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Pexels
ITackBmIb: lampoon

Here in Moscow the story of the week on the arts scene has been the film “Death of Stalin”
written and directed by Armando Iannucci and being shown, at least for now, in a couple
of movie theaters while the Ministry of Culture figures out what to do about it.

One of the dozens of articles about the controversy quoted director Igor Ugolnikov, who called
it “ITacKBMIb Ha MCTOPHIO HAIIIeM CTPAHbI, 37T00HAsA SKOObI 'KoMeIrs', OUepHSIOIIast
MMaMSATh 0 HAIIUX TPasKIaHax, mobequBiux ¢amusm* (A lampoon of the history of our
country; a mean, so-called "comedy*“ that blackens the memory of our citizens who defeated
fascism.)

I was less interested in his opinion than the lovely word mackBumb.

The word comes from the Italian character Pasquino — or Pasquillus in Latin — one

of Rome’s "talking statues." Since the 16th century, people have posted anonymous letters
and tracts on the statues, making them something like the first Facebook pages, only
anonymous and meaner. In Russian, the word came to mean a lampoon, a send-up or, in legal
terminology, libel.

[TackBub is always a Very Bad Thing. HekoTopble KHUTY BO BpeMeHa ''>Kejle3HOro
3aHaBeca" M3bIMaIM Ha COBETCKOM TaMOsKHe, a Ta3eThl B MOCKBe Ha3bIBAJIU UX 3I00HBIM
nackBuiieM (During the period of the Iron Curtain, some books were confiscated by Soviet
customs and called vicious libel by Moscow newspapers.)

But one man’s mackBuib is another man’s catupa (satire), which is defined as "niposiBnexue
KOMMYECKOTO0 B ICKYCCTBE, COCTOSIITIee B YHUUTOFKAIOIIEM OCMESTHUU SIBJIEHUI, KOTOpbIe
TIpefiCTaBIISAI0TCS aBTOPY mopouHbIMu “‘ (the use of the comic in art, which consists

of destructive ridicule of phenomena that the author considers to be evil).

A different director thought "The Death of Stalin‘ was a satire, but she used yet another
lovely old word to describe what the film wasn’t: nmoksnémn (slander, calumny, defamation). She
said, "CmepTb CTannHa“ He MOKIIEMN Ha Poccuto, a caTupa Ha TUpaHUI0, HEBayKHO, B Poccuu
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nunu Amepuke ("'The Death of Stalin‘ isn’t slander against Russia. It’s a satire about tyranny,
regardless of whether it’s in Russia or America.)

You could also just call this kireBeTa (slander) — nasty lies meant to harm someone’s
reputation. This word has always been bandied about when criticism is voiced: C omHoM
CTOPOHBI, MBI BUJIeJT BOCXBaJIeHHe Bpara v BpasKeCKOM JIMTePATYPhI, C IPYTOM CTOPOHBI
KJIeBeTYy Ha COBeTCKOe MapTUrHoe ucKyccTBO (On the one hand we saw praise of the enemy
and enemy literature, and on the other hand — slander of Soviet Party-approved art.)

Or you can call it 3mocnoBue, a compound word consisting of 310 (bad, evil) and cios(0)
(word) that means speaking ill of someone — malicious gossip. In Russian it’s famous as the
translation of Sheridan’s ""School for Scandal and the name of a snarky television talk show:
ITkosna 3nocnoBus. But it’s scandalous in the sense of causing a scandal with nasty gossip,
which I guess can sometimes go too far: B cBoem 3710C71I0BUY OHU [TIOPOM JOXOIVIIN

mo mostHoro abcypaa (Their bad-mouthing sometimes got totally absurd.)

Another word is HaBeT, also some kind of slander or mudslinging. It’s been around for a long
time: Bompeku HaBeTam, MiBaH ['pDO3HbBIN OCTaBWJI CBOMM HACIeJHUKAM MOIIIHOE
rocymapcTBo (Despite slander to the contrary, Ivan the Terrible left his heirs a powerful state.)

There is also "KpoBaBbiii HaBeT — blood libel, what Jewish people call accusations of ritual
murders of Christians.

If you don’t like those native Russian words, you can try imports, like nucunyamus
(insinuation). You might wish to take the high road when accused: Ms1 He >kerTaeM fjasKe
KOMMEHTHPOBATh noio06HbIe nHCcHHYauu (We don’t even wish to comment on such
innuendo.)

Of course, this is also what you say when the accusations are true. Or when you can’t
pronounce MHCUHYyaIUs.

Another imported word is puddamarius (defamation), a word that is just different enough
from the English to trip me up every time I try to spell it. CTuxoTBOpHBIe HaAIIUCH COZlep>KaT
npsamyro guddamariimio pycckux (The poetic inscriptions contain clear defamation

of Russians.)

As someone once asked: luddamariusi, HaBeThl, feMarorus B He Harla Iu 31oxa?
(Defamation, slander, demagogy — isn’t that our era?)

I’'m beginning to think that it’s everyone’s era, everywhere and always.

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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