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CrazouHbIH: magical, incredible, unreal

I was planning on writing about something else this week, but at the office we got into a
discussion of how best to translate a certain epithet used with regard to a certain political
figure. The first word in the epithet under question is ckazounsbIii, an adjective that modifies
the second word, a noun meaning “not very intelligent” that we cannot reproduce here since
we are a family newspaper, law-abiding visa-holders, very proper citizens, or some
combination thereof.

But that didn’t stop me from going down the rabbit hole of ckazounsbIii.

The adjective is from the noun cka3ka (a tale or fairy tale), and so the first meaning of
CKa304HBIN is fantastical, storybook, magical, that is, like something out of a fairy tale.


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/michele-a-berdys-the-words-worth

CKa3ouHbIe FepOMHU B TBOEM BO3pacTe yrKe U nof BeHer, (In fairy tales, girls your age
had already walked down the aisle.) [Topa rpo1maThcsi Co CKa304HbIM ropogoM (It’s time to
say good-bye to this fairy-tale city.)

But the second meaning is figurative. How would you describe a fairy tale? Unreal,
unbelievable, incredible, amazing, outrageous. That’s what the second meaning of
CKRa30uHbIH is. CKa3ouHoe 6oraTcTBo (incredible wealth); ckazouHoe Tepnenue (unbelievable
patience); and even cKa3o4yHasi HarjoCTh (outrageous gall) are just ways of expressing
something out of this world. V Hux coBepIieHHO cKa304YHasi cobaKa, KOTOpasi AejIaeT CBOe
ZleJio B YHUTA3e U jaske ITOTOM caMa criyckaet Bofy! (They have a completely amazing dog
who does her business on the toilet and even flushes afterwards!) There isn’t a hint of fairy
tales or Disney castles in there at all.

And here, my friends, is one of the trickiest parts of language acquisition. When we are
reading or listening to a language that is not our native tongue, we sometimes “hear” the
original meaning in idioms, figurative expressions, figures of speech, and words with really
obvious roots. We push that original meaning to the forefront. But in many cases native
speakers don’t hear it. For them there is nothing storybook about ckazouHoe 60oraTcTBO —
it’s just a pile of money.

But don’t feel bad — non-native speakers have the same trouble with English. I remember
once referring to someone as a “homewrecker” and a Russian friend thought I’d used the
most amazingly vivid expression that had to be translated exactly that way to get the sense of
total physical destruction of the house the family lived in. He-ue-te! (No-no-no!) I said.
Hesnb3st Ha3bIBaTh €€ «O6yimbmo3epom» (You can’t call her a bulldozer...)

So how can you learn which figurative meanings carry the echo of the original sense and
which don’t? Well, you could do what I do: find a literate, cooperative Russian, drag him
home, lock him up, and torture him with questions until he runs out of answers or escapes.

Just kidding.

But really, the only way to figure this out is to ask native speakers. I am always pestering
people with questions. Kak Bam 3Ta pa3a — 3BYYUT CTPAaHHO WX HOpManbHO? (What do
you think about this phrase — does it sound strange or normal?) C/IbITIIHIITE KOPEHD UK HET?
(Do you hear the root or not?) C1oBo 06bIuHOE MK YeM-TO Boigensercs? (Is the word
ordinary or does it stand out?) You can imagine what fun I am at parties.

Now if you don’t want to fiddle with ckazounbil, there are plenty of other adjectives that
convey the same thing.

Some have a whiff of the otherworldly about them, like Bonre6Hsb1# (magical),
CBepxbecTecTBeHHBIN (supernatural), and perhaps uymecHbid (magnificent). But other
adjectives like nerengapusbiii (legendary) mudndeckui (mythical), and panTacTuueckut
(fantastic) have largely lost their touch of magic. JlerengapHasi nporpamMmma cHaudana
COBETCKOT0, a TOTOM POCCUICKOTO TejleBuaeHMs "Kiyb myTelecTBeHHUKOB' 3aHeceHa B
Kuury peropzoB 'MHHecca KaK CaMbIY IPOAOJKUTENbHBIN TeIeBU3MOHHBIN ITPOEKT
(“Travelers’ Club,” the legendary program that was first on Soviet television and then
Russian, is in the book of Guinness world records as the longest running television show.) ¥



Hero ¢aHTacTuueckue foxopasl (His income is jaw-dropping).

Mudunueckuii (mythical) requires careful reading, since it can mean “from an ancient myth,”
“non-existent,” or “myth-making.” The first meaning is easy to catch: if there’s a Greek
name involved, chances are we’re talking about the pantheon of the gods. But with the other
two meanings, pay attention to intonation and facial expressions. Ero mudnueckue 10xojbl
might be “his unbelievable huge income that will be the stuff of myths” or it might be “his
imaginary income.” So tricky, this language stuff.

I personally like the word deepuueckuii (fabulous, fantastic) from the French word féerique,
meaning related to fairy tales and fairies. Sometimes it suggests magical without stardust,
Tinkerbell, and magic wands: OTKpsITHE (hecTHUBaJIS, KaK U II0JI0KeHO B KaHHe, 6b110
¢eeprueckum (The opening of the festival was just enchanting, as befits Cannes.) Other
times, when modifying a noun with a negative meaning, it might mean utter, complete, total:
51 He MoT ciyIIaTh ero ¢peepudeckyro uyib (I couldn’t listen to his utter BS.) Eé
BBICTYILIeHUE O6b17T0 (heeprueckum mpoBaiom (Her performance was an epic fail.)

If you worry that you’ll put your foot in it with the magical thinking words, you can just stick
with some of the amazing-wonderful -extraordinary adjectives, like 6ecriogo6HbIM
(incomparable); BenukonernHbii (marvelous); BocxututenbHbil (splendid);
3ameuaTenbHBIN (Wonderful); uckmtounTenbHbIM (exclusive); and my personal fave:
noTpsicaromuii (stupendous). I just like how it sounds: Kuura B norpsicaroriasi! Bcem
coBeTtyto mpouecTh! (The book is just astounding! I recommend it to everyone!)

Or how about this? Konnept — ymepeTs u He BctaTh! (The concert was to die for, literally
“die and not get up”)

Simple, expressive and no funny business with magic wands and elves.
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