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CrpémHo: scary,Bweird, unpleasant, boring

C HoBwiM rogjom! Happy New Year! Just like every other year, my neighbors and I areBrelieved
that the holidays are almost over. The month from mid-December toBmid-January is like
living next to a shooting range or behind the front linesBof a war — an almost constant
barrage of fireworks that wake the newborn on theBsecond floor, set off the Yorkshire Terrier
on the fourth floor, and keep everyBother living soul awake and jumpy. Oh, for a good night’s
sleep!

After theRneighbors heard about a rocket launched from a courtyard that broke a
window,Bcontinued its flight into an apartment and set it on fire, we discussed how
toRprotect ourselves. As someone said: Ctpémmuo! (It’s scary.)

CtpémHo is a funny word. You won’t find it in any Soviet academic dictionaries or etymology
reference books. In more recently published general dictionaries it is noted as Bymbr.
(“vulgar,” i.e., low-class) and has larger entries in dictionaries of contemporary youth slang.
So it seems like a slang word that appeared in the last 25 years or so.

So why, then, can you find it in literary works dating to the early 19th century? I'm not quite
sure how that happened, but I did discover that its origins are in prison slang.

Ctpém is both a look-out and the danger the look-out is looking out for. I suppose because the
camp system was scattered across the country, you can hear the variations cTpém, cTpéma
and ctpéms — all words that mean look-out, guard, or danger. CTpéMIIUK iS someone on
guard. CTpémMuTh is to scare or threaten someone.

CtpémHo covers a range of meanings: dangerous, frightening, weird or unpleasant. You can
say ctosiTh (literally to stand) or 66ITh Ha cTpéme or Ha cTpéMKax (to be on guard). This can
be external guard duty: Bacsi, cTOSIIIIMI Ha CTpEMe, CBUCTOM HpeAyIIpesKaaeT 06 OrmacHOCTU
(Vasya stands on guard and whistles to warn of a danger.) Or: BHU3 criycTuics, uTob Ha
cTpéme 6b1Th. Masto 1u uTo (I went downstairs to keep watch. You just never know.)
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Or it can be an internal guard: V MeHs UyTKU COH, KaK y cobaku. [la TyT 11060 Ha CTpéMe
oymert. (I'm a light sleeper, like a dog. But anyone would be on edge here.)

Or it can be what you shout when you spot danger: IBaH Hayuuics Takke oT I'puropus
IIyraTh MOIITEHHUKOB 1 Y3HaBaTh X B TOJITIEe; CTOUT TOJIBKO CKa3aTh: ''cTpémal' (Ivan also
learned from Grigory how to scare crooks and find them in the crowd — all he had to do was
say, “Watch it!”)

That’s pretty much classical usage. Today you can say mHe ctpémuo! (I'm scared!) or s1 Ha
cTpéMmrax (I'm on guard) without sounding either too old-fashioned or like an oldster trying
to sound young and hip.

Now if you are young and hip — or if you have the pleasure of raising or spending time with
someone who is young and hip — you might hear crpémuo and related words used more to
mean weird, wacko, or striking. Tam cTpémHast o6ctanoBKa (The situation there is hinky).
The adjective cTpémubIii can refer to a person who is dangerous, fearless, and powerful:
BUUIIIB 3TOr0 CTPEMHOI0 MY>KHMKa? 3TO HOBBIM MapUHUH MY3K. (See that guy over there —
the ball-breaker? That’s Marina’s new husband.) Or it can be weird-cool: cTpémHas cTprsKKa
(outta-here haircut). Or indecent-funny-cool, like ctpémubIY aHekgoT (wild joke).

Somehow it has also come to mean lack of desire: MHe CTpEMHO ITOMTH Ha BeUepUHKY (I
don’t feel like going to the party.)

Of course, this is all for educational purposes. You don’t need to use cTpémuo at all. Scared?
Botock. (I’'m scared.) Omacatoch. (I’m anxious.) MHe TpeBo>kHO. (I’'m on edge.) MHe cTpaIiHo.
(I'm terrified.) Y meHs nanuka. (I’m panicking.) Mens Tpsicét. (I'm so scared I’m shaking.)
Horu nopgrocunuce. (My knees are quaking.)

That should cover pretty much everything, from a small spider to that scary dude Marina
married.
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