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Hrukak Henb35: absolutely impossible

Spring in Moscow is, in general, puppy time. Training a dog to go outside when it’s -25C and
the snow is knee-high to a human and four times the height of a small canine is impossible
both for the dog and its human. But once the weather gets warmer, the courtyard is full of
little creatures being told they are Momoperi! (Good boy!) every time they manage to pee on a
bit of grass.

This year the puppy population is larger, since coronavirus lock-down is also a great time to
raise a dog. In the morning the sounds of training drift up to my window: Mosnogern! (good
boy/girl!) (HeT-neT-Het! (No no no!) Henw3as! (Don’t!) Bpocs! (Drop it!)

This got me thinking about one of those essential commands: Henb34. I think of it as the “it is
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forbidden” word.

But after a bit of research, I realized that Henb3s is far less one-dimensional than I had
originally thought. It’s actually the “it’s impossible-forbidden-not recommended-really
ought not to-can’t live without it” command.

For dogs, of course, as well as some children, cats, boyfriends, girlfriends, and nosy
neighbors, Henb3s1 can mean: you are forbidden from doing whatever you are doing or about
to do. In English-language dog training, this is the simple but firm: No! Henb3st KpacTh cbIp
co crona! (Don’t steal the cheese from the table!) Henb3st mucaTh B Mou 6oTurKu! (Don't pee
in my boots!)

For humans, you sometimes need to go into a bit more detail. That’s why Hens3s is the word
of rules, signs, and codes of behavior. This is the command you see in capital letters on signs
outside hospital wards: ITocTroporHuM Henb3s! (No admittance, literally outsiders are
forbidden). Or it might be used in the rules for behavior at a school: Paccka>kuTe emy
IJIaBHbIEe IPAaBWIa B YHUBEPCUTETE — UTO HeJb3s ellaTh ¥ uTo Mo>KHO (Tell him the main
rules for university life — what’s allowed and what is forbidden).

The second meaning of Henb3s is “it’s impossible,” which can be literal, as in: HoBwil
obpaser] rmacropTa UMeeT HeCKOJIBKO CTelleHel 3allluThl, U MofelaTh ero Henmb3s (The new
version of the passport has several layers of protection and it’s impossible to forge). It can
also be figurative: B ofHY peKy Henb3s1 BOUTH ABaxKablI (You can’t step into the same river
twice). And sometimes it’s not quite clear if the meaning is literal or figurative: Henb3s1 6b1TH
TaKoM riyrori! MHe oueHb HY>KHO CKa3aTh Tebe, uTo s Tebs 610, HoHuMaelb? (How can
anyone be so stupid, literally, no one can be so stupid! I really want to tell you that I love you,
get it?)

The third meaning of Henb3s is much less adamant, and is, in fact, hardly a command at all.
This Henb3s is more like “you shouldn’t,” “you really ought not to.” E€ ciioBa Henb3s1
BOCIIPUHUMATh cepbe3HO (You shouldn’t take her words seriously). CTosITh Ha ITO/Ty HeJb3s,
TIOTOMY YTO XOJIOJHBIM CKBO3HSIK AyeT u3-1of aBepu (You shouldn’t stand on the floor
because cold air blows in under the door.)

If you want, you can intensify the Henb3s1: Hu B KoeM ciydae HeJb3s1 3a0bIBaTh, YTO HAJI0
3aKOHYMTH PaboTy 1o nsaTu yacos (You must not under any circumstances forget that you
have to finish work by 5 o’clock.) Ero HMKaK HeIb3sI Ha3BaTh YCIIeNIHbIM O13HecMeHoM!
(You certainly can’t call him a successful businessman!)

The fourth meaning is a kind of mix of “it’s impossible” and “you shouldn’t.” It’s in phrases
that use verbs like >kuTs (to live) or o6omiTrCh (to get by) and the preposition 6e3 (without).
Be3 mpy3el >KUTH Heslb3s. (You can’t survive without friends.) Be3 momory He 060MUTHUCE.
(We can’t manage without some help.)

And then because Russian adores double negatives, there is another usage: Henb3s1 He fenaThb
(literally you can’t not do something). In English we often ditch the negatives and turn it into
a positive assertion. So 3ToM >ReHIITUHON HeTb351 He BOCXUIIAThCS (You can’t not admire that
woman) is more likely to be: You have to admire that woman! Or how about this: IlpocTuT
Te6s1 006s13aTeNTbHO, HO TOJIBKO TOIYIA, KOTJa He IIPOCTUTD HeJlb3sl, HY CeKYH/I0M paHbIIIe.



(He’s certain to forgive you, but only when he has no choice but to forgive you and not a
second earlier, literally when he can’t not forgive you). Sounds like a real sweetheart, eh?

Finally, Henp34 is also used in very polite requests, which is something like the interrogatory
version of a double negative. You don’t say CrenaiiTe Mmy3siky notutie! (Turn the music
down!). You say: Heb3s1 mu cieniaTh My3bIKy mmoTuiie? (Do you mind turning the music
down, literally couldn’t you turn the music down?) Ox 6611 TaM UK HeT? Helb3s 111, 110
KpaliHel mepe, XOTb 3T0 BhIACHUTH? (Was he there or not? Can’t we at least find that out?)

And considering the frigid weather and our stone-cold radiators, maybe instead of screaming
at our apartment management companies, we should try this: A HOubI0 Henb34 U
nogTariuBaThk? (Do you think we might turn on the heat at night?)

Won’t work, of course, but it sounds very genteel.

There are also a couple of idiomatic uses of Henb3s that threw me off the first time I heard
them. They start with kak Henb3s1 — so you begin to mentally translate “as it is
forbidden/impossible” — but then end with nyumre (better), xy>ke (worse) or kcratu (handy),
or any comparative adjective or adjectival phrase such as 6omee pagocTHo (more joyfully).
They all mean that something is as X as possible, or something couldn’t be more X. For
example, 9TO poMaHTHUYEeCKOe Ha3BaHUe OOXOAUT rOPOAY Kak Henb3s mydiie (That
romantic name is just perfect for the city.) 9To 06cTOSATETBCTBO IPUIILTIOCH KaK HETb35I
KcTaTu JIy>RKOBY yepe3 rof (That situation came in really handy for Luzhkov a year later). On
OBLIT KaK HeJIb3s1 6os1ee maek ot moero ugeasna (He couldn’t have been farther my ideal).
CHauaja 06CTOATEILCTBA CKIIAbIBAIMCh KaK HeIb3s XysKe (At first the circumstances were
as bad as they could possibly be).

You get the idea, right? Pycckasi rpaMMaTViKa OKa3bIBaeTCsl Kak Hellb3sl 60ee CII0KHOM
(Russian grammar couldn’t be more complicated.)
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