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The Sweet Smell of Russian Money
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JKuBkre feHbru: cash, ready money

In Russian they say “o BKkycax He criopsiT” (to each his own, literally “people don’t argue
about tastes”). In English the rule for polite conversation is quite broad — don’t talk about
money, religion or politics. In the old days money wasn’t a taboo subject among Russians
because there wasn’t much to say: salaries were the same for everyone and the price of a
pound of beef was the same in Kaliningrad and Kamchatka. But now it’s probably improper to
discuss money with anyone but your closest Russian friends and family.

But that’s not to say you don’t need to talk about money sometimes in Russian. If you want to
do it right, here are some tips.
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First of all, you need to get the stress right. The word for money in Russian is gensru, a plural
word borrowed from the Tatar language. It’s IEHbru and JJEHer (genitive case), but the
stress changes in other cases to gens'AMMU (instrumental); gersl'AM (dative) and o feHbprAX
(prepositional). If you forget, don’t worry — the old pronunciation of JEHsramu, JEHbram,
and o JEH®rax are still acceptable, if markedly old-fashioned. Just say that your first Russian
teacher was a countess who fled the 1917 Revolution and that’s how you learned to say it.

And while we’re on the subject, there is one expression that always uses the otherwise
outdated stress pattern: He B JIEHbrax cuactbe (money doesn’t buy happiness, literally
“happiness isn’t in money”). I guess it’s an old saying, so you use the old pronunciation.

Once you’ve got that straight, next you have to learn about different kinds of money. There
are a remarkable number of adjectives that are used with fensru, some similar to English
phrases but some not. Byma>kHble fieHbr'u (paper money) is clear, but what does the cashier
at the local shop mean when she keeps asking you for menkue gensru (literally “small
money”’)? She wants small denominations, not that 5,000-ruble note you are thrusting at her.
However, in your office menkue fernbru is something else — the company’s petty cash.

If menkue nenbru are small denominations, are 6onbiive gesbru (literally “big money”)
large denominations? Of course not. Bonbiive geHsru are a lot of money: E€ cbIH HaKOHeI[-
TO YCTPOWJICSI Ha XOPOIITYI0 paboTy 1 3apabaThiBaeT 6ombinve qeHbru (Her son finally got a
good job and is earning lots of money.) This is also xopomue gensru (literally “good
money”’): XopomIIum BpauyaM Hafio IUIaTUTh xopolrue neHbru (You have to pay good doctors
good money.) A whole lot of money is cymacriepue or 6emenbie feHbru (literally “crazy or
wild money”). OHuU rTaTHIU OellleHble AeHbI'M 32 KBAapTUPY B IleHTpe (They paid a huge
amount of money for their apartment in the center.)

Lots of money can also be conveyed with the set phrase kyua fieHer (a pile of money): UYto
KacaeTcsI BETPOBKHU... V TeOsI 5Ke Kyua JieHer — moe3skai 1 Kymnu (About that windbreaker —
you’ve got a pile of money, just go and buy it.)

On the other end of things, a moderate amount of money is npunInyuHbIe Or HeIlJIOXKe JJeHbI'1
(decent or not bad money): Mbl OTpPaTWIU NPUINYHBIE [eHbI'M HAa PEMOHT MaIlIMHbI, a BCE
paBHO OHa 110x0 3aBoauTcs. (We spent a fair amount of money on car repairs, but the
ignition is still off.) KapmauHble seHbru are pocket money, not much — just enough for daily
expenses, often doled out by the family bookkeeper: ITo noHeenbHUKaM MOsI >KeHa BbIJJA€T
MHe KapMaHHBbIe JeHbI'M Ha Heflento (Every Monday my wife gives me pocket money for the
week.) And at the very bottom are nocnentue gersru (literally “last money”): OH norén u
Ky Oy ThUIKY ITMBa Ha nociegHue neHbru (He went and bought a bottle of beer with the
last of his money.)

There are three other kinds of money you ought to know about. >Kussie gensru (literally “live
money”’) is cash — money that’s is freely available. In English cash isn’t live, it’s cold and
hard. EMy He Hafio 6paTh UIIOTEKY — OH IIpe/iyIaraji >KUBbIe TeHbI'M 3a KBapTupy (He didn’t
have to take out a mortgage — he offered hard cash for the apartment.) KpoBHbIe feHbI'U
(literally “bloody money”) is a false friend — not blood money, but money earned by the
sweat of your brow: Korjja npoBUHUBIIUNCS MY>K BEpHYJICS [TOMOM, >KeHa KPUKHYIa:



“Jlyure 661 B POHTAHKY 6pocuiicsi, YyeM KpoBHBIe ieHbru nponuBaTh!” (When he guilty
husband came home, his wife screamed at him, “You should have jumped into the Fontanka
instead of spending all your hard-earned money on drink!”) And then there’s rpsi3Hbie
nenbru (dirty money), which has to be laundered: B odiiopabix 30Hax Kutipa 0TMbIBalOTCSI
rpsi3HbIe MeHbru U3 Poccuu (Russia’s dirty money is laundered in Cyprus’ offshore zones.)

The thing about cash is — you can’t tell if it’s hard-earned, clean or dirty: feHbI'Y He TAaXHYT
(literally “money doesn’t smell”). It’s interesting that this expression — a loan from Latin —
wasn’t borrowed into English, too. English speakers just say: Who cares where it comes from?
Money is money!

Michele A. Berdy is a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, author of “The Russian
Word’s Worth,” a collection of her columns. Follow her on Twitter @MicheleBerdy.
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