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ITogBopoBhIBaTh: Bto steal a little on the side

Several years ago Fazil Iskander wrote a short storyBcalled

Iymaroruii o Poccuu u

amepuKaHelB(A Thinker About Russia and an American). Not only is it a brilliant treatiseEon
Russia in the early years after the fall of the Soviet Union, it is also aBclassic example of the
failure of intercultural communication.

The American badgers the Russian, with that annoyingBcombination of naivete and
pragmatism that characterizes my people, about whatBexactly Russians do other than think
about Russia. UTo menaioT B Poccun? Kakumu fenamu 3anuMarorcsa? (What do they do in
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Russia? What kind of work do they do?). Increasingly impatient, the Thinker About
RussiaBtries to explain,
IyMaroT o Poccuu. 3ToBriaBHoOe fieno B Poccun.”
(They think
about Russia. That’s the main occupationBin Russia.)
Finally the Russian admits&not
everyone thinks about Russia: Bce ocTanbHbie BopyOT. (Everyone else steals.)

You can tell by the variety and sophistication ofElterminology and slang in Russian that
BopoBCTBO (theft) is something of an art form.
VKpacThb is the most neutral word for “to
steal,” and has given us the noun kpaska (theft), as in: V meHs1 6bu1a KBapTHUpHasi KpasKa.
(MyHapartment was robbed.)

In the CriminalBCode, the lowest grade of larceny is
BOpoBCTBO,Bwhich is theft without any force or weapon.
The next step up the scale of
felony is the verb rpabuts and the nounk&
rpabé>x,Bwhich is theft with the threat of use of
some kind of weapon. (In case yourBEnglish lexicon of felonies is shaky, it’s robbery if it
refers to stealingBlsomething from a person, burglary if it is stealing something from
premises.)

MeHs orpabunuBHa ynulie. I He XOTeJI OT/IaBaTh KOIIIeIEK, HO KOT/ja s1 YBU eI HOSK B PyKax
rpabuTensil@— s1 cpa3y BCE OT/Aal.

(IBwas robbed on the street.

I didn’t wantBto hand over
my wallet, but when I saw the knife in the robber’s hands, I handedBeverything over right
away.) Note that rpabuTsBis used conversationally to mean any kind of theft, including
figurative: ®uHAHCOBBIE YCIOBUSI KOHTPaKTa Ipocto rpabésk. (The financial conditions of
the contract areBgrand larceny!)

The top of the felony scale is pa36oti or pazboriHoe HamageHue, which isBrobbery with use of
force, an attack, or a mugging. OH cTas >kepTBOM pa36oiHOroBHAMaIeHUsI — TPoe HallaIu
Ha Hero, n36uiy, 3abpanu ero geHsru 1 yacel. (He was mugged. Three guysBjumped him,
beat him up, and took his money and watch.)

Russian criminal slang has an elaborate lexicon ofBevery kind of criminal and crime, but
unless you spend time in Butyrka Prison,Bchances are you’ll never use it.

ItBmight be useful
to know, however, that a pickpocket is kKapmanHuK, and anBarmed hold-up or mugging is the
deceptively whimsical romncror.

Russian conversational slang has lots of good wordsBfor “pinching, swiping, ripping off.”
OfBthe ones that are fit to print, your starter vocabulary for the criminal lifeBcan include:



criepers,Hd

CTSIHYThH,H

cTubpuTH, B

CTaIluThH,H

yBecTu.BFor example:

OH cTauui pyuky ¢

moero ctona. (He swiped a pen from my desk.) I’m rather fond of the expression npuzgenatb
Horu ueMy-Jin60,Rliterally “to give something legs”:

OHa npuenana HOTU MOeu

sakuranke. (She made off with my lighter.) FromBthe old propensity of the communist
regime to expropriate private property, weBhave the jocular word

CKOMMYHU3IUTH.H

Onarp

Bce MonBKapaHaamy nponanu! KTo ux CKOMMYHU3IUI? (

All my pens are missing again!

Who misappropriatedBthem?)

Russian is a language of nuance. It gives us not only BopoBaTs (toHsteal), but
nogBopoBbIBaTh,Bwhich means “to steal a bit on the side,” with the understanding that
thisRisn’t one’s main profession, but a way of obtaining some pin money.

In Iskander’s story, the Thinker About Russia isBforced to admit that even those who spend
almost all their time thinking aboutBRussia

TO>Ke IOABOPOBHIBAIOT (also steal a bit on the

side).

The American tries to make a pun and suggests that if “those below”
nogBopoBbIBatoTH(the prefix

o -Bcan mean “under”), then certainly “those above” in

government HafiBopoBbIBaloT (the prefix Haj-Bmeans “above”).

The Russian Thinker is deeply offended. Cpa3yBBuIHO, UTO Bbl MHOCTPaHeIl 1 He
YyBCTBYeTEe CaMbIX TPeNeTHBIX TOHKOCTEN Halllero si3bIKaBlu Halllel ICUX0I0TUH.

(It’sBobvious that you are a foreigner and don’t feel the magnificent subtleties ofBour
language and psychology.) [TofBopoBBEIBaTHE — 3TO UeTI0BEUHO, CKDOMHO, JJasKe
YBayKUTEIBHO K TOMY, Y KO0 NoABOPOBHIBalOT. (To steal a bit on the sideB— this is humane,
modest, even respectful of those you are stealing from.) I[TonBoOpoBbIBaTHE -

3TO 3HAUUT,

BOPVIOT C OTJISITKOM Ha coBecTh. (PeopleBwho steal a bit on the side steal, but their
conscience bothers them.) BopyioT u mauyT, BopytoT u riimadyT. (They steal and weep, steal
and weep.)

So if you must steal — do it on the side, withEtears.



Originally published in 2002.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.

Original url: https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2016/08/01/a-little-bit-of-fazil-iskander-a54806



