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HeMmHorocioBHbIH: a person of few words

I think it's fair to say that Russians are good talkers. They like a good conversation, and they
value people who are open and forthcoming. But Bcé xopoIio B mepy (everything

in moderation). A good conversationalist is one thing; chatterboxes and blabbermouths are
something else.

Russians are equally divided on quiet folks. On the one hand, the guy who sits in the corner
without saying a word is viewed with a bit of disdain, not to mention suspicion. On the other
hand, the guy who talks only when he has something to say is regarded as admirable.

Someone who doesn't talk much is momuanuBbi# (taciturn). I[Touemy HuHa oTaana
MIpeIIIOYTEeHYE MOTYATIMBOMY, CTAPEIOIIEMY X0JIOCTSIKY, OHA JI0 CUX ITOp cama cebe
06BsicHUTD He Morta (Why Nina favored a taciturn old bachelor is something she couldn't
explain even to herself).
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This kind of person can also be called Hepa3droBopuuBsbIi (reticent) or HECJIOBOOXOTIUBbIN
(not prone to talking). These qualities might be good, especially in men — the strong, silent
type. There are lots of them in Russian, and especially Soviet, literature. Pabouwii 6611
cmep>kaH u HecimoBooxoTnuB (The worker was reserved and not quick to speak).

HeMHoOroc/oBHbIM My>kurHa (a man of few words) can be a very good catch. Oxa Bpyr
yBHU/Ie/Ia B HEM MacCyIOCTOMHCTB: HEMHOTOCJIOBHBIN, UeCTHBIN, TPY/Sra, a [JTaBHOE —
my>KUK (She suddenly saw a great number of good qualities in him: He was a man of few
words, honest, a hard worker and most of all — a real man).

Tuxwuii, especially when used to describe women or children, is often an admirable trait. 1
BIIEPBBIE YBU/ eI MO0 JOUKY: TUXYIO, YePHOIIa3yI0 ¥ YePHOOPOBYIO, C TOHKUMU YepTaMU
nuna (I saw my daughter for the first time: quiet, with dark eyes and brows and delicate
features).

But another adjective signifying reticence — 3amkHyTBIM (reserved) — is more often
a negative characteristic. OH 6bUT YeTOBEKOM MOIITHBIM, C 3aMKHYTHIM, MPauHbIM
xapakTepoM (He was a powerful man with an unsociable, dour personality).

You can call an uncommunicative person Mo4yH, MOTYyHbBS, Or less commonly today —
6e3MonMBHUK. TUXOHS is a quiet, meek person — a mouse. These terms shouldn't be confused
with momuoxk, which means to keep silent. OHa MeHs cipamBana Ipo My>Ka, a s MOJTYOK
(She asked me about her husband, but I kept my lips zipped).

Someone who is uncommunicative is ckymo Ha cioBa (literally tight with words): Cocef,
XOTS ¥ KPeIIKUY MY>KUMHA, COBCEM He ITOXOIW Ha >keHy. OH CKyIIoN Ha cioBa. (My
neighbor was a strong guy, but he wasn't like his wife at all. He was totally undemonstrative.)
You can say of this kind of person: c;toBa He JoObEIIBCSI OF CJI0OBA He BBHITSIHEIIb (you can't get
aword out of him).

If you want to be more expressive — and more disgusting — you can say: c10Ba Hafio
KilellaMu BbITATUBATh (literally, you have to pull words out of him with pliers). Mot my>x
BCEM XOPOIII, BOT TOJIHKO JIACKOBBIE CJI0OBA U3 HETO HaJI0 KiIell[aMU BBITATUBATH (My
husband is great in every way, only you need to pry affectionate words out of him with

a crowbar).

If a usually talkative person suddenly shuts up, you can say Kak 6y1To I3bIK IpOIOTHUII (as if
he swallowed his tongue). Hy, uTo Momuuiib? 361K mporinoTui, uto au? (Well, why don't
you say something? Cat got your tongue?)

So in Russia the rule is: C1toBo — cepebpo, a Mmonmuanue — 3050To (speech is silver, but

silence is golden). Except when it's the other way around.

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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