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CitoBa roga 2016: 2016 words of the year

Ah, it’sBthat time of the year. The park is a winter wonderland filled with happy dogsBand
kids on sleds, my courtyard is a slushy battleground for parking places,Band the pre-holiday
traffic begins with a mild jam at 6 a.m. and gently risesB&all day to a full-scale, bumper-to-
bumper, red-alarm disaster by uac nukB(rush hour).

Half of@Moscow is packing up for a
vacation, and the other half is stocking up for a holidayBat home. Just the time to take a break
from the madness of kopriopaTuBsl (corporate parties) and monnuur (what you do in a mall)
to sitlBdown with a nice cup of tea and look back on the year in words.

Every yearBfolks around the world choose the word of the year — that one word
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thatBencapsulates the spirit and meaning of the year gone by. In Russia, severalBgroups do
this. My favorite is called ciioBa roga (wordsBof the year), headed by the linguist Mikhail
Epstein. He and hisBlanguage-minded colleagues vote on several categories of words and
phrases.

This yearBtheir top word was

6pek3ut (Brexit), also spelled 6percut, 6peraut, 6percut, or

6pak3uT. YouRremember Brexit, right? It was the end-of-the-world cataclysm after Grexit
andB&before Donald Trump. Now when I’m worried about the twilight of democracy,
theBdestruction of the world economic system and my spiraling health insuranceBpremiums
— not in that order — Brexit seems like a distant worry aboutBsomething that might not
happen.

SecondBrunner-up was a three-letter word — no, not that one. This one was

nHo (bottom),

as in gHO 3KoHOMUKMU (bottom of the economic cycle), made famous in part byBAlexei
Ulyukayev, former minister of economic development. The joke was that heBused to look for
signs that the economy had bottomed out every once in a while,Bbut then started groping for
the bottom every month. The search was for a good cause:HI'ne To THO 3KOHOMUKU, OT
KOTOPOT0 HY>KHO OTTONKHYThCs? (Where is the bottom of the economic cycle thatBwe can
push off from?) Unfortunately, Minister Ulyukayev is under house arrestBright now, perhaps
in part for either not finding the bottom, or maybe forBbringing up the damn bottom to begin
with.

In thirdBplace was a creature of a different sort —

nokeMoHbI (Pokemon) that for

severalBweeks kept thousands of Russian citizens busy and hundreds of Russian
officialsBannoyed. The fad may have been short-lived, but Pokemon will live on in
RussiaBfor years as the names of millions of dogs, cats, guinea pigs and goldfish.
I’m looking

at you, ITukauy (Pikachu).

The secondHcategory is
BBIpayKeHUe or paza rofa (expression or phrase of theByear). This
year the group voted for ouepens Ha
CepoBa/ArBa3oBckoro (line for Serov/Aivazovsky),Bwhich must sound like a secret code to
outsiders. It refers to the long linesBin icy winter snow or sweltering summer heat to see
exhibitions of the 19thBcentury painters Valentin Serov and Ivan Aivazovsky at the
TretyakovBGallery.

They say the expression hasBcome to mean overcoming great difficulties
for the sake of art, genuine or not.BI haven’t heard that, but then maybe I’m not hanging out
with the right crowds.BToo many Pokemon, too little art.

Right upBRthere were other catchphrases of the year, like

IOTMHTOBBIM cKaHjas (doping

scandal), the only Olympics-relatedBphrase, and

HOYb JJIMHHBIX KoB1Iel (night of the long

hoes), when everyone’s favorite, well-stocked,Bfriendly convenience store was torn down in



the middle of the night for beingRillegal. Notions of due process, sanctity of the contract and
private ownershipBwent out the window along with cheap grilled chicken and small packs of
washingBpowder.

EpsteinBnoted that this year did not produce any, or as many, nasty names for enemiesBas in
previous years. This is a good thing, and would be cause for celebrationBif there hadn’t been a
gazillion cyber-war words: kubepBoiiHa (cyberwar),BrubepaTaka (cyberattack) and
KkubepBoricka (cyber soldiers). And no one forgot about ru6pugHast BoviHaB(hybrid war).

Then weBcome to the fun categories, starting with

aHTHUA3BIK (anti-language), that

is,Bphrases that no one should ever utter. First place by a long shot was PrimeBMinister
Dmitry Medvedev’s flustered comment to a group of angry old folks inBCrimea, who were
hectoring him about their low pensions. [leHer HeT, HO BbI lep>kuTech! (There’s no money,
but you hang in there!) heBsaid, and a million meme-machines went into ecstatic motion.
Folks also gaveBMedvedev another thumbs up, meme-speaking, for trying to rename the
AmericanoHcoffee

pycuaso (Rusiano).BThis instantly jogged older Russians’ memories of

CronoBast Homep 7 (cafeteria number 7) and a big bucket of what was called koderiHbI
HanuToK (coffee drink), ladled lukewarm into thickBfaceted glasses. Delish.

The linguistsBalso liked President Vladimir Putin’s slip, er, statement, er, joke — that
is,BAthat thing he said about the borders of Russia, which

HUT]IE He

3aKaHuuBawTcAa (neverBend). Russia watchers in neighboring countries said:

JTO He

cmernrHo (That’sEnot funny.) British people, on the other hand, said, “Oh, we had that
once,Btoo. ‘The sun never sets on’ and all that. Didn’t end well.” See above,

OpeK3uT.

Heomnorusm roga (neologism of the year) isBthe category where the linguists get to kick back
and have a great timeRinventing clever, funny, apt words. This year the winner was

3710BII0

— 3710e c10Bo (nasty word). There were a lot of them this year, andBI guess they needed their
own name. My favorite came in second place: Heye3>kaHT. This is a word to describe a
newBphenomenon: someone who chooses not to emigrate or move abroad, from

He ye3’KaTh

(to not go). Not HeBbIe3fHOM (someone banned fromBtravel abroad) or 0TKa3HUK (a
refusenik, someone not allowed to emigrate) —EHeye3>KaHT (a stayer).

But myBpersonal favorite word of the year — what captures the mood and spirit of 20168 —
was the simple yBbI (alas).B

VBbI is used moreBoften in Russian than alas is used in English.

The Russian yB#I is uttered, usually with aBsigh and often with a slightly theatrical shrug of
the shoulders, in situationsBthat are bad, that you regret, but that you can’t change or fix.

Perfect for this year, no?



I think the®

yBHI thing beganBin St. Petersburg with a rally called

JleripecCuBHasI

JemoHcTpanus (depressing demonstration) where forlorn demonstrators&held up placards
that read: VB=I (alas); Huuero (Nothing); Hageskaa TonbKo Ha cmepTh (Our Only Hope is
Death).BHere

yBHI isHthe new

ypa (Hurrah!),Bthe word usually shouted at rallies or

combined with other words to give aBjingoistic zing, like

ypa-matpuoT (a “hurrah, boys!”

patriot).

This wasn’tBan Ypa! Kpeimuam! (Hurrah! Crimea is ours!) kind of year. It was the kind
ofByear where you hold yBei-niapag (a demonstration, alas) in

yBBI-CTpaHa (our country,

alas).

And thatBwas 2016.
VBEI.
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