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MockBa: Moscow

This weekend Moscow celebrates [Jenb ropoga (City Day), which is actually a misnomer. It’s
not a day of celebration, but a city-wide, all-weekend festival, with games and contests for
kids, free concerts, special events in every museum, hundreds of walking tours, more free
concerts, food stands all over, spectacular fireworks, even more free concerts, dancing in the
streets, wild theater events, outdoor cinema, and — just in case things get boring — an
election.

Kopoue (to make a long story short): on City Day Moscow is transformed into a 2,500-square-
kilometer amusement park visited by 12 million people, which is really fun if you like hanging
out with 12 million of your closest personal friends in a non-stop noise-fest.

I’m not so crazy about noise and crowds. But I do appreciate the opportunity to think about
Moscow and its myths. Do other cities around the world have dozens of expressions about
them? American cities certainly have distinct characters and nicknames, but other than a
“New York minute” I can’t even think of another expression involving a U.S. city.

But Moscow is another matter. First of all, it has epithets. It not merely cTonuila Hamemn
Ponumsl (the capital of our Homeland), it’s MockBa 6eiokaMeHHast, 371aToriaaBHast (white-
stone, golden topped Moscow), so named for the white stone and whitewashed walls of the
Kremlin and golden church cupolas.

MockBa — MaTtymika. (Moscow is our mother.) MockBa — ceppue Poccuu (Moscow is the
heart of Russia). MockBa — He ropoji, a reabivt Mup (Moscow is not a city but an entire
world). MockBa — 1apcTBo (Moscow is a kingdom) in and of itself.

But also: MockBa — 6osnbias gepeBHsI (Moscow is a big village). The origins and even
original meaning of this expression is not clear, but now it’s used when you run into your
friends at a bar or when your friend across town knows you got a haircut before your mother
does.

Moscow has its own origin myths, although some were borrowed from other cities: He B feHb
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MockBa noctpoeHa (Moscow wasn’t built in a day) or He pazom MockBa cTpouiack (Moscow
wasn’t built all at once). Now, of course, Moscow streets aren’t even built in a month. They are
built, and rebuilt, and re-rebuilt almost all year, every year. This might alter another
expression: MoOCKBa co3laHa BeKamH, [TuTep — MmusmroHamu (Moscow was built over
centuries; Petersburg was built with millions).

There are a lot of expressions that differentiate Moscow from other cities in the Russian
empire. My personal favorite is HoBropog — oteii, KueB — maTh, MOCKBa — cepjiie,
[TeTepbypr — ronoBa (Novgorod is the father, Kiev is the mother, Moscow is the heart and
Petersburg is the head) — which neatly explains 2000 years of Russian history.

Despite Moscow’s status as the heart and soul of the nation, other sayings establish Moscow
as a city of trade and business. MockBa tofgHa u xyiebHa. (Moscow is filled with people and
wealth.) B MocKkBe BCé Hal/IEITb, KpOMe OTIIa pOJHOTO Aa MaTepu. (In Moscow you can find
anything but your father and mother.)

But it’s not all business in the capital: CtaBuTcsst MoCKBa HeBeCTaMH, KOJIOKOJIaMU Ja
Kaimadyamu (Moscow is famous for its brides, bells and bread — specifically, a soft sweet
bread.) It’s the place you go to if you want to kick up your heels: IToegy B MOCKBY pa3roHSIThb
Tocky (I'm going to Moscow to shake off the blues.) And then there’s this: B MockBe Ka>Kibiii
IeHb npa3aHuK (Every day in Moscow is a holiday). It once meant that there was plenty of fun
to be had in the city. Now it means that the city government is making Moscow the festival-
capital of the world.

But folk wisdom has it that Moscow is a tough city, expensive and uncaring. B MOCKBY UATHU

— nocnenHIoo feHbry HecTH (If you go to Moscow, bring every last kopek.) MockBa crie3am
He BepuT (Moscow doesn’t believe tears). This expression originally meant that the out-of-

towners who came weeping and pounding their breasts to petition the tsar for help or mercy
were not convincing to the jaded members of the court. They’d seen rivers of crocodile tears.
Now it means: Don’t whine. MockBa He 110 KoM He rtadeT (Moscow doesn’t cry for anyone).
MocKBa 1o uy>kuM 6efaM He 11aueT (Moscow doesn’t cry over other people’s sorrows).

After a while, many out-of-towners long to go back home, where the long arm of Moscow
can’t reach: MockBa iepeBHe He yKa3 (Moscow’s word isn’t law in the village). And besides:
MocKBa — IIapCTBO, a Hallla fiepeBHS — par (Moscow may be a kingdom, but our village is
heaven.)

In the end: Xopomra MockBa, HO He foMa. (Moscow is magnificent, but it’s not home.)

Almost of millennium of Moscow sayings — as true today as they were when they first
appeared.

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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