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Cyera cyer: vanity of vanities

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, there was a publishing boom as thousands of books that had
been banned were now allowed, and thousands more topics, people, and events that had been
erased from collective memory or simply forgotten were rediscovered and written about.

For translators, this meant all kinds of new dictionaries coming out, including dictionaries of
Biblical quotes that are commonly used in English. Most translators in the former Soviet
Union didn’t recognize them when they read or heard them and had no idea what the Russian
equivalent was.

But if the Soviet period had erased knowledge of the Bible, it hadn’t quite purged all the
Biblical quotes that had entered the Russian language in the previous 900 years. While I
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haven’t done a full study, I think there are fewer Biblical quotes used commonly in Russian
than in English, since the Bible was the sole religious book read by millions of Protestant
English speakers, while Orthodox Christians read many different religious books, like the
lives of saints. But there are still a lot of quotes, and it’s useful to be able to recognize them
when you hear them. Some might even surprise you. Some might even surprise the Russians
using them!

Some expressions, however, are easy to spot: K0o3é1 oTmyIeHus (scapegoat), 3eMist
obetoBanHas (the promised land); manHa HebecHass (manna from heaven); conb 3emuu (salt
of the earth); and 3anpeTHsitt iof (forbidden fruit).

Other quotes are easily recognized even if their usage is sometimes a bit unexpected. For
example: Ha mpa3gHuKax CHesKaHa CMOTpeJTach JIydIle BcexX B 6apXxaTHOM 3eJ1€HOM
IJTaThHIIE U JTAKOBBIX Ty(denbKax. Ho He xy1eb60M eIMHBIM >KUB ueoBek (During the
holidays, Snezhana looked better than anyone in her green velvet dress and her patent-
leather shoes. But man does not live on bread alone.)

I have found a few quotes more familiar to Russians than to English speakers, like this one:
Kak, paborast u 3apabaThiBasi, He BIIAaCTh B APYI'YIO KPAaMHOCTD: HEe HAUYATh CIYKUTH
mamone? (When you work and earn money, how can you avoid going to the other extreme —
when you start to serve mammon?)

But some are equally familiar in both languages, like cyeTa cyeT (vanity of vanities): CyeTa
CyeT 1 BCsiUecKasi CyeTa, 'OBOPWJIA OJTHA CTApYIIKa Ha fgade (Vanity of vanities and all kinds
of vanity, as one old lady at the dacha used to say.)

The meaning of “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness” seems to have changed a bit
over the centuries. It first was used to mean any desperate cry to do the right thing, like here:
Bce ero mpu3bIBhI K 10Opy H ri1ac Bonuoiero B mycThiHe (All of his calls for people to do the
right thing were like the voice of one crying out in the wilderness.) But now you may find it
means a voice that was not heeded: Bce mou x101oTh! B riac BOnumoIero. 1o CMx nop MaMma
6e3 kBapTHpHI (All of my efforts were like that voice in the wilderness. My mother still doesn’t
have an apartment.)

I know one phrase very well, because one of my friends, who cannot tolerate gossip, always
says it: BcmomuHau 6ubnerickoe: He cyauTe, ma He cynguMbl Oygete (You ought to remember
the words of the Bible: “Judge not, lest you be judged.”)

The phrase “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do” is often used in Russian
without the first part of Christ’s plea — simply He BematoT, uTo TBOpAT (they know not what
they do). As a result, it’s often much less lofty: IleTst HeBo3MyTHM: Befb pedsiTa CIMIITKOM
MOJIOABI, He BefatoT uTo TBOpAT (Petya is unfazed: after all, the guys are young and they
know not what they do.) And here, it sounds like forgiveness is not an option: PedopmaTops!
IleJIaloT BU/I, UYTO He BefjatoT, uTo TBOPAT (The reformers are pretending that they know not
what they do.)

Some Russian speakers are surprised that the expression ymbiBaTh pyku (to wash your hands
of something) comes from the Bible. Eciu 0H HacTarBaeT Ha CBOeM, s1 YMBIBAl0 PYKU U
cJIararo c cebst OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 3a BO3MOsKHbIe nociencTBus (If he insists, I wash my



hands of it and I won’t take any responsibility for the consequences.) It’s a standard phrase
now in Russian — the way its equivalent is in English — and easy to forget that it’s what
Pontius Pilate said of the crucifixion of Christ.

There are a few other phrases that have changed in meaning or connotation over the
centuries. HeT mpopoka B cBoeM oTeuecTBe (No prophet is accepted in his own country) is
used often about Russian writers and public figures, and even sometimes about someone in,
say, a company who warned of a disaster but was not heeded. But it was said by Christ and
quoted (variously) in three books of the New Testament.

Sometimes the language of the early Bible translations caused confusion. Take the phrase
7103Kb Bo criaceHwue. This is literally “a lie for salvation,” used to mean a white lie, an untruth
said to avoid hurting someone’s feelings. 9To 6bl1a TUIIL BITOIHE IOHSTHAS U
IIPOCTUTeNbHAs JIOKb BO criaceHue (It was a completely understandable and forgivable white
lie.) But this was a misreading of the Old Church Slavonic version of a Psalm verse: JIo>kb KOHb
BO CIIaCeHMe, BO MHO>KeCTBe >Ke CUJIbI cBoesi He criaceTcs (A horse is a vain thing for safety;
neither shall he deliver any by his great strength).

And how about these three phrases: KTo He co MHOM, TOT npoTuB MeHsa! (Who is not with me
is against me!) KTo He paboTaet, ToT He ecT (If a man will not work, he will not eat.) KTo ¢
MeueM MpUAET, oT Meua rmorubHet. (He who lives by the sword, dies by the sword.)

I asked some Russian friends, and they thought the first two were slogans from the 1917
Revolution. They knew the third one, but weren’t sure where it came from. They certainly are
part of Russian conversational speech.

For the record, the first is in the Gospels of both Luke and Matthew, the second is found in 2
Thessalonians, and the third is from a parable found in the Gospel of Matthew.

After a day of research on this, I’ve amended my new year’s resolution to include: Think
before you speak — 160 KT0 He paboTaeT, TOT Aa He eCT.
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