¢ Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

A Whole Lot of Nothing

By Michele A. Berdy

August 18,2011

The Moscow Times

IlycThinika: pacifier, something empty

One of the problems of being a translator is that your work load is pretty much feast or
famine. Half the time you get a job offer every time you pick up the phone, and the other half
you’re playing computer solitaire and wondering if everyone has abandoned cross-cultural
communication. In Russian, this parade of feast and famine is described with the phrase: To
rycto, To nycto (literally, “now thick, now empty”).

I used this phrase a gazillion times before realizing that I had no idea how rycto (thick, dense)
came to mean “abundant.” It turns out that I had it backward. Abundance (wealth, property)
was probably the original meaning of rycto when it broke off from Lithuanian a millennium
or so ago. The mystery is how the adverb rycto and adjective rycTo came to have their most
common contemporary meanings of thick or dense.

However the meaning morphed, today you can use ryctoti to describe anything made up of
closely placed shaft-like things, like rycTot nec (a dense forest) or rycTsie Bosocsl (thick
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hair). It’s also used to describe anything thick and goopy, like rycToii cupomn (thick syrup), or
anything thickly impenetrable or intense, like rycTo# Tymas (a thick fog), rycroi
aptumiepurickui orous (heavy artillery fire) or ryctou iBet (deeply saturated color). It can
even refer to a deep, resonant, usually low sound, like rycToii 6ac (a deep bass voice).

The niycTo part of the expression is even more productive. Sometimes rycTo# is just plain old
empty: OHa cobpanack B MOCKBY He ¢ mycThiMM pyKamu (She didn’t plan on going to Moscow
empty-handed). In Russian, various parts of your body can be empty: Y MmeHs nycTo Ha gyI1ie

(I felt empty inside). CerogHs y MeHs1 rojioBa coBceM nycTast (I’m a total dingbat today.)

Emptiness can be figurative: Bygem HafiesTbCS1, YTO 3TO He ycThIe cnoBa (Let’s hope that
those aren’t empty words). Or it can convey that something is devoid of meaning: 9To He
IyCThIE CJIOBA — OHM HAIOJTHEHbI CaMbIMU Jo6pbIMU noykenaHusimu (These weren’t trite
words, but rather were filled with good wishes). If said about a work of art, mycToit means
something without serious content. {I mpouén kuury — oHa nyctas (I read the book — it’s a
waste of ink).

With regard to people, nycToit means spiritually or intellectually bankrupt.
“Kak HoBag nogpyra Baiero cbita?” (“How’s your son’s new girlfriend?”)
“IMa ny. [lyctas meByiKa.” (Bleah. She’s an airhead.)

[TycTsx is a little nothing or trifle. Korga oHu noHsAIM, YTO He HaJI0 CCOPUTHCS I10 MYCTSIKaM,
JleJIo y HUX ITOoIIo Ha n1af (As soon as they realized that there was no point to arguing over
nothing, their relationship went smoothly).

I[TycTeiiiKa is a whole lot of nothing. It can be found in every home having a small child. Hamia
CoHeuKa 3aCHET TO/IbKO ¢ mycThIKOM (Our little Sonya can only fall asleep with her pacifier).
It can be used to describe anything that is empty inside: Kynuia kumorpamm opexoB U
moyioBrHa 13 HuX — nycTeimku! (I bought a kilo of nuts and half of them are empty). Or it
can describe an empty-headed person: OHa riramypHasi nycThbiiiKa (She’s an empty-headed
glamour girl). Or it can be a disappointment of sorts: Kak Bcersa, st BBITSIHYJI IYCTHIIKY (As
usual, I bought a losing lottery ticket).

It’s hard to stay married to translation through thick and thin.
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