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IIppIraTh 1acTOYKOH: to do a swan dive

In Russia — and in other places, too, I suppose — the metaphor that you find for the
coronavirus is often uépusriii 1ebens (black swan), which I, in my Russian-culture-centric
way, thought was an odd allusion to the ballet JTe6eguroe O3epo (Swan Lake). But I was
wrong. It’s from the book “Black Swan” by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, which has been translated
into Russian and seems fairly well known. The black swan of the title is an unpredicted and
indeed unpredictable event — usually catastrophic — that has massive repercussions.
Sometimes you get a mix of metaphors with it, like here: KopoHaBHpyc — 3T0 KOI0CCaTbHBIN
UEpHBIU J1e0elb, KOTOPHIM MPUJIETE] /IS BCEM MHUPOBOM 3KOHOMUWKHU. ITO UjIeaTbHBIN
mTopm. (Coronavirus is an enormous black swan that has landed on the entire world
economy. It is a perfect storm.)
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This, of course, got me thinking about birds and their meaning in the Russian imagination.
Swans, for example, are quite nice when they are white. They are considered to be a symbol of
grace and beauty, particularly renowned for their long necks. Having a long neck is a Good
Thing in Russian culture: OHa, He OTPBIBasiCh, CMOTPUT HA BBICOKYIO CTApyXy C IIUHHOMN
nebenuHOM 1ieei (She can’t take her eyes off the tall older woman with her long, swanlike
neck.)

Swans also mate for life and form a heart with their necks when cuddling — or whatever one
calls displays of affection among swans. So, their image appears at weddings and
anniversaries, or in gushing comments by relatives: O! Kakue ouu nebegu! TpuaiiaTh €T
CUaCTINBOM cympyskeckoi sku3Hu! (Oh, they’re just like swans! Happily married for 30
years!)

Happily, too, a swan song in Russian, like in English, is the last blast of creativity or effort
before the end of something. HacTynusiiee neciTuneTrie Mo>keT CTaTh TPUyM@om
POCCUMCKOM KOCMOHaBTUKY B U eé nebeguuol necHei (This decade might be the triumph of
Russian space aeronautics — and its swan song.) And a homely little creature might grow up
into a beautiful swan, only in Russian it’s not an ugly duckling but a goose. Harira «cyxapb B
100Ke» CTAaHOBUTCSI UICTUHHOM JIefiy, U3 TYCsI IPeBpalllaeTCsI B IpeKpacHoro jaebexs (Our
dried up old hag becomes a true lady, changing from a goose into a beautiful swan.)

What about a swan dive? In Russian, the diving is done by another bird: macTouka (swallow).
VBaH nacTouKOM KUHYscs B Boay (Ivan did a swan dive into the water.) The swallow is a
“good bird” in Russian culture, associated with sweetness and speed. JlacTouka is a common
term of affection — when your child shares her cookies with you, you sigh: Most macTouka!
Cracr6o! (What a sweetheart! Thank you!) They are also considered the first harbingers of
spring — English speakers: think swallows and Capistrano — and therefore the harbingers of
anything, usually something good. MamirHa cTana nepBoi JTacTOYKOM cpefiy aBToMOOHIIeN
C-kiacca (The car was the harbinger of the C-Class line of automobiles). That’s good, right?

Asyou see, Russians divide birds into “good” and “bad,” or rather unictas (pure) and
HeuwncTad (impure, vile). Another unicTas ntuiia (pure bird) is auct (stork), which brings
good luck when it nests on your roof. In fact: auct Ha Kpbiiiie — mup Ha 3emite (A stork on the
roof means peace on earth.) B Hapojie K anicTam Bcerfa 6bU10 0c000€ OTHOIIIeHHe:
CUMUTAETCsl, YTO auCThI IPpUHOCAT cuacThe (People have special feelings for storks: there is a
belief that storks bring happiness.)

They might bring happiness and peace, but they do look a bit odd. They are best known for
standing one leg, and that’s how their images are applied to people. YuuTensHuIla pyrana
Crenasa: “UTo ThI CTOMIIL Ha ONHOM Hore Kak aucT? Yragéms!” (The teacher scolded
Stepan: “Why are you standing on one leg like a stork? You're going to fall over!”)

Another umcTasi mTuIia is romy6s, one word that covers both pigeons and doves — a
distinction in English that is apparently not warranted: basically, it’s just one bird. But what a
loving, sweet, cooing, peaceful bird it is. F'ony6s mupa (the dove of peace) is a universal
symbol of peace and beauty. And of course, rony6umrk and roayo6ymika (my little dove, male
and female) are lovely, if rather standard, terms of affection. And they are also the standard
words for a pair of lovers: Korpa st mpocHYJICSI CpeAy HOUM, OHU y3Ke ITIOMUPUIIUCE,



BOPKOBasH, Kak ronyou (When I woke up in the middle of the night, they had already made
up and were billing and cooing like doves.)

On the dark side of the bird world is, oddly enough, Bopo6eii (sparrow), which is considered
an unclean winged creature in Russian mythology. That said, it is not given dreadful
characteristics. Bopo6eti is described as being small, fussy, hopping about somewhat
comically, and eating very little. People like that are said to be sparrow-like. UYTo T®I
IIpBITaellh Kak Bopobeti? TI0CcTO CITOKOMHO X0Th HsATh MuHYT! (Why are you hopping
around like sparrow? Can’t you stand still for even five minutes?) And this is the classic way to
describe someone who picks at his or her food. Ml He 3HaeM, UTO C [TOYKOM Jie/laTh. OHa eCcT
Kak Bopo6Oyirek (We don’t know what to do with our daughter. She picks at her food like a
bird.)

The sparrow also figures in a common expression: CTpensiTh U3 MYIIKYU 10 BOPOObSIM
(literally, to shoot a cannon at sparrows). This is what English speakers call overkill. Ero
KPUTHKA He COOTBETCTBYET MacIITaby Mpo6ieMbl— OH CTPesieT U3 MYIIKY I10 BOPOObsIM
(His criticism isn’t appropriate to the scale of the problem. It's overkill.)

And finally, there are the two confusing birds BopoH (raven) and Bopona (hooded crow, most
of the time). The problem with the nomenclature is that we people doing the naming don’t
really know what we’re talking about. There is a raven (Corvus corax), a carrion crow (Corvus
corone), and a hooded crow (Corvus cornix), along with other birds like the rook (Corvus
frugilegus) and even the grackle (Quiscalus quiscula). Other than all being united by their
totally cool Latin names — that frugal rook, the quizzical grackle! — they are all big and
pushy, dark in color, smart, and dexterous.

Pushy, you ask? You clearly have never had a crow divebomb your head because you aren’t
sharing your dog treats with him.

In Russian, both BopoH and BopoHa are HeuncThle, although the former is said to be from the
land of the dead and is very impure, while the latter is more ridiculous and annoying than evil.
It is no wonder that in the very dark years of Soviet power, the black car that took people off to
prison or execution was called uépubiit BopoH (black raven): Houbto rprie3sKaeT YEPHbBIN
BOPOH ... JKeHIIIUHY, y KOTOPOM MajleHbKasl IeBOYKa, apecTOBbIBAIOT (At night the “black
raven” comes ... they arrest a woman who has a little girl...)

BopoHa can be associated with someone who is comically clumsy and somewhat silly. In
English these people are often called a different animal: Ha rpanu uépHoro romopa To, Korja
3TOT YUEHBIN - BOPOHA ITBITAETCS ie/IaTh eliepBepKU, ¥ B KOPOOKAX OHM HAUMHAIOT
ctpensaTs (It’s like black humor when that silly goose of a scientist tries to make fireworks
and they start to go off in the boxes.)

More commonly you hear about 6emast BopoHa (literally a white crow), a weirdo who does not

fit in. Sometimes they really don’t fit in: Hermbro1muii eBpei B KOJUIEKTUBE IPOBOCEKOB E 3TO
IBasKIbI 6erast BopoHa (A non-drinking Jew in a team of lumbermen is being the odd man out
— twice over.)

To sum up: for perfect happiness, convince a stork to nest on your roof, don’t pick at your
food like a little sparrow, bill and coo like a dove, and mate for life like a swan.



And definitely avoid ravens.

Original url: https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/04/10/black-swans-and-russian-bird-lore-a69945



