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Moscow's Big Stink
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November 13, 2014

Cmpay: stink, stench

When I noticed a bad smell in the courtyard on Monday, I thought the local food shop's
refrigerators had broken down again. But no — Moscow's Big Stink was citywide.
Unfortunately, the authorities had a hard time coordinating their response. They started out
on the right foot: Map cTonuisl moTpeboBa TIIATeTFHBIM 00pa30M ITPOBECTU
paccnengoBanue. (The capital's mayor demanded a careful investigation.) And the problem
seemed obvious: [IpefinoaraeTcsi, YTO UICTOUHMKOM 3allaxa CTajl
HedTenepepabaThiBaroIuii 3aBoj. (An oil refinery is suspected to be the source of the smell.)
But it wasn't so simple: Ha 3aBofie KaTeropuuecky OTpuIai0T GaKT aBapuu. (At the refinery
they categorically deny there was an accident.)

Then there was some disagreement over what was in the air and whether it was bad for you.
VCTaHOBIIEH XMMUWYECKUM COCTAB 3arpsi3HeHUN — cepoBoJopof U nuokcuy cepsl. (The
chemical composition of the pollution has been determined: hydrogen sulfide and sulfur
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dioxide.) Yikes! CieripancTbl OTMETHIIV IOBBIIIIEHHOE COJlepsKaHMe CTUPOJIa U
dopmansgerupa. (Specialists found high concentrations of styrene and formaldehyde.)
Double yikes! But: Takast pa3oBasi KOHIIEHTpPAIIMsI CEPOBOIOPO/a He OKa3bIBaeT BIUSHUS Ha
3popoBbe. (A single exposure to that concentration of hydrogen sulfide does not affect
health.) Are you sure?

JKoJIoTMYecKasi CUTyarus B MockBe cTabunusupoBanack. (The ecological situation

in Moscow has stabilized.) But: Ilo MEeHMIO MeJUKOB, >KUTEJIIM CTOJIMIIbI JTyUIIle
0CTaBaThCSl BO BTOPHUK ioMa. (Doctors advise people to stay home on Tuesday.) Time

to review AHTMKpU3UCHOE YITpaBIeHue AJist YyakHUKOB (Crisis Management for Dummies).

Meanwhile, for the rest of us, this is a good time to review stinkiness in Russian. 3amax
(smell) is a neutral word that can be modified to indicate everything from bad to fetid:
IIJIOXOM, OTBPaTUTeENIbHbIM 3anax (bad, repulsive smell). Ts>REmbIN 3amax is a strong scent,
possibly sweet, possibly not, but in any case overwhelming and unpleasant: I HaHeca fyxu
Ha PYKY, T0JI0Ba OT HUX pa36ostenack. CauIkoM Ts>KENbI. (I dabbed the perfume on my
hand, and it gave me a headache. The scent is too heavy.)

Stinkier is 3moBoHwue (stench): MbI OKYHYJIUCH B CIIEPTOE 3JT0BOHME MeIBEKbel KIeTKU. (We
plunged into the stifling stench of the bear's cage.) Very stinky indeed is cmpag (stink,
stench). >KuTenu MOCKBBI >KaTyIOTCSI Ha CWJIBHBIN cMpaz,. (Muscovites are complaining
about a strong stench.) Or BoHb: Bcst KBapTHpa IIPONUTANIACh HABSI3YUBOY, OTUETIINBOU
BOHBIO B 3aI1aX0M 3aCTapesIou CbIPOCTH, ITPOTOPKIIOro TabauHoro aAbiMa. (The whole
apartment reeked of an intrusive, very distinct bad odor — the smell of perpetual damp

and rancid tobacco smoke.)

JyiioK is an interesting word, usually used to describe food that has started to go bad:
ByTepOpozbl ¢ ppiboi He coOBeTYIO. PhIOKa, 1T0-Moemy, ¢ ayirkom. (I don't recommend

the open-faced fish sandwiches — I think the fish has gone off.) But it can also mean to be
tainted figuratively: BonbIneBUKY ¢ HAMOHATTMCTUYECKUM JIVIITKOM IIPaBUIX 0al B Hayase
90-x rojioB. (Slightly nationalistic Bolsheviks ruled the roost in the early 1990s.) If you are
casting around for smelly verbs, start with naxuyTs (to smell), which means "to smell bad" if
not modified. The adjective Bourounti (stinky, fetid) can be used literally or figuratively.
V6epu BoHIouMe canoru. (Move your smelly boots.) He Hy;KHa MHe TBOsI BOHIOYasi 3apIuiarTa!
(I don't need your stinking salary!)

In Russian, smells "stand": B ropojie BoHb cTOsi/1a Bech fieHb! (A smell hung over the city all

day.) 3aBoj; — BoHIouKa. (The factory is a stinker.) In more ways than one.

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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