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Ckagpgai: fuss, fit, ruckus

I tend to get a bit obsessive about language and literature, which is obvious from my
bookcases: the three shelves of everything written in Russian and English by or about
Vladimir Nabokov; 30 books on old Moscow; every Russian slang dictionary ever published —
and even a few unpublished manuscripts. Once I get interested in something, I'm like a dog
with a bone.

Lately my language obsession is with what I call “half false friends.” When the Russian
language borrows a foreign word, over time the speakers modify its original meaning, often to
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the point where the Russian word has nothing in common with its foreign cognate. A good
example of this is anruna (tonsillitis) which is not at all angina (a heart condition). Classic
false friends.

But sometimes the borrowed Russian word retains some of its original meaning and picks up
a secondary meaning along the way. An example of this is JemorpaTuuHbIi. Sometimes it
means democratic: I[IpaBieHre EBpoCO03a IOJDKHO OBITH 60JIee TpaHCIIApeHTHBIM U
IeMmokpaTnuyHbIM (Governance of the European Union should be more transparent and
democratic.) But sometimes it means affordable: Typ-areHTcTBO npepiaraeT OTObIX HA
BanKkaHax 3a BIIOIHE JeMoKpaTuuHble jeHbl (The tourist agency is offering vacations in the
Balkans for very affordable prices.) In Russian, the basic idea of democratic is retained —
something for all people, not just the elite — but it is expanded to include prices, places, and
even styles of clothing — none of which are said to be “democratic” in English.

Another word like this is ckargan (scandal, sometimes). In English a scandal is mostly some
bad or immoral behavior that is shocking and upsetting, and occasionally talk about that
behavior. In Russian, it’s flipped: ckangan is mostly the talk, noise, shouting, ruckus over
something and only occasionally is it, in part, the bad behavior being shouted about. In fact,
sometimes there is just a big stink — ckangan — with no underlying cause.

So, in Russian, you most often hear the shouting and ruckus part of a scandal: SI gymato,
nagHo, He 6yy M3-3a epyHABI ogHUMATh cKaHan (I thought, “Well, fine then. I’'m not
going to make a fuss over something so petty.”) Ero ums HeoJJHOKpAaTHO OBIJIO CBSI3aHO CO
ckaHganamu (His name was associated with controversy more than once.) Korjja oHa y3Haina,
YTO y My>Ka pOMaH, OHa 3aKaTuja rpoMagHbiv ckadaan (When she found out her husband
was having an affair, she threw a fit.)

And only occasionally do you find the disgraceful behavior meaning of ckangan: 3To ckaHgan
IIJISI TAKOM OOJIBIIION CTpaHbl B MMeTh TaKyio IPUMUTHUBHYIO CTPYKTYPY d3KoHOMUKH (It’s a
disgrace for such a large country to have such a primitive economy.)

When you get to the verbs, the meanings have split completely. In English, to scandalize is to
shock someone with your bad behavior. In Russian, ckauganuTs is to throw a fit, get into a
fight, behave badly. Pe6€HOK cKaH/aIwI, I7IaKal, TpeboBaj y MaMbl HEBO3MOYKHOTO:
BepHYTH cobaky. (The child threw a fit, wept and demanded that his mother do the impossible
— bring his dog back.) iy B TenedoHHyI0 KOMIIaHUIO pa36mpaThcsl. CKaHAATUTD
npuxoguTcst! (I'm going to the telephone company to sort it out. I'll have to raise Cain!)

There is one other meaning of ckauganutTs, which has the perfective form ockanganuTs: to
put someone down or put someone in an awkward position. l'op6aués rmocurman “3yopoB” u
JaKe B Ipecce MHOrUX ockaHzanui (Gorbachev fired a lot of the old guard and even shamed
many of them in the press.)

It follows, then, that ckarmanucT (male) or ckaHmanucTKa (female) is a troublemaker. 4
yesIoBeK CMUPHBIN, He CKaH/Ia/IUCT, He 3aB3SThIM ITMKETUMK, HO CETOJTHS I He MOTY
monuath. (I’'m a peaceful guy, not a troublemaker, not an inveterate protester, but today I
can’t keep silent.) OHa — xpecToMaTHNHAs ceMeMHas ckaHgaaucTKa (She is a typical family
troublemaker.)



There is another set of words for all this in Russian, which also come from one borrowed
word. Here an alcoholic drink morphed into rabble-rouser.

This false friend story begins with 6y3a, aka bouza or boza, a lightly fermented drink made
from various grains that originated along the silk route. You can find references to the drink
in 19th century Russian literature, and even in stories from places like Dagestan today:
Jleue6HBINM HaNUTOK! MHe MaMa B JIeTCKUe rofibl 6y3y JaBajia IOHEMHOKKY JIJIsI Cep/Lia.
(It’s a medicinal drink! When I was little my mother gave me a little bit of bouza for my heart.)

But somewhere along the line 6y3a became bad behavior, presumably first by people who
drank too much of it. One old woman commented on the riots of football fans in Moscow: OHuU
CaTaHUCTHI, CKa3asia 6abyIiiKa, 3TO OHM YCTPAaUBaAIOT ITOOOMIIIA Ha CTaJOHAX, 3TO OHU
yunHuIY 6y3y Ha MaHeskHoH 1Tomaau (They’re Satanists, the old woman said — the ones
who start fist-fights in the stadiums and the ones who ran riot on Manege Square.)

And then it follows that the person who raises a ruckus — 6y3a — is 6y30Tép. Bagum, >KMBOM
KJTACCUK KUHOJIpaMaTypryuu, BeIMKUI MacTep, U 6y30TEp, He oTaaeT goiaros! (Vadim, a
screenwriting genius, a great maestro and rabble-rouser, doesn’t repay his debts!)

And what these troublemakers and rabble-rousers do is 6y30TépuTs: ['opoACKoe mIeMs
HaeXaJio Ha OTObIX, ceryac 6y30TEPUT IPU CBeTe KepOCUHOBOTO (hOHaps, coobpaskasi
ouepenHue narocTH (The urban tribe descended on the place for their vacation, and now
they’re making trouble by the light of a kerosene lantern, thinking up nasty tricks.)

Although sometimes the troublemaking is much less dire: Bokpyr cufjenu Takve TUXHUe OeTH,
HUKTO He Oy30TEpuI, MHBIE TU3a/iu TapenKy s3bikoM. (All around were kids sitting very
quietly, no one was making a fuss, while some licked their plates clean.)

So remember, if someone is ockaHaieHHbBIN he is not scandalized by someone, but insulted
or discredited. By3a is either a delightful drink or a riot. And femorpaTnuHo might be said
about a cheap bar or a well-ordered parliament.

Who said language acquisition was going to be easy?
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