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Feb. 23 in Russia is [JeHb 3amuTHUKOB OTeuecTBa (Defender of the Fatherland Day), the
latest iteration of a holiday that began as [leus kpacHo¥ Apmuu (Red Army Day) in 1922 and
then underwent name changes as armies and regimes fell, rose, had new purposes and official
titles.

But for most of the last almost 100 years, conscription was universal, and so the day to
celebrate veterans really was the day to celebrate men.
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Today my sense is that less men get together with their old army buddies to drink, eat, and
generally carouse — sometimes with a 6aus (bath house) playing a major role — but there are
still congratulatory phone calls, gifts (usually potable and potent), and women spending
many hours in kitchens preparing the favorite meals of their men folk.

And so, it seems like the perfect occasion to discuss what to call the men in your life. Because
it’s Russian, it’s not quite as simple as you think.

Let’s begin with your husband. You call him mo#t mysx (my husband), right? As in: Moero
My>Ka ceruac HeT JIoMa, HO S CKayKy, UTo BbI 3anutu (My husband isn’t home right now, but
'l tell him you stopped by.) There is nothing wrong with that if you’re young and just
starting out in life and your careers, or if you’re talking to a neighbor or friend. But when you
and your husband are older, and when he is a distinguished professor of widget optimization
and the World Widget Society is calling for him, he is not mo# mys>k. He is iBaH IleTpoBuu
(Ivan Petrovich). That is, the proper way to refer to him is by name and patronymic. Ban
[TeTpoBUY He MOJKET ITOFOUTH K TellepOHY, HO s1 00513aTeTbHO CKasKY, UTO Bbl 3BOHUIIU
(Ivan Petrovich can’t come to the phone right now, but I’ll be sure to tell him that you called.)

For unarticulated cultural reasons, referring to your husband to outsiders as cynpyr (spouse);
cynpy>KHUK (dear spouse); oter (father); mama (Papa) is definitely déclassé. And unless you
are still on your honeymoon, don’t even think of calling him mo# cnnyTHUK >ku3HU (my life
companion) or mosi rmojoBuHa (my other half). It’s so Not Done.

Moving on to the more general categories of men: my>kunHa and My>kuK. Both mean “man.”
The first is the generic descriptive word, what you call a man you don’t know or have no
emotional or other connection to. -Kto 3Boumn? — He 3Haw0. Kakol-To My>KUMHa.
[lepe3BouuT. (“Who called?” “I don’t know — some man. He'll call back.”)

If you know the man or want to give more information about him, you can start playing
around with diminutive forms. Is he a big hulking guy? Then he’s mysguuuiiie. OH OUeHb
cepIieuHbIN, XOTs ¥ rpyboBaThIi My>kuuuire (He’s very sincere, even though he’s a rather
coarse hulk of a man.) Or is he a little guy? Then he’s My>kKu40K or My;Ru40HKa. OH TIEpPEpOC
CBOU HSITHAAIIATH JIET, B3POCJIBIN MaJIeHbKUM MY>KUUOK C rpyboBaThIMU pyKamu (He was
bigger than his 15 years, a grown-up little fellow with rough hands.) This can also be used for
someone who is small in some figurative way, the kind of little man you don’t notice or who
isn’t that important. Ha cocefrem cufieHbe CUIUT MY>KMUYOK-TPUOHUK B PE3UHOBBIX
canorax u ¢ BegpoM (In the passenger seat was some guy who was going to forage for
mushrooms, wearing rubber boots and holding a bucket.)

My>RUK is a trickier word. We all know that once upon a time it referred to a peasant man.
OpJIOBCKUM MY;KUK He BeTuK pocToM (The peasant men of Orlov aren’t tall.) And then it
referred to any uneducated and uncultured man who had coarse manners and appearance. Ha
KOM 4EPT MY>KHMKaM Hajio Ob1I0 nepeThcst 6omsreBaTh TyT? (Why the hell do these bums
come here to find a place to sleep?) And here is a distinction about the mayor of St.
Petersburg, Anatoly Sobchak, that explains one person’s understanding of my>kuk and
my>RkurHa: Cobuak 6bUT He MY>KMKOM, 3 UMEHHO MY>KUMHOM. (Sobchak wasn’t some yokel;
he was a gentleman.)

But for other people, my>KuK is a positive description, something like “a real man” or “a real



Russian man” with connotations of strength, morality, and honesty. Vipuina Bapyr yBujena B
HEM MacCy IOCTOMHCTB: HEMHOT'OCJIOBHBIM, YeCTHBIN, TPYAATa, a INIaBHoe B My>KUK. (Irina
suddenly saw he had a slew of good qualities: reticent, honest, hard-working, and the main
thing — salt of the earth.)

If Irina’s beloved were Jewish, this my>kuk would be called a mensch.

And then there is the off-hand, friendly my>xkuku (guys). You call out to the men chugging
down beers as they work the shashlik grill: 311! Myskuku! Kak Tam Hamr manuisik? (Hey, guys!
How’s the meat coming along?)

Older fellows include gsms and asimbKa, both of which are uncles of a sort. Isigs is the word
you use to describe your relative: [Isifst BoBa, for example. But the neighbor’s little girl, who is
totally unrelated to Uncle Vova, might call him that, too: JIsist BoBa HayumI MeHsI IJIaBaTh!
(Uncle Vova taught me how to swim!) And although this seems to be less common these days,
it’s still the polite way to refer to or address an unknown older man. I[TocTo¥ B ouepeqiu 3a
aTuM pasipen (Get in line behind that man.) [Isiisi, BB1 ypoHUu nedaTky (Mister, you dropped
a glove.)

Although gagpka sounds like an affectionate diminutive, it has generally different and more
negative connotations — perhaps because before the 1917 Revolution fisijbka was a servant
who looked after the little boys in noble families either at home or at university and in the
army. Today it can have the sense of an irrelevant old man: CTosiT y MaB3071es1 HeJJOBOJIbHbIE
pacrkopMmiieHHBIe asaaAbpKu (Very well-fed old geezers are standing by the Mausoleum looking
mighty unhappy.) I[Io3HaKOMMJI €€ C KAKUMU -TO JISITbKaMU, OHU 11eJI0Ba/Iv €1 PYKY U
ropopunu "'mamam' (He introduced her to some old guys who kissed her hand and called her
“Madam.”) Or he could be just be "some old guy'': Tam cTos1 AsiABKA, pa3faBai IUCTOBKU
(Some old guy was standing there handing out flyers.)

And finally, there is one last kind of gsgbpka, who famously lives in Kiev. He is part of the
expression B oropojie 6y3uHa, a B Kuee gsapka (literally, “there is elderberry in the garden
and an old guy in Kiev”). Makes no sense, right? It’s not supposed to. It’s what you say when
your interlocutor says something ridiculous or compares apples and oranges.

But I hope that gsiipKa has someone to raise a glass with on Saturday.

Michele A. Berdy is the Arts Editor and author of “The Russian Word’s Worth,” a collection of
her columns. Follow her on Twitter @MicheleBerdy.
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