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Yebyparmika: Cheburashka

Last week when we heard that the writer Eduard Uspensky had passed away, we all began to
reminisce about our favorite books and cartoons that he wrote, and our favorite Uspensky
creatures. I'm rather partial to Kporomui I'eHa (Crocodile Gena), but everyone loves
Yebyparka (Cheburashka), the odd little creature with big ears, big eyes, and no parents or
siblings. And then someone wondered where the name came from.

Luckily for us, Uspensky wrote something of a Cheburashka origin myth for us. Once upon a
time, a furry little creature lived happily in a tropical forest. One day this creature went for a
stroll and happened upon an orange grove, and in the grove — a crate full of freshly-picked
oranges. The creature loved oranges, so it climbed in, ate a couple and fell asleep. Sound
asleep, it didn’t notice when the workers nailed up the crate and loaded it on a ship. When the
ship landed and the customer got the crate he ordered, he opened it to find no oranges but a
very rotund little creature. He put it on the table, but it was so round and fat that it couldn’t
stand up: OH cupes, cCufesT, CMOTPeJI 10 CTOPOHAaM, a [IOTOM B3S1JI []a ¥ UeOypaxHYJICS CO
CTOJIa Ha cTY/I. Ho ¥ Ha cTyJie OH JI0/IT0 He ycuen — yebypaxHycst cHoBa. Ha mort. (It sat
and sat, looked all around, and then toppled over from the table onto the chair. But it didn’t sit
long on the chair and toppled over again. Onto the floor.)

So the customer uses the verb pair uebypaxaTbcsi/uebypaxHyThbcs (to fall down) to make up
the name Ye6ypariika. The wonders of Russian word formation in action!

YebypaxaThbcs is a rather slangy way of falling. The standard verb is ymmacTs (to fall), which
covers anything and anyone that/who is in one place one second and flat on the floor or
ground the next. On ynan u ciomarn Hory (He fell and broke his leg.) It is the word used in all
those dreadful school math and science questions: PaccunTaliTe, ¢ KaKOM BBICOTHI JOI>KHA
yIacTh KaIlisl BOJbI, YTOOBI IPU yAape MOTHOCTHIO ucrapuThest (Calculate the height that a
drop of water must fall from in order to completely vaporize when it hits the ground.)

Of course, things can fall figuratively, too: Ecyiu rieHbI Ha HedTb YIIagyT, IPUAETCS TUO0
repeKpanBaTh OrOmKeT, b0 MUPUTHCS ¢ ero Aedunmrom (If oil prices fall, we’ll either
have to cut the budget or make peace with a budget deficit.)
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If you plop down, say, the way a 3-year-old does in a puddle — or a 45-year-old does after
dinner — you can use the word mrtoxaTbcsi. MysK LieftyeT eé B I11eKY, IPOXOAUT B CTOJIOBYIO U
roxaeTcs: Ha auBaH (Her husband kisses her on the cheek, goes into the dining room and
flops down on the couch.) Dogs do this, too, quite well: Mosi cobauka maroxaeTcs Ha Iy30 U
JIeSKUT, OTHbIXaeT oT IpbDKKOB (My dog plops down on her belly and lies there, taking a rest
from her jumps.)

If you crash down loudly, that’s rpoxaTbcsi. AKTpuca JleJlaeT OTYasiHHOE JIUI0, 3aKaThIBAeT
I7Ia3a U rpoxaeTcsi Ha 1moit (An expression of desperation appears on the face of the actress,
who rolls her eyes back and crashes down to the floor.) For some reason, you can also use this
word for falling into a faint, although that’s usually a quiet process: Yero $1, Kak
cmaboHepBHasi IeBUIIA, BCe BpeMs Ipoxaioch B 06Mopok? (How come I keep falling into a
dead faint like some maiden with bad nerves?)

For a bit of onomatopoeia, you might use the wonderfully expressive 6abaxaTncs, also for
crashing down loudly. Here is the perfective part of the verb pair 6abaxuyTscs, used for what
is clearly a one-time-only event: OH ¢ TakoM crIo¥ 6abaxHYICS B peKY, YTO OpPBI3rU
mosetenu io oboux 6eperos (He crashed into the river so hard that the spray hit both shores.)

If you fall heavily, but not necessarily loudly — I tell you, these verbs are for every possible
descent — you might use the verb pair cBanuBaThcsi/cBanuThCs. [IpUIIENT JOMOM ¢ paboThI U
cBanuiics B kKpecio (He came home from work and plunked himself down in an armchair.) Or
it might be used to describe a circus act: C K1oyHOB cBanuBanuch mTaHsl (The clowns’ pants
were falling down.) And it can also be used figuratively: ITocye rocyiefjHero 3B0OHKa Ha Tebs1
CBa/IMBaeTcsi cBOOOa, ¥ MHOTHE ITPOCTO He MOTYT MOHSTh, YTO C Hel jieftaTh (After you
graduate from school, freedom crashes down on you, and a lot of kids just don’t know what to
do with it.)

In this case, I can only go back to where we started, and suggest that recent graduates follow
the example of Yebyparika: uebypaxaThCsi, HAeCThCS alleIbCMHAMU U 3aCHYTH (plunk
yourself down, eat too many oranges and fall asleep).

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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