*“ . Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

The 5

30 YEARS

The Bear Russian Truth

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

April 13,2018
(]

Pixabay
MenBe>xps yoryra: disservice

Some Russians —mostly the ones who host television talk shows — like to chide foreigners
for their myth that bears walk down the streets of Moscow and other Russian cities. The
problem with this myth is that in all my years of talking about Russia to foreigners, I have
never actually met anyone who thinks this. This is a Russian myth about a foreign myth,
which is that kind of post-modernist hell that gives me an instant headache.

But that’s not to say there aren’t myths about bears. There are — lots of them. But they have
been developed by Russians themselves, who actually know a thing or two about bears.

In the Russian metaphorical and mythical universe, the bear is a contradictory creature. He is
greedy, yet lazy; strong, yet clumsy; cunning, yet stupid. People are often compared to bears,
usually for being big and clumsy: YTo-To B HEM MeBesKbe: TS>KEN, IOJTHOBAT, B MAaCCUBHBIX
O0YKax, C KaKUM-TO CJIOEHBIM JIMIIOM B IIpU pa3roBope OHO Kojbixasmoch (There was
something bear-like about him: he was heavy, rather stout, wearing huge glasses and had a
kind of puffy face that wobbled when he talked.)

Some contemporaries though Lev Tolstoy had ursine qualities: [[pyroi, meHee
BBICOKOITApPHBIN HabII0jaTelb Ha3bIBaeT TOJICTOBCKUE IV1a3a IpocTo B “MenBesKbuMU”’
(Another less pompous observer said that Tolstoy had eyes like a bear.)

Everyone agrees that bears like to get friendly: IIlypyK pailoCTHO BOCKJIMKHYJI ¥ 3aK/TIOU NI
Baguika B meaBeskbu 00bs1TUs (Shurik shouted with delight and wrapped Vadik in a bear
hug.)

They might also step on you if you are napping in a field or forest. Or at least that’s the image
behind the expression meqBeqib emy Ha yxo HacTynui (literally “a bear stepped on his ear”),
which actually means: the person has no musical talent: IToaTy Br10Ky, Kak BBISICHUIIOCH,
MefiBeJlb C IeTCTBA Ha yxo HacTymnui (It turned out that the poet Blok had a tin ear from
childhood.)

Mepseskut yroi (literally, “a bear’s corner”) is a place far away from civilization — but not,
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apparently, hidden from the enemies’ eyes: Co BpeMeH X0/10/THOM BOMHBI MbI IIPUBBIKIU
TOBOPUTBH O TOM, UTO CITYTHUKM - IIIITMOHBI MOTYT BECTU HaOTIOZeHMS 3a JTFOObIM
MeABe>KbHUM YITIOM Ha TEPPUTOPUU NPOTUBHUKA (Since the Cold War we have been
accustomed to saying that spy satellites can observe any godforsaken spot on their
opponent’s territory.) Bears go off to their menBeskuti yroi to sleep away winter in their dens,
called 6epsora. Unless you want to know what it means for a 300-1b. hungry bear to get up on
the wrong side of the bed, try not to stumble upon one.

In fact, even other bears stay away from their neighbors’ dens, since 1Ba MmenBe[is1 B omHOM
6epmore He yruByTca (literally, “two bears can’t live in one den”). Poccus u [Mosibiiia
6apaxTanuck Ha BocTOUHOM paBHMHE, KaK [jBa MefIBe[isl B OOHOU Oepiiore, japanasich, HO
YyBCTBYSI, YTO OHU OHOM rmopob! (Russia and Poland flailed about the East European plain
like two bears in one den, scratching each other but sensing that they were the same breed.)
On the United States plain, in the Wild West, this was expressed differently: This town ain’t
big enough for the two of them.

Another ursine expression captures the human tendency to count their chickens before
they’re hatched, which in Russian is genuTb mrypy HeyouToro meaBens (literally “to divide
up the pelt of a bear before he’s dead”). IToka Bech 11ymM BOKPYT SIIePHBIX OTX0/I0B
HallOMUWHAeT CTBIUKY BOKPYT IIKYpbl HeyouToro mensefs (For now the whole discussion
about nuclear waste reminds me of a fight over the pelt of bear who isn’t even dead yet.)

And then there is my favorite bearish expression: meaBeskbs1 yciyra (literally “a bear’s
favor.”) It comes from a fable by Ivan Krylov called ITycTeiHHUK 1 MenBens (The Hermit and
the Bear) in which a bear wants to be nice to his friend, the Hermit, who can’t fall asleep
because a fly keeps buzzing around his face. The kindly bear takes a log and whacks the fly...
and kills his friend in the process. This “bear’s favor” means a well-intentioned act that turns
out to be a terrible disservice. PoguTeny oka3anu pebeHKy MeBesKbI0 YCIIYTY: YKPEITUIN B
HeM YYBCTBO CTpaxa nepef nyomuaHbimMu BeicTyuieHusIMU (The parents didn’t do their
child any favor: instead of helping him, they reinforced his fear of public speaking.)

This can lead to one more bear-related expression: megBeskbst 60ie3Hb (literally “a bear’s
illness” — a fear-induced case of the runs.)

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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