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Russian Chickens Get a Bad Rap
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Kypura: chicken, a silly bird

As usual, I was stumped as I read through the morning Russian newsfeed. I had come across
the puzzling headline: Py6iu o oceHu cumtatoT (literally “rubles are counted in the fall”).

Knowing Russian headline writers’ propensity for clever rephrasing of common expressions, I
started poking around in my reference books and stumbled on npInIAT 10 OCEHY CUUTAIOT
(chickens — literally chicks — are counted in the fall). This is the Russian version of “don’t
count your chickens until they’re hatched.” But in Russia’s more severe climatic conditions,
hatching was just the first hurdle. The chicks had to survive the perils of summer — drought,
flooding, hungry cats and dogs, illness, and so on. So you only count them in the autumn
when they’re a sure thing.

So that’s the allusion behind the headline Py6su o oceru cuuTaroT, which had this sub-
header: K ceHTsI6p¥0 Hac MO>KeT >KAATh CTAaOMIM3aLMsI Kypca HallMOHAIBHON BaJTFOThI, POCT
3ap1uaT (By September we can expect the national currency to stabilize and incomes to rise.)

I get what it means. I just don’t get why this all happens only in the fall. Does the ruble spend
the summer on the beach?

Accepting once again that I am not a macro-economic genius, I decided to forego financial
news and concentrate on chickens.

The chicken does not have a great reputation in Russia and the Russian imagination. Chickens
are odd: they have wings but don’t fly. They don’t make nests. They are said to fear water and
darkness. They are thought to be stupid. That’s why in Russian: pak — He psi0a, a KypuIa —
He niTuila (a crayfish is not a fish and a chicken isn’t a bird).

I don’t think chickens are as stupid as they are made out to be, so it’s probably a grave insult
to the clucking clans to speak of kypunas namaTs (literally, a chicken’s memory). In English
we go for a kitchen comparison, not a barnyard one: Kyjia, B Kako¥i KapMaH 51 CYHYJI CBOM
outet? Y meHs KypuHas namaTth! (Where did I — what pocket did I shove my ticket into? My
memory is like a sieve.)
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Because chickens are kind of innately comical, the expression kypam Ha cmex (chickens find it
funny) is used when something is so hilarious or outrageous that even dumb chickens would
laugh. If chickens could laugh, that is. In English, we change the creature: [JoxogHasi 4acTb
6royKeTa B 22 MUUTMApAa A0J/UTapoB B I TaKOM CTPaHbl, Kak Poccus, B 3T0 KypaM Ha
cmex. (The income part of the budget — 22 billion dollars — for a country like Russia would
make a cat laugh.)

But I’m happy to say that English speakers agree with Russian speakers on one aspect of
chicken-hood: the marks they make in the dirt are very much like bad handwriting. In Russian
it’s kak Rypwuiia nmamo# (like a chicken [wrote it] with its feet). [IpounTaB 06'bsICHEHHE,
YUUTeIh HUUero He moHsiy. [Touepk 6611 B Kak Kypulia tanol (The teacher read through the
explanation but couldn’t make out the handwriting — it was like chicken scratches.)

Chickens, unlike their other barnyard bird friends like ducks and geese, don’t have feathers
that water slides off of. So if they get caught in the rain, they look like, well, something the cat
dragged in. Mokpasi Kypuiia (a wet hen) can describe how someone looks: Ou 6pozgut o
OyIbBapy Kak MoKpasi Kypuiia (He was a sorry sight as he wandered along the boulevard.) But
it can also describe the inner bedraggled state. One guy was surprised to discover that his
girlfriend didn’t have much spunk: I gymat, Tsl MHe 60eBasi IOJIPYyTa, a Thl MOKpasi KypUIia
(I thought you were my feisty girlfriend, but you’re a spineless worm.)

In general being mokpasi Kypuria is not a good thing: OH — gypak, 6e3aebHUK, TeHTSIH,
rpsi3Hasi Myxa, MOKpasi Kypulia, epbMo... (He’s an idiot, a slouch, a loafer, a dirty fly, and a
spineless pile of crap.)

But it’s probably no worse than being a ruble that’s only counted in the fall.

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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