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A Fish Story in Russian That's True
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3m060gHeBHBIH: topical

A phraseBcaught my eye as I was reading the paper the other day:

TaKkue Mbechl MUIITYTCS

yarie Bcero Ha 37100y HsI (These kinds of plays are usually written on the most burning
issues ofBthe day.) That’s what

3106a gHs means, but the phrase isBliterally the “malice of

the day.” So how did malice morph into topical?

With thisBphrase, the trail begins with the Bible, specifically Mathew 6:34. In the
KingHJames version, the verse begins: Take therefore no thought for the morrow: forBthe
morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. And then it ends: SufficientBunto the day is
the evil thereof. In Church Slavonic it ends: JJoBieeT fHeBHU 3/100a ero.

I don’tBknow what the word was in the original Greek text, but it’s interesting thatBold
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translations use the words evil and 37106a (malice, spite, devilry), while newer translations
useBthe words trouble and

3aboTaHl(trouble, care, concern):

JIOBOJIBHO 151

KayK[[oTo OHS cBoel 3a060ThI (eachBday has enough trouble of its own).

In anyBcase, for several centuries

31m06a mHs meant “daily cares,” but inBthe 1850s, it began

to mean “urgent issues of the day” — I suppose because theBurgent issues of the day always
involve some sort of trouble. Just look at ourBheadlines.

At first, 3mo6a guaBin this sense was odd and therefor put in quotes:

MarTb X0Tena HauTu

yesI0BeKa, KOTOPBIM MOT

ObI 03HAKOMUTH KHSKHY C PYCCKOIO IMTEPATYPOI0 — PA3yMeeTCsl, UCKITIOUUTETbHO
Xopolllero, a He

3apaskeHHOI0 37106010 THA (The princess’ mother wanted to find someone who could
acquaint herBwith Russian literature — good literature, of course, not literature sulliedBwith
those “burning issues.”) But now it’s a common phrase: Bo BTopot nosioBuHe 70-X
TeJeBUeHNe CTaJI0 OTBeUaTh Ha

3aIIpoC 3pUTesIel, TpeboBaBIIMX UCTOPUU Ha 37100y AHs (In the late 1970s television began
to respond to viewers’ demands forEstories on the issues that really concerned them.)

And then somewhereBalong the line

3706a IHs got turned into an

adjective:H

31060/THEBHBIN. KOHTpecc cTapTOBa ¢ ceccuu “YecTHbIE OTBETHI Ha

3nobomHeBHBIe Bopockl” (The congress kicked off with a session called&®“Honest Answers
About Today’s Hot Topics.”)

AnotherBword for this is

>KUBOTpernenymnui, a real mouthful of consonant clusters that now

means “of vitalBimportance”:

TaKOB Halll MEHTAJIUTET: TOIbKO CUIOMUHYTHOE,

>KUBOTpeMNeInyliee CTAaHOBUTCS IPeJIMeTOM BHUMaHUs ob1mecTBeHHOCTH (That’s our
mentality: society only pays attention toBtopical issues of the utmost importance.)

And to goBfrom the divine to the earthy —

>KUBOTpeEMNeNnyIri seems to have been coined

way back in the day byBfish vendors and meant a fish that was shaking (

TpeneTaTs) in a very

lively way (;kuB0). That is: ppi6a mpsimo cettuac ¢ Bogbl (a fish right out of the water). Then a
few centuriesBlater, this fishy phrase got mixed up with a French phrase and came to
meanBsomething like earth-shaking, incredibly important. Sometimes it can be

personal:

7151 MeHs1 3TO

OUeHb JKUBOTpEIIEIIyIIee, ITOCKOJIBKY CBSI3aHO C MOel HbIHelrHel paboTow (ThisHis
something incredibly important to me since it’s connected to my current work.)BBut most of



the time it refers to something that concerns everyone: 3dderTHCcaHKII1N, HalIO’KeHHBIX
Bammnurrorom Ha CCCP B Havaste 1980-X rofioB, ObII CAaMOMEKUBOTPEIIEIIYIIeN TeMOM
razeTHbIX 3aronoBKoB (The effect of Washington’s sanctionsBon the U.S.S.R. at the
beginning of the 1980s was the hottest topic inBnewspaper headlines.)

WhichBreminds me of another expression: Plus

ca change...
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