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Up to Your Knees in Water and Worse
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Jo cegpmoro KojteHa: to the seventh generation, way back

KoneHo is a strange little word. It has a huge range of meanings: knee, elbow, bend,
generation, dance figure and stunt. And its conjugation sometimes depends on the meaning,
and sometimes on the speaker.

The things you kneel on are konenu in the plural, but the pipe, generation, dance and stunt
KOJIEHO are KoJjieHa in the plural. But you can say BcTaTb ¢ KoJIeH or KoneHel (to get up off
your knees, with knee in the genitive plural) as you wish. Where are the Russian language
police when you need them?

They're probably playing international Scrabble with the English language police, who let you
say either kneeled or knelt.

When people are talking about knees, pay attention to whether the person is sitting (cugur)
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or standing (cTout). CTOSITh Ha KoJleHsIX is to kneel; cuzeTs y Koro-To Ha KojleHsX is to sit
on someone's lap.

And then you need to pay a lot of attention to context. KoneHo peru (literally the knee of a
river) is a bend. Koneno Tpy6si (literally the knee of a pipe) is what English speakers call

an elbow. Streets with sharp bends are often called some form of xonenusi# (knee-like), like
the charming KpuBokoneHHbIM nepeynok (Crooked Knee Lane) in Moscow.

When people talk about rosneHo in the context of family professions or revenge, this konexo
means generation. You're likely to hear the Biblical phrase go cegbmoro komneHna (to

the seventh generation), which sometimes means seven actual generations and sometimes
means way, way back or way, way ahead. Y Hac cuuTaeTcst CBITBHIM JIOJITOM 3HATh CBOUX
MpeaKoB 710 cegbMoro KoneHa. (We consider it our sacred duty to know our ancestors back

to the seventh generation.) MbI o6epémcsi 1o BcexX ero MOTOMKOB JI0 ceZJbMOro KoeHa (We'll
get every last one of his family for the next seven generations.)

KorneHo, or its diminutive form KoneH1e, can also be a dance step or any action that is
unexpected, funny, or strange — perhaps because standing up and doing a two-step at a
board meeting would be definitely weird. The stunt KoneH1ie/KoneHo uses the verb pair
BBIKUbIBATh/BBIKMHYTh: XOPOIIO ObI BHIKUHYTh TaKOe KOJIeHIIe, BBIMTU 3aMY’K 3a CTapOro
Ipyra monopocTu. (Maybe it would be a good idea to pull off a real stunt — marry my old
childhood friend.)

The dance koneH1ie/kosneHo (often plural koneH1ia) usually uses the verb BeifenbiBaTh (to do
something to perfection) and sometimes the more expressive verb pair
OTKAJIbIBAaTh/O0TKONIOTH (to chop off). BosbIlie Bcero Ham HpaBUTCSI, KOTAA I10]] PYCCKVIO
TIECHIO MBI IUISITIIIEM U BbIjIeJIbIBaeM pyccKue KRojeHia. (Most of all we love it when we dance
to a Russian song and cut the rug with Russian dance steps.)

If someone has ronoBa Kak KojieHO, it means he's as bald as a billiard ball. ITo kosneHo is used
when you're up to your knees in water or something worse. But the expression emy mope no
KoseHo (literally he's up to his knees in the sea) means that he couldn't care less about
danger — sea or no sea, he'll forge ahead. JlomaTs/niepennoMuTh Uepe3 KOJIeHO is to ride
roughshod over someone or give a good beating. MbI ABCTpHIO IIepeIOMUIIY Yepe3 KOJIEHO
(We decimated Austria.) And faBaTh/maTh KOMY-TO KoJIeHKOM 1o 3af (literally to give
someone a knee to their backside) means to reject or eject someone.

All of this leaves me ciaboi B KoneHsx (weak in the knees).

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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