The

30 YEARS

R, , Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

The Fine Art of Drinking to Your Health,
the Russian Way

By Michele A. Berdy

March 11,2016

k
TocT: toast

Yevgeny Parfyonov
Michele A.
Berdy

On various recent holidays, did you raise your glass and pronounce “Ha 370poBbe,” proud in
the certainty — buttressed by films, books, your own ears and a number of your Russian
friends — that you’ve just made the classic Russian toast “to your health”?
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If you did, you’re wrong. And once you stop shouting and throwing pointed objects at me, I’ll
explain why.

But first let’s take a brief foray into the world of Russian toast-making, which is a bit curious.
It’s strange that a country so renowned, so celebrated, so closely associated with making
clever, touching, and sometimes very long toasts before almost every sip of alcohol should use
a borrowed word to describe what must be a homegrown tradition. The word TocT (toast),
which is both a piece of lightly grilled bread and a short speech as you raise a glass, came from
English in the 20th century. Sometimes it was even called crinu (a speech): OH roBopun
BOOOIIe OYeHb MaJIO M TOJIBKO B ITbSTHOM BU/Ie ObIBaI CITIOCOOEH CKa3aTh HEUTO BPO/ie CIIYa
(In general, he spoke very little and only when drunk was he able to say anything like a toast.)

But surely Russians gave toasts well before the 20th century! There are countless descriptions
of glasses being raised and words uttered well before the time of Peter the Great, the great
borrower of all things European. What did they call them?

The only word I can find is 3gpaBu1ia (a toast to someone’s health). For example, in the 16th
century a visitor described a drinking ritual at court: Korga nponsHocuiiacs 3[jpaBuiia,
Ka’KIbIN U3 TOCTEN BBIXOWII Ha CepequHy KOMHAThI U BBITKMBaJT 4apKy. (When a toast was
pronounced, each guest went into the middle of the room and drank down a cup.)

At some point 3gpaButia stopped being just a wish for good health: Cama femokpatusi, Bo
MMS$I KOTOPOM B Poccru mociegHUX JIeT ObLTO IMTOAHSITO CTOJIBKO 3[[paBUl], IPeBPATUIIACh B
HeUTO COBepINIeHHO HeTpaauiuoHHoe (Democracy itself, which had been toasted so many
times in Russia in recent years, turned into something completely untraditional.)

But now it’s TocT, used with the verbs mpousHocuTs (pronounce) or mogHUMaTh (raise): OH
MIPOM3HEC TOCT CO CJie3aMU Ha ria3ax (He tearfully gave a toast.) [logHMMaTh 60Ka (raise
you glass) is also used. But you drink to something or someone using the preposition 3a. 3a
Bac! (To you!) 3a Hac! (To us!) 3a TBo#1 ycnex! (To your success!)

So if you are wishing someone good health, you say: 3a Baire 3gopoBse! (To your health!) To
get the hang of it, repeat after me: [JaBatiTe BbiribeM 3a cuacThbe! (Let’s drink to happiness!)
[TomHrMaem 60Kaiel 3a yauy (Let’s raise our glass to good fortune.)

Remember: when you’re making a toast, it’s “3a” not “na.”

The confusing bit is this: the expression Ha 3mopoBbe does exist. It just means something else.
You say it when someone thanks you for something, and it means “you’re welcome” —
something like “wear it in good health.” Or it can mean “as much as you want”: KyraiiTe,
meiiTe Ha 3mopoBbe! (Eat and drink to your heart’s content!) Or it can mean “whatever you
say, go ahead, well and good.” If someone criticizes you, you might reply: Ts Tak cuMTaemnsb?
Ha 3goposbe! (You think so? Go ahead and think that!)

So say Ha 370poBbe all you want — just not while raising a glass!

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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