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Tak cebe: S0-so

A couple of weeks ago I saw a query on a translators' forum, and it has been buzzing around
my head ever since. It pops into my head in the shower, or when I'm sitting in traffic, or when
I'm trying to go to sleep. And here's the weird part: I understand the phrase and even use it,
but I can't come up with a truly satisfactory way of saying it in English.

Like so many hard-to-translate phrases, it is very simple — just the repetition of a verb:
KapTuHa BucuT u Bucur (literally, the painting is hanging and hanging). But somehow that
nothing-special construction conveys two things: The painting has been hanging on the wall
for some time and it's innocuous; the speaker hasn't paid much attention to it.

In Russian you might hear it used like this: KapTruHa BUCHAT ¥ BUCUT, a IOTOM 51
IIPUIIsifiesach U [OHsIIA, UTo Mos1 6aby1ika eé prucosaia. The closest I can come
to translation is: The painting was just hanging there forever, but when I looked at it closely I
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realized that my grandmother had painted it.

A similar construction — and similarly hard to translate — is with the participle ce6e. This is
not the dative ce6e (to oneself), as in a sentence like this: Ou He oTKa3bIBaj cebe B
00BIKHOBEHHBIX YII0BOJIBCTBUSX MotogocTu. (He didn't deny himself the usual pleasures
of youth.)

This is a different cebe. You pop it in with a verb and it conveys the sense of doing something
for enjoyment, or contrary to expectations, or in a carefree way. Sometimes it conveys a little
bit of all those things. Not bad for a little bitty word.

Take that incredibly annoying picture hanging on the wall: Bucut cebe u Bucur. If I were
to say this in English, I'd probably say something like: It's just hanging there — I never really
thought about it.

Or you might hear in Russian: BucuT KapTuHa, Hy ycThb cebe Bucut. In English this might
be: The painting's been hanging on the wall, not bothering anyone. Might as well leave it
there.

Russians use this cebe a lot, and every time you come across it, you need to think of a way

of expressing it in English. For example: CuguT cebe OH Ha AUBAaHYUKE ¥ BCIIOMUHAET
mobpsie cTapbie BpeMmeHa. (He's kicking back on the couch thinking about the good ol' days.)
BrI cebe cupmTe! (You just sit there and relax.) )KuBu cebe CIIOKOMHO, 0 HAaC He iyMaw, y Hac
BCE XOPOIIIO, BCE eCTh, HU B UéM He HysKHaeMcsl. (Relax and don't think about us — we're
fine, we've got everything we need.) TbI }KUBEIIB Y OAPY>KKU — HY U JKUBU cede Tam!
(You're living at your girlfriend's place — so live it up!)

There are a couple of ce6e idioms that are also good to know. Tak cebe is a fabulous Russian
shoulder-shrug of a phrase that means "so-so." Kak kuHo? Tak ce6e. O3KU[a IyYIIIero.
(How was the film? Not bad. I expected better.)

Another is Huuero cebe, which in that wonderful way of Russian expressions ranges

in meaning from pretty good to pretty bad with a detour into shocked amazement. Pretty
good: Eciiu mapeHs HU4Yero cebe, To AHeuka He rponaféT. (If the guy is OK, Anya will do
fine.) Pretty bad: Huuero ce6e cooii! (Jeez, talk about a setback!)

And then, shocked amazement: CKoJIbKO 3HaueHUM B ofHoM dpase?! Huuero cede! (How

many meanings in one phrase?! Incredible!)
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