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Knocking on Wood and People
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Cry4yars: knock, hit, bang, pound

Now that Awful August has begun, you’re likely to see a lot of people surreptitiously spitting
over their left shoulder or knocking on wood to ward off the evil that tends to befall Russia
this month. Being a good wood-knocker myself, I got interested in the word ctyuaTs (knock,
pound, bang). With a few prefixes, you can give someone a good and varied pounding.

The unadorned ctyuaTs is what you use for superstitious rituals: cTryuaTs 1o gepeBy (knock
on or touch wood). Or what you do on a door, figuratively or literally: I 3Hat0, uT0 ecnu
CTy4YaTh BO BCE€ BO3MOKHBIE IBepH, Tebe rie-To oTKporT u nomoryT (I know that if you
knock on every possible door, somewhere someone will open it and help you). It’s also what
rain does: Jo>kgb cTyuuT B OKHO (Rain pounds against the window). Or what your heart and
blood do when you are tense or upset: KpoBb cTy4asna B Buckax (Blood pounded in his
temple).

CtyuaTs is also what wheels and heels do. I'me-To oueHb JajieKo CTy4aau Koiéca
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anekTpuuku (The wheels of a train clanked far in the distance). OH XoguaI CO MHOM MO
MoCKBe, CTy4a I10 TpoTyapam HOBeIMHU 6oTrHKaMu (He walked around Moscow with me, the
heels of his new boots clicking along the sidewalks). Now that Moscow’s sidewalks have been
set with paving stones, clicking heels will be followed by curses as stilettos sink into mortar.

CtyuaTh can also be used to indicate that someone is a snitch (cTykau — literally “knocker”).
The acting of denouncing someone is HacTy4aThb: ThI TaBal KOHYAM C 3TOM BpasKIeOHOM
MIpOITaTraHI0M, a TO s Ha Tebs1 B oprausl HacTyuy (Come on — shut up with the enemy
propaganda, or I'll rat on you to the authorities).

3acTykaTh (stress on the second syllable) can mean to begin to knock, but it’s common to
hear it in the sense of catching someone in an illicit or illegal act. 3acTykaTh CBOIO HEBECTY C
IPYTUM U Pa30pBaTh IOMOJIBKY — 3T0 y>KacHO (Catching your fiancée with someone else
and breaking off your engagement is a terrible thing). The deceived lover might 3acTykaTb
promouky (throw back a shot) — a rare expression yet a common instinct.

[IpucTykuBaTh is the verb used for rapping an object against something or clicking one’s
heels. [TapTHEPOM OH OB 3aBUAHBIM: IUISICAJI JIETKO, IPUCTYKUBAJ KaOJIyUKaMU ¥ HUKOMY
He HacTynan Ha Horu (He was an enviable partner: He danced lightly, clicked his heels and
didn’t step on anyone’s toes).

The adjective mpucTykHYTHIM can be used to refer to anything that has been pounded to death
or almost to death, like npucTykHYTHINM nanern or TapakaH (smashed finger or cockroach). But
in reference to people, mpucTyRHYTHIN and CTYKHYTHIM mean weird or a little nuts. TpeTuit
IeHb X03KY KaK MIPUCTYKHYThIN. Mos sketa 6epemennal (For three days I've been walking
around in a daze. My wife is pregnant!)

If someone is really strange, you can say he is TbUTbHBIM MeIIIKOM M3-3a YIJIa CTYKHYTHIMN
(literally, “banged over the head with a dusty sack from around the corner”). The origin of
this expression is odd. Since flour was once believed to have healing powers, a healer would
put a dusty flour sack over an ill person’s head and rap on it to chase out evil spirits. Someone
truly nutty endured this healing ritual with no apparent effect.

I wonder if we could find a flour sack big enough to cover Russia.

Michele A. Berdy, a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, is author of “The Russian
Word’s Worth” (Glas), a collection of her columns.
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