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Cabin Fever in Russia? Never!
The Word's Worth
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XaHapuTth: to have the blues

Here in Moscow as we end our first week of self-isolation and contemplate another month —
at least! — of the same, people are already getting a bit antsy. English speakers call this going
stir crazy: being restless and distraught from confinement and isolation. The phrase
originally came from England, where it meant becoming mentally unbalanced while
incarcerated (stir is slang for prison). Another phrase in English is cabin fever, which
appeared in the U.S. around 1900 and meant being restless, out of sorts, and distraught while
living in an isolated cabin during a long winter.

You’d think that Russian would have equivalent expressions, right? Long winter? Check. Stuck
inside for prolonged periods of bad weather? Check. Confined for months to a small cabin
with 27 members of your multi-generational family and assorted livestock? Check. So in


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

Russian that’s...

Actually, Russians don’t have an equivalent expression. When you look up the English phrases
in dictionaries, you find descriptive definitions. Stir crazy is “cxopsimiui c yma OT CKYKU WIH
6e3merictBust” (going mad from boredom or inactivity) and cabin fever is “kpariuss
Pa3IpasKUTEIbHOCTD M BOMHCTBEHHOCTD B pe3ybTaTe ogquHouecTBa” (extreme irritability
and aggressiveness as a result of solitude) or “peakius Ha KitaycTpodoburo” (reaction to
claustrophobia) — neither of which is quite right. Plenty of parents with four kids, three dogs,
and two cats who live in a 6-bedroom house with a living room, family room and game room
are now going nuts from cabin fever. It’s being cut off from society that makes you crazy.

As usual, it isn’t that Russians don’t experience the same, or some of the same, reactions to
isolation as their English-speaking fellow sufferers do. But they describe it a bit differently.
They might experience Tocka, a Russian word that is miserably hard to express in English. It
is a deadly combination of ennui, restlessness, yearning, sorrow, anguish, anxiety, and
depression that makes you either hit someone, throw yourself into a lake or write a thousand
pages of magnificent prose or poetry.

If you want to experience a special kind of Tocka (and self-loathing), read the list of what
Alexander Pushkin wrote during three months of “self-isolation” at his family’s estate
during a cholera epidemic in St. Petersburg.

Russian also has lots of ways to describe being confined B ueTsipéx cTenax (within four
walls), which is, I guess, close to being stuck in a cabin or jail cell. The simplest way to
describe it is with cugeTs (to sit, be stuck): I mpocTo He Mory y>ke CHIeTh OfHA B YeTHIPEX
crenax! (I just can’t be cooped up alone within four walls!) Or you can close yourself off,
literally and figuratively: fI 3akpsuics B yeThIpEX cTeHax (I retreated into my home.) OH
3aMKHYyJICS B ueThIpéx cTeHax (He shut himself up in his house.) Or you can even immure
yourself, which is very unpleasant indeed: Tbl 3amMmypoBas cebst B UeThIpEX cTeHax (You've
locked yourself up in your own world and never go out.)

And then you can describe what happens to you while you’re home alone. It’s not pretty. §I
CTaJI CXOAWTH C yMa B ueThIpéx cTeHax (I started to go crazy cooped up inside.) VMmupato ot
TOCKHU B ueThIpéx cTeHax (I'm dying of boredom and depression within these four walls.)

You get bored — really bored: OHa cocKyuniack B YeThIPEX CTeHAX ¥ HEYMeJIO UIIeT
pa3BIleueHUs], XOTb KaKOT0-HUOYIb, KOTOPOe OTBJIEKIIO ObI €€ OT TAroCTHBIX AyM (She was
bored to death cooped up inside and kept looking but not finding some pastime, anything that
would take her mind off depressing thoughts.)

You get depressed: MHOM 0OBJIajieJI0 YyBCTBO 06peueHHOCTH B TaM, B MOUX, ITYCTh IJYIIBIX,
(haHTa3UAX, €CTh XOTh KaKasi-TO JKU3Hb, 3/IeCh JKe, B UeThIPEX CTeHaX, HET HUYero, Kpome
mpaka (I was overcome by hopelessness. In my fantasies, however silly, there is some kind of
life, while here, caged up within these four walls, there is nothing but darkness.)

You get exhausted from doing nothing: Mb1 uCTOMUINUCH B YeTHIPEX CTEeHAX, IIepeCcTalu
MHTepecoBaThCsl >KM3HBIO (Being stuck inside wore us out, and we stopped be interested in
anything.) That can make you antsy and restless: Mosi cecTpa 1 eé My>K OUeHb TSKeJI0
IIepeHOCSIT CAaMOU30JISIIVI0, OHU MEUYTCSI B YeThIPEX CTeHax, Kak 3Bepu 1o nelrepe (My
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sister and her husband have a really hard time with self-isolation; they are climbing the walls
like animals in a cave.)

Some people give in and give up: Te, KT0O >KUBET JoMa C POAUTEISIMHU, [Ta>Ke eC/IV Y HUX eCTh
paboTa, BCE paBHO OCTaIbHOE BpeMsl IPOBOJST 3allepThie B YeThIPEX CTEHAX,
6ecCcMBICTIEHHO CMOTPSAT TeJIEBU30P WIN IIPOCTO HUuero He menaioT (Those who live with
their parents, even if they have work, they still spend the rest of their time caged up at home,
stupidly watching television or not doing anything at all.)

I think that might be Week Five.

But for most of us, it hasn’t gotten that bad. We’re just a bit blue, expressed by the verb
XaHIPUTH. CU3KY Y ce6s1 B KOMHATe, YUTAK0 Y XaHJPIO MOHEeMHOKKY (I'm at home in my
room, reading and feeling a bit blue.)

But sometimes you can enjoy your solitude, like this fellow: B 6ecTsiieii, IITyMHOM CTOTUIIE
AJTeRCaH/Ip CKYYaJI, XaHPWI U cOe’Kall K TUXOMY VIOTY IepeBEHCKOr0 JoMa, K CBOeMY
CKPOMHOMY KabMHeTY, 3ar0JIHeHHOMY Tt00uMbiMu KHUramu (In the bright and noisy
capital, Alexander was troubled and felt down, and so he hurried back to the cozy quiet of his
wooden house, to his modest study filled with his favorite books.)

He xaugpu! (Don’t be down!) We’ve got a long way to go.
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