents, and beautiful besides. 

Throughout all this, Shurik, who has no head for wine, keeps slurring Помедленнее, я записываю! (Speak more slowly — I’m writing this down.) If you say this innocuously at a meeting when you are taking notes, your Russian colleagues may burst into laughter; they’re remembering the drunken Shurik, who says this and then grabs what he thinks is his drinking horn. Unfortunately, the horn he grabs is still attached to a bull. 

As the story develops, Nina’s shifty uncle decides to sell her to a local swain for 20 sheep and a refrigerator. But first she must be kidnapped, which is ineptly carried out by a trio of hilarious lowlifes. To them we owe the immortal phrase: Жить хорошо, а хорошо жить — ещё лучше (Life is good, and living well is even better). For those of you still troubled by nasty gender issues in Russian, you’ll enjoy: Чей туфля? Моё, спасибо. The meaning is: “Whose shoe is this? Mine, thank you.” But since туфля is feminine, it should be чья (whose, feminine) and моя (mine, feminine) instead of this comedic mishmash of masculine-feminine-neuter. Hey, it’s a tough language. 

Nina is a feisty captive, and her betrothed is a bit sorry he decided to kidnap her. But, as he points out: или я её — в ЗАГС, или она меня — к прокурору! (Either I take her to the registry office, or she takes me to the prosecutor’s office!). After the judge enters and the bailiff tells everyone to be seated, the bridegroom says, Спасибо, я постою. (Thank you, I’ll stand.) This is another innocent phrase for the hapless foreigner: Your business partners chortle, and you can’t figure out what’s so funny. 

Lukashenko's Great Eggs of Wisdom
30 July, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Я своё государство за цивилизованным миром не поведу: I won't let my government follow the civilized world. (Alexander Lukashenko, president of Belarus).
Ever since Viktor Chernomyrdin left the Moscow spotlight, following Russian politics just hasn't been as much linguistic fun: President Vladimir Putin's occasionally salty expressions just can't match the glory of Chernomyrdin's malapropisms. The Belarussians are luckier, language-wise, at least — they've got Alexander Lukashenko, who continues to rule the country with an iron fist and a rubber tongue.

For starters, he has a rather interesting take on world progress. While most of Russia's political leaders are striving for Russia to be a "normal, civilized country" (нормальная, цивилизованная страна), in Belarus Lukashenko declares: Я своё государство за цивилизованным миром не поведу (I won't let my government follow the civilized world). In fact, to that end, Lukashenko says: Ради сохранения спокойствия в стране я готов пожертвовать собственным разумом! (For the sake of maintaining peace in the country, I'm ready to sacrifice my own wits!) It's handy to know that in Russian, разум means "senses," "intelligence" or "reason" — it is the part of human intelligence (ум) that is responsible for logic, as opposed to creativity (творчество). For all you literature lovers out there, it's the "sense" part in the Russian translation of Jane Austen's "Sense and Sensibility" (Разум и чувства).

Lukashenko is known for his double-entendres — unintentional, one would hope. "никальность ситуации в Белоруссии состоит в том, что я никому ничего не обязан (the situation in Belarus is unique in that I don't have any obligations before anyone). We think he means, "I'm not indebted to anyone," "I'm an independent figure," but it could also mean, "I don't have an obligation to do anything for anyone." This is the kind of statement that gets Lukashenko in trouble with the EU, where they think that presidents actually do have a few obligations to their people.

He might not have obligations, but he does have dreams for his nation. In a classic Chernomyrdin-like malapropism, Lukashenko announced: Я обещаю, что к Новому году у каждого белоруса на столе будут нормальные человеческие яйца (I promise that by New Year's on every table of every Belarussian citizen, there will be normal, human eggs). "Human eggs?" It sounds like he was aiming for something like "a chicken in every pot" — except for the fact that яйца (eggs) in Russian, in the context of humans, are "the family jewels." Not exactly what one wishes to see on a holiday serving plate ...

Lukashenko is adamant about the proper use of funding: Гуманитарная помощь — это бесплатно, это для народа, в том числе для учёных, для чиновников (humanitarian aid is free for the people, including for scientists and bureaucrats). In another quotation, you can hear the echo of Lukashenko's village childhood: Возле кормушки, имя которой власть, все хрюкают одинаково: и красные, и белые (everyone, both the reds and the whites, oink the same way next to the feeding trough that is the government). We also know about his life on the collective farm from another statement, which has an interesting connotation: Я работал в деревне и жил с мужиками (I worked in the countryside and lived with men). 

Maybe this is why we never see his wife. He is well-known for playing sports with the guys, or rollerblading about Minsk: Я очень люблю спорт — это самое лучшее моё качество (I really love sports — it's my best quality).

Lukashenko is still pushing for a union with Russia, but he has his standards: Я с жуликами, в том числе и с Россией, акционироваться не буду (I'm not going to take part in any auctions with crooks, including with Russia). After all, he is a man of principle: Я на этой земле родился, я здесь и умру. Чего бы мне это ни стоило. (I was born on this land, and here I'll die. No matter what it takes.)

You've got to admire his determination. 

A Russian Phrase for Every Twist of Fate
6 August, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Чему быть, того не миновать: What will be, will be.
Ah, August! The month that begins with just about every Russian knocking wood, spitting three times over his left shoulder, lighting candles and dancing under the moon while muttering spells to keep away the demons that historically plague Russia in this month. I'm spitting and knocking with the best of them, whenever I think about what has happened or could happen. Не дай Бог! (God forbid!)

Не дай Бог! is one of the phrases Russians use to ward off possible disaster. Another invocation of the good will of the Almighty is Боже (Бог) упаси — which also means "God forbid" or "may God preserve us." Ещё раз пережить дефолт — Боже упаси! (To go through another default — may Heaven preserve us!) In other contexts it's a good thing to say when stressing your innocence: Переспать с твоим мужем? Боже упаси! (Sleep with your husband? God forbid!) Of course, this could either mean, "I would never even think of doing it," or, "Of course I am, and I have every intention of continuing."

When Russians are contemplating an unknown future, their expressions betray a certain fatalism, which, given Russian history, is probably just common sense. На всё воля Божья (it's in God's hands/it is the will of God). Я не знаю, что будет. Чему быть, того не миновать. (I don't know what will happen. What will be, will be — literally, "what is destined to be cannot be avoided.") Что будет с моей работой? Поживём — увидим. (What will happen to my job? We'll see — literally, "we'll live a bit and see.") 

Despite the dark clouds, Russians have lots of ways of expressing certainty that everything will be just fine: Всё будет хорошо! Сейчас мы с мужем переживаем тяжёлый период, но я уверена, что всё устаканится. (My husband and I are going through a tough patch now, but I'm sure that everything will settle down.) На работе у нас новый начальник, который хочет всё изменить. Ничего — всё образуется. (We have a new boss at work who wants to change everything. Oh, well — everything will fall into place.) When things aren't looking too good, but you still have hope, you can use the phrase как-нибудь обойдётся (things will turn out okay, one way or the other). Не знаю, что мы будем делать, если сын не поступит в институт. Но, наверное, всё как-нибудь обойдётся. (I don't know what we'll do if my son doesn't get into the institute. But I suppose it will all work out, one way or the other.) 

When things are definitely taking a turn for the worse, you can console yourself that the timing is just off. Меня не назначили директором. Ничего — всему своё время. (I didn't get the job of director. Oh, well — everything in its own time/the timing just wasn't right.) Не назначили тебя? Ничего — всё ещё впереди! Кто ждёт, тот дождётся. (They didn't appoint you? Don't worry about it. You've got your whole life ahead of you. Everything comes to him who waits.) 

Note that the word ничего is an intrinsic part of Russian expressions of fatalism. It means "Oh, well," "It's not so bad," "It's nothing," "It's not the worst thing that could happen." 

When the worst has happened, your Russian friends will try to convince you that there is a silver lining in there somewhere. Всё, что ни делается — к лучшему! (It will be all for the best, literally, "no matter what happens, it's for the best.") If that doesn't convince you, they'll resort to a number of sayings: Слезами горю не поможешь.(Crying won't mend matters.) It's better to forget it and move on: Что было, то было. (What's past is past.) More ominously, they may console you that the worst may still lie ahead: Это горюшко — не горе, горе будет впереди. (Nothing so bad but might have been worse, literally, "that's a little sorrow, not a big one; a big one is ahead"). Or, when nothing helps, they will tell you sagely: И это пройдёт. (This too shall pass.)

As shall August!

The Language of Sin and Redemption
13 August, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Брать грех на душу: to commit a sin
August, when disaster tends to befall Russia, may be a good time to stop in at your local church to admire the frescoes and light a few candles. It never hurts to do a little atoning for one's sins, I always say. Церковь (church) is the usual term for a Russian Orthodox place of worship, though some are referred to as храм (cathedral; can also mean temple in the context of other religions). На набережной заново построен Храм Христа Спасителя. (The Christ the Savior Cathedral was rebuilt on the embankment.) 

Православие means literally "right glory" or "the correct way to worship God." Part of the "correct way" to worship is propriety. Women should cover their heads and (preferably) wear long skirts and long-sleeved shirts; men should take off their hats. Putting your hands in your pockets, talking or turning your back to the altar are also considered signs of disrespect (and will usually provoke one of the women who take care of the church to scold you).

In addition to holding services (службы), the church is where all important events from cradle to grave are ritually celebrated. So don't be surprised if you enter a church to find a baptism (крещение) taking place in one part of the church, a requiem service (панихида) in another, or a funeral service (отпевание — literally "singing someone out") in yet another. 

You might also walk in on a wedding. In Russian you can say вступить в брак (enter into marriage), which can mean either a civil or religious ceremony. Civil weddings are usually described by the verb расписаться; to get married in a church wedding is венчаться (literally "to be crowned," in reference to the crowns held over the heads of the bride and groom during part of the ceremony).

No matter what is going on, it's perfectly acceptable to go quietly about your business: поставить свечку (to light — literally "to place" — a candle) and молиться (to say a prayer). Note that Russian Orthodox believers (верующие) cross themselves from right to left.

Священнослужитель (minister, priest, literally "one who performs religious ceremonies") is an all-purpose word referring to anyone empowered to conduct religious services. You usually refer to the priest as священник or, more commonly, батюшка ("father"). Russian Orthodox parish priests may marry, and the priest's wife, матушка ("mother") plays an active supporting role in the life of the church and the parish. 

Much of the life of the church involves helping us poor sinners to stop sinning, atone for our sins and lead a life of virtue. Easier said than done, of course. A sin in Russian is грех, a sinner грешник/грешница. The language of sin has become a part of the Russian language, whether you are an ardent churchgoer or not. Я вчера напился — какой я грешник! (I got drunk last night — I'm a real sinner.) Я ничего плохого не говорил про неё. Я не хотел брать грех на душу. (I didn't say anything bad about her. I wanted to do the right thing — literally, "I didn't want that sin on my conscience.")

You may hear other sinning expressions that are more figurative than literal. Как на грех means "it was just my bad luck," "it was a bad stroke of luck." Не грех means "it wouldn't be a sin": Ты так пашешь! Не грех сегодня и отдохнуть! (There's no harm in taking it easy today — you work so hard!) 

If your colloquial sins get a bit extreme — take time to atone for your sins (искупать свои грехи) with a visit to a church, a lit candle and some sincere repentance. It can't hurt — and with any luck (or faith) it might help!

Plain Cheek, Not Turning Other Cheek
20 August, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Какая наглость!: What a nerve! What gall! What cheek!
Hаглость is one of those tricky words in Russian. It's easy to spot, difficult to define and often miserable to translate. 

You know what it is when you see it. Наглость is when the guy in the Mercedes 600 SL uses the nanosecond as you switch gears to zip in front of you. Он чуть не подрезал меня! Какая наглость! (He nearly clipped me! The nerve of the guy!) Or it's the co-worker who promises to finish a report before leaving on vacation (a camping trip in the wilds of the Urals, where there is no cellphone coverage) and instead sends a few assorted notes by e-mail — which you get after he's left the office. Он написал мне: "Я не успел дописать, но мои записки — гениальные. "ы всё напишешь за выходные." Какая наглость! (He wrote to me: "I didn't finish writing it up, but my notes are brilliant. You'll write it all up over the weekend." What gall!) Or the cheeky date who expects you to pay half the bill for dinner (since you're an American feminist), but also take care of his other needs before the last metro car leaves the station. Он сказал, что мы успеем до закрытия перехода в метро! Десять минут! Какая наглость! (He said we'd have time before they closed the subway passages. Ten minutes! Can you believe the cheek of the guy?)

Наглость is insolence, impudence, gall, brass, balls and sheer chutzpah taken to the nth degree. It can refer to actions, words or manner — or an infuriating combination of all three. It used to be rare, but now seems to be Moscow's official motto. 

In colloquial speech, not only people, but institutions and places can be наглые. Москва стала наглым городом (Moscow has become an in-your-face, obnoxious city). Мой ЖЭК — самая наглая контора в Москве (my housing office is the rudest office in Moscow). 

It can also refer — sometimes lovingly, sometimes not — to dogs that beg and cats that steal food from your plate when you aren't looking. Кто украл колбасу со стола? Наглая собака! (Who stole a piece of sausage from the table? You bad dog!) 

The person who does this is наглец: Depending on the context and the affront, he is an upstart, a wise guy, a smart aleck or a brassy SOB. Официант — наглец. Перепутал наши заказы, забыл половину блюд и ещё обиделся на то, что мы мало чаевых оставили! (The waiter was a real SOB. He mixed up our order, forgot half of it and then was offended that we left a small tip!) Он не только приставал ко мне, он ещё меня и обзывал. Наглец! (Not only did he make a pass at me, he called me names on top of it all. What an obnoxious SOB!) 

Sometimes it seems that people are just born this way, but according to Russian, you can pick up this nasty trait over the years. The verb is наглеть/обнаглеть. Я с ними больше не буду сотрудничать. —начала платили вовремя, потом — опаздывали, но извинялись. "еперь просто не платят. Обнаглели! (I'm not going to work for them anymore. First they paid on time, then they were late but apologized. Now they just don't pay. They've really gotten out of hand!) 

The problem with people like this is that you can't fight them; they play too dirty. Лучше заплатить им по счёту. " них хватит наглости судиться с тобой за неуплату. (You'd better just pay their bill. They'd have the nerve to take you to court for failure to pay.) In these cases, Russians say: Забудь, как страшный сон (forget about it, like it was a bad dream). 

On the other hand, when some наглец blocks your car for an hour in the parking lot, you might do what a Russian cop once suggested to me: Take your darkest red lipstick and write something edifying on the windshield. No permanent damage, but lots of grief for the driver. After all, Russians also say: Cладкая месть (revenge is sweet). 

There's a Word for People Like That

27 August, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Хам трамвайный: a rude SOB, a bastard, a schmuck
If the guy who nearly clips your car making a right turn from the left lane is a наглец (a pushy son of a gun), what do you call the guy who swerves into the oncoming lane — and then honks the horn and swears at you for not pulling over to let him use your lane? This, ladies and gentlemen, is a хам.

The word in Russian comes from the Bible: Хам (Ham), is one of Noah's three sons — the one who didn't cover up his father's nakedness. Inherent in the notion of хам and хамство is no sense of decency or shame, as well as an uncultured, low-class crudeness. 

One of the original meanings of хам was as a derogatory term for a serf or anyone of the lower classes. This is still heard in the expression, Из хама нe сделаешь пана ("you can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear," literally, you can't make a serf into an aristocrat — pan being the Polish word for a member of the upper class). Now хам refers to anyone who is ill-bred, boorish, crude and rude. Хам трамвайный (literally "a tram lout") is the worst version of the type. В театре он не только занял моё место, он ещё и послал меня. Хам трамвайный! (Not only did he take my seat in the theater, he told me to go to hell. What a schmuck!) Anyone else notice that Yiddish is a good source for translating Russian slang? Definitely another dissertation topic.

Louts come in all shapes, sizes and genders; the female of the breed is хамка. Продавщица мне сказала, что платье мне показывать не станет — оно мне явно не по карману. Представляешь себе? Какая хамка! (The saleswoman told me she wouldn't even show me the dress, since I clearly couldn't afford it. Can you believe it? What a bitch!) 

Хамство is the quality of boorishness that characterizes these creeps. In Russian linguistic and cultural hierarchy, хамство is worse than наглость. Наглость is pushiness and balls; хамство is a kind of shameless, nasty crudeness. You can say of someone, он в меру наглый (he's pretty ballsy, he's got a pushy streak in him) and still like the guy. In fact, he's the kind of guy you want negotiating your next lease. But there's no limit to the хамство of a хам, and no redeeming qualities. Они уволили нашу сотрудницу во время её отпуска. Когда она вышла на работу и попыталась войти в здание, охранники отобрали у неё пропуск. Хамство! (They fired her when she was on vacation, and when she came back and tried to enter the building, the guards took away her pass. What a low-down thing to do!)

Russians, kind-hearted souls, also believe that people can become louts over time; for that they use the verb хаметь. Когда я принимала её на работу, она мне показалась скромной. Но вот прошло два месяца, и она начала хаметь. (She seemed sweet when I hired her. But two months have gone by, and she's started to act up.) Don't confuse this, however, with the verb хамить, which is used far more frequently. It means "to be rude to someone," or, more colloquially in English, to give someone lip, to talk back, to get out of line. Мой сын стал мне хамить. Я не знаю, что с ним делать! (My son has started to talk back to me. I don't know what to do with him!) Я пошла в ЖЭК, чтобы доказать, что я выплатила квартплату вовремя, а бухгалтер мне нахамил. (I went to the housing office to prove that I had paid up my maintenance fees on time, and the bookkeeper gave me lip.) Молодой человек! Как вы смеете мне хамить! (Young man! How dare you get out of line with me!) 

So what do you with a хам? In my experience — nothing. Unless you can get back as good as you get, it's better to walk away. After all, the Bible gave us Ham, but it also gave us Job: practice a little patience. Её муж такой хам — а она его терпит. У неё терпение Иова. (Her husband is a real bastard, but she puts up with him. She has the patience of Job.)

Ringing In the New School Year
3 September, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Первый звонок: the first bell, the start of the school year; also "the first harbinger"
In Russia Sept. 1 is the first day of school, also called День Знаний (Day of Knowledge)and commonly referred to as Первый звонок — "the first bell." There's a lot of touching pomp and ceremony, especially for the first-graders (первоклассники). Kids get dressed up in their school finest — девочки с бантиками, мальчики в костюмах (girls with bows in their hair, boys in suits), carrying fresh new book bags and bouquets of flowers for their teachers. The schoolchildren form lines by class in front of the school, like little princes and princesses on their way to an inauguration. This is called (праздничная or торжественная) линейка — a "(ceremonial) line" (линейка is also the word you use for that school bag must, a ruler).

It's also helpful to know that первый звонок can refer to "the first harbinger" of something, often not very pleasant. Сразу после свадьбы он ушёл в запой. Это был первый звонок. Дальше — хуже. (Right after the wedding he went off on a bender. That was the first harbinger. It only got worse.) 

Understanding and translating school expressions can be a bit tricky, since the educational systems in the United States and Russia are in many ways quite different. Начальная школа is elementary or grade school (literally "beginning school"), followed by средняя школа (high school). The school principal is директор школы (literally the school director), but despite the slight differences in title, on both sides of the ocean these are either figures of terrifying authority or comforting parental support. The kids are either ученики, учащиеся, or школьники (pupils or schoolchildren). In Russian schools they sit behind a desk made for two, called парта, a term often used to refer to school years. Мы знаем друг друга очень давно — сидели за одной партой! (We've know each other for ever — we went to grade school together, literally, "we sat next to each other at the same desk.") 

In Russian schools, grades are given in numbers, five being the highest grade and one being so low it's hardly ever used. Моя Соня — круглая пятёрочница! (My Sonya is a straight-A student!, "she gets fives all around, in all subjects") Ваня — троечник. (Vanya is C-student; Vanya is a mediocre/average student.) А Вася — двоечник! (Vasya is a D-student.) For some reason — maybe because it would be too hard to pronounce — no one says "четвёрочник" for B-student — this is хорошист (a "good" one). You can also call an A-student отличник (an "excellent" one.) 

These evaluating expressions don't disappear with adulthood. You can tell a subordinate: Я прочитал ваш отчёт. Двоечник! (I read your report. You did a bad job!) А отчёт Юлии — очень хорош! Юлия — отличница. (But Julia's report is very good. Julia — you did a great job.) Because Russian schoolchildren stand to reply to questions, the teacher responds, Садись. Пятёрка! (Sit down — you get an "A.") You can also use this phrase jokingly with your adult friends an colleagues: — Я вымыл все полы и окна. — Садись. Пять! ("I washed all the floors and windows." "You may be seated! You get an "A"!) 

Most kids attend local schools, but some go to magnet schools. These are профильные школы ("specialized" schools) or, more common, спецшколы. Я закончил английскую спецшколу. (I went to a special school for English.) Other kids attend школа-интернат, a "boarding school," although this is generally not a prestigious prep school, but rather a school for kids with special needs or for kids whose parents can't care for them. In recent years лицей (lycee) and гимназия (classical school) have appeared — these are closer to the U.S. institution of "preparatory schools": private (and expensive) schools, where the conditions are better and teaching (supposedly) more rigorous. 

In many families Sept. 1 is a holiday, particularly when their child is starting the first grade. We can only hope that this happy tradition will be resumed next year. 

Fabrications, Falsehoods & Flat-Out Fibs
10 September, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Врут!: They're lying!
Russian has lots of ways to describe a lie, from an outright untruth to gently embroidered reality and everything in between. Лгать is the word you use to describe telling an untruth: Лжёте! (You're lying!). A liar is either лжец or лгун, and a lie is ложь. User beware: these are all fighting words, the verbal equivalent of throwing down the gauntlet. 

The only exception to this is ложь во спасение — a white lie (literally, "a lie to save someone.") 

In some contexts, врать can be a synonym for лгать: Врут все! (They're all lying!) The word for "liar" derived from this verb is врун — a very satisfying word to spit out. You can also use врать to mean "I misspoke": Сыну 5 лет. Ой вру! Ему уже 6. (My son is five years old. Oops!/That's not right! He's already six.) But врать has another meaning of "to tell a cock-and-bull story": Почему ты соврал, что ездил в США? Ты никогда там не был! (Why did you tell a story about going to the States? You've never been there!) 

Враньё can be a lie (synonym for ложь), as in, Всё, что он сказал — враньё. (Everything he said is a lie). Or it can mean a kind of "fish story" — the embroidered half truth or fabrication that English speakers call blarney, balony, malarkey, twaddle, tommyrot, or hogwash. Он рассказывал мне про своё голодное детство, про детский дом, про болезни — а потом я узнала, что это враньё. (He told me about his hard childhood in an orphanage, about being sick — and then I found out that it was all hogwash.)

Брехать is another word for lying; it means to yelp or bark — what we call in English "to lie like a dog." Other slang words for lying are like врать — depending on the context and tone of voice, they can mean "to tell an untruth" or "to talk a lot of nonsense." For example, нести (which has the first meaning of "to carry something"): Что ты несёшь? Этого не было! (What are you going on about? That didn't happen!) Гнать ('to whip up," "to chase") is also used this way among the under-20 set. Что ты гонишь? (What bull are you shoving?) If you want to clarify — and if you are 15 years old — you can say гнать мульку/мульки (to tell lies) or гнать ботву/туфту (to talk nonsense, to tell a fish story). 

Russian also has vivid expressions for lying designed to mess with your head. Они лапшу на уши вешают. (They're pulling the wool over our eyes, literally, "they are hanging a noodle on our ears.") Они пудрят мне мозги. (They are feeding me a load of crap, literally, "they're powdering my brain.") Or: Что ты мелешь чепуху? (What a bunch of malarkey!, literally "what nonsense are you grinding out?") Or simply: Говорят ерунду. (They're talking crap/nonsense/bull.) 

In folk speech, a lie is кривда — literally "something crooked," as if правда (the truth) were a straight and narrow path, and кривда — a zig zag along the way. Была когда-то правда, а ныне стала кривда. (What once was true is now a lie.) 

Russian folk sayings are tough on lies and liars; if you want to describe a shameless liar, you can say: Врёт, и глазом не смигнет. (He doesn't even blink when he lies.) Or try: Врёт, людей не стыдится и Бога не боится.(When he lies, he feels no shame before people or fear before God.)

How bad is lying? С правдой шутить — что с огнём. (Playing with the truth is like playing with fire.) What happens to a liar? Соврёшь — не помрёшь, да впереди не поверят. (If you lie you won't die, but in future no one will believe you.)

And why is it bad? Враньё не введёт в добро. (Lying comes to no good.)
The Naked Truth to God's Truth
17 September, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
Истинная правда: The God's honest truth; the absolute truth (literally "true truth").
In Russian, there's truth (правда) and then there's truth (истина). Правда is one of the group of words from a root meaning "true" or "right," like правильный (correct) or право (right). It means both "true," or "correct," as well as "just" and "fair." Он говорил правду (he told the truth); он искал правду (he sought justice). It's nice that in Russian, "justice" (правосудие, literally "judgment of right") is perceived as the process by which the truth is sought and found. It doesn't always work out that way, of course, but the intent is there, if only in a linguistic echo.

In Russian, you can stand up and fight for justice (стоять за правду) or, as has often been the case, suffer for it: Он страдал за правду — он сидел в ГУЛаге как узник совести (he suffered in the name of justice — he was a prisoner of conscience/political prisoner in the gulag). 

You often hear and use правда as a particle. Он, правда, предупреждал, что опоздает, но всё равно — перед гостями было очень неудобно. (True, he warned us that he'd be late, but still, it was embarrassing in front of our guests.) "Он женился." "Правда? Я думала, что он вечный холостяк." ("He got married." "Really? I thought he was a confirmed bachelor.") Он построил хорошую баню, не правда ли? (He did a good job building the bathhouse, didn't he?)

You can say, по правде говоря or правду говоря (to tell the truth) when you want to admit something you might not wish to own up to: по правде говоря, его пьеса мне не понравилась (to tell the truth, I didn't like his play). 

Or, if you want to be tough with yourself or others, you can say смотреть правде в глаза (to face the truth, literally, "to look truth in the eye"). Мне понравились её мемуары. Она не боится смотреть правде в глаза. (I liked her memoirs. She isn't afraid to face the truth.) Harder still, you can: говорить правду в глаза (to speak truth to someone's face, to call a spade a spade). Я всегда говорю ему правду в глаза. Он уже к этому привык и не обижается. (I always tell him the truth right to his face. He's used to it, and doesn't get offended.)

I also like the phrase всеми правдами и неправдами (by hook or by crook, literally "by truth and lies"): Ему хотелось всеми правдами и неправдами выиграть это соревнование (he wanted to win the contest by hook or by crook).

Истина is Truth with a capital T, without the meaning of "justice" that правда has. It seems to be both higher in tone and higher up in the pantheon of veracity than правда — you can say, for example, истинная правда (the God's honest truth, the absolute truth) without it being redundant, but you can't say the reverse — правдивая истина — which sounds silly in Russian. 

Linguists argue about the etymology of the word, but the consensus seems to be that it originally meant "the one," "the real thing." It's the word you use in a lot of set expressions, like старая истина (an age-old truth); голая истина (the naked truth); избитая истина (a truism, literally "a truth that has been knocked around"); святая истина (God's truth). 

And it's the "truth that shall set you free," which is somewhat flatter in Russian: истина сделает вас свободными. There does seem to be a choir of angels that hover around this word. It's what you say on Easter, when someone greets you with Христос воскресе (Christ is risen): Воистину воскресе (verily he is risen). And an old expression for "being wrong" hammers this home: Он погрешил против истины (he was wrong, literally, "he sinned against the truth"). This isn't the kind of Truth you can play around with.

After all, Russian has it that everyone has their version of the truth(правда): У всякого Павла своя правда (literally, "every Paul has his own truth"). But: Истина глаголет устами младенца (Truth comes from the mouths of babes).

King James Misplaced in Translation
24 September, 2004

By Michele A. Berdy
God bless you!: с Богом; Боже вас сохрани; Будь здоров (after a sneeze).
All rules have exceptions, and the exception to the "Russians are great quoters and Americans are not" rule is Biblicisms. This is the one area where English-speakers excel: all those years of Sunday school may not have made us morally pure, but they did imprint on our brains Biblical quotes, references and paraphrases for every occasion.

Folks who study this, like T. Klyukina and V. Lanchikov, D. Yermolovich and M. Zagot (whose books and articles are a treasure trove of Biblical lore, translations and analysis) point out that the Old Church Slavonic of the Russian Orthodox liturgy made it harder for Russians to understand and claim Biblical phrases the way English-speakers could with the King James version. "Thou shall not commit adultery" is quite clear to an English-speaker; the Russian version — Не прелюбодействуй — might send a Russian to the dictionary to figure out what he shouldn't be doing. 

And then came the Soviet period, when the Bible was virtually banned from public and literary life and when, Russian translators tell me, they resorted to lifting the Gideon Bibles from hotel rooms on business trips abroad so they could at least know what their colleagues were referring to. Another of the Ten Commandments (десять заповедей) — «Не укради» (Thou shalt not steal) — is pretty clear on this point, but hey, it was for a good cause.

As a result, even if you know how to say your favorite Biblical saying in Russian, Russians might not get the reference. Of course, many quotes do exist as recognizable sayings in both languages: not by bread alone (не хлебом единым); daily bread (хлеб насущный); forbidden fruit (запретный плод); manna from heaven (манна небесная); to cast pearls before swine (метать бисер перед свиньями); many are called, but few are chosen (много званых, да мало избранных). You can flip on the light switch with a flip Да будет свет! (Let there be light!), and your Russian friends will appreciate your erudition. If you want to reprimand a friend for speaking harshly about someone, you can say, Не судите, да не судимы будете (Judge not, that you be not judged), but Russians might more readily resort to Griboyedov's А судьи кто?! (Who are you to judge?!) And "the writing on the wall" (письмена на стене), while recognizable, has never caught on with Russians the way it has with English-speakers.

Neither has Job taken hold of the Russian metaphorical mind. You can speak of the patience of Job (терпение Иова) or long-suffering Job (многострадальный Иов), but it will not resonate as strongly as it does in English. This is utterly baffling to me, since if there was one country on Earth that is the personification of Job, it must be Russia. But God moves in mysterious ways (пути Господни неисповедимы).

You can try to use "let my people go" (отпусти народ мой), but your friends may think it's a reference to a song rather than Moses' plea to the pharaoh. 

"I am holier than thou" (я свят для тебя) is more likely to be expressed in Russian by the adjectives самодовольный (self-satisfied) or высокомерный (haughty). 

I've given up on the Good Samaritan (добрый самаритянин), first because it's too easy for us foreigners to confuse it with добрый самарец (a good man from Samara), and then because Russians don't use it much.

"God bless you" is also a tricky phrase. Of course, if you want to say it after someone sneezes, say instead, Будь здоров! (Literally, "be healthy.") The standard translation, Боже вас сохрани is rather high-toned — more like "May God bless you and keep you" — and in Russian you would usually add what you want God to keep you from. 

If you're the sort of person who says goodbye with a cheery, "Have a nice day and God bless you!" try Счастливо! С Богом! ("Go with God," "May God be with you.")

