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All That Glitters is Russian Gold
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CmoBo — cepebpo: speech is silver...

This year Moscow is having a real winter with lots of snow — in fact, cHe>KHBIV alIOKaIUIICHUC
(snowpocalypse) — and plenty of cold, sunny days. These days are a real treat. When the
temperature plummets, the sun comes out, giving us the most beautiful gift of winter: silvery
slivers of ice and snow that dance and sparkle in the bright sunlight.

Russian, of course, has a word for this: cepebpuTbcsi. You find this in poetry — Alexander
Pushkin used the image in several poems, like the one that begins: B rosne uncTom
cepebpuTcst /CHEr BOTHUCTBIN U psiboti... (In an open field snow — downy, dappled—
glistens like silver). Sometimes the effect can be seen in warmer weather, too: ITo Houam
3eJIéHas TpaBa [TOKPhIBalaCh TOHKUM CJI0OeM MHesl, KOTODPBIM CBepKaJl 1 cepebpuiics Ha
yTpeHHeM conHIle (At night the green grass was covered with a fine layer of frost that would
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sparkle and glitter with silver in the morning sunlight).

CepebpuThcs can also refer to shiny gray hair: OH uMeHHO TOr/ja TaK CUIBHO [TOCE[eNT
MpesKie BOJIOCHI TOJIBKO Uy Th cepebpuiuchk (That’s when he went completely gray — before
that his hair just had a bit of silver in it).

CepebpuThcs can refer to anything that is silvery and shiny, including lovingly described fish:
V BXOZla Mara3uHa cTosiyia 60uKa, cepebpsiiasicst u3HyTpu cenénkamu (By the door to the
shop was a barrel, from which you could see the silvery sheen of herring).

The verb cepebpuThbcs is derived from the noun cepe6bpo (silver), which shares the same root
as the word in other Baltic and Slavic languages. It is thought to come from Anatolian —
where subau-ru meant “shining.” Cepe6po is used in Russian pretty much the way silver is
used in English. Before a party your significant other might say, “JocTaHs, noskanyicra,
POJIUTENBCKYIO ITOCYAY, XpyCcTanb U cepebpo” (Please get out my parents’ dishes, crystal and
silver). Or your teen may announce: fI HoIry TojbKo cepebpo (I only wear silver jewelry). Or
you might say, “V Haielt KoMaH/Ibl OUeHb YCIIeNIHbIe BBICTYIIEHUsI Ha Irpax — ABa 30/10Ta
u Tpu cepebpa!” (Our team has had great success at the Olympics — two golds and three
silver!)

And in both languages sound can be silvery, too. I don’t know why, exactly, sound has silver
associations, but it does: Cepebpom 3anuBaeTcs KomokonbuuK (The silvery tones of the bell
ring out.)

If silvery things can glisten and glitter, so can golden things with the verb 3omoTuTsCs. It
seems that most of the time the verb is used to describes leaves turning color in 3onoTas
oceHb (golden autumn): 3a OKHOM 30JI0THUJIUCE JlepeBbs1 BO IBOPE, U BeTep FOPCTSIMU
nopbpackiBai TUCcThsI (Outside my window the trees in the courtyard had turned golden and
the wind tossed about handfuls of leaves).

The verb can also refer to something golden that is seen, often in the distance: B janu Tyckio
30JI0TUTCSI Ky1on 3HameHUTOM MedeTH (The gold cupola of the famous mosque shone dully
in the distance). And very occasionally it can refer to the same quality of air as cepebpuThbcs,
although I think this phenomenon must take place at dawn or dusk: Peuka urpana
repeiiBaMu YTPEHHETO CBeTa, U3MOPO3b I10 MPUOPESKHOU TPaBe CBepKajla MUUTMOHAMU
BECEITBIX OpMIIMAaHTHUKOB. Cam Bo3ayx pusaTHO 3omoTuiics (The creek sparkled with the
iridescence of morning light, and the hoarfrost on the shore grass glittered with millions of
cheery little diamonds. The air itself had a lovely glimmer of gold).

And of course, 3omoTuThcs can describe fish because we love our metallic swimmers. Can you
guess which fish are glistening and golden? Aw, that’s an easy one: Ha cTosie 30/10TH/IacCh
6aHouKa mmpoToB (A tin of golden sprats glistened on the table).

3onoTo (gold), which appears to share a root with the word >kénTsiii (yellow) actually comes
in a variety of colors. YépHoe 30010 (black gold) is probably familiar. PacTy1mias KkuTarickas
KOHOMMKA HY’K/IaeTcsl B 00/IbIIIeM KOJTMYeCcTBe He(pTH, UTO IPUBOAUT K POCTY I€H Ha
"yépHoe 3010T0'" Ha MupoBoM peIHKe (The growing Chinese economy needs more oil, which
leads to higher prices for “black gold” on the world market). But what about 6eioe 3010T0
(white gold) and msirkoe 3o05m0To (soft gold). Any guesses? Not exactly a sea of hands. Benoe



30JI0TO is cotton and mArkoe 307070 is fur.
Now you know.

Sounds in Russian can also be golden, although this tends to refer to bells, specifically church
bells, like in this lyrical passage from 1926: Bcé Taxk ke I'yaUT 30JI0TOM 3BOH ‘‘cOpOKa
COpPOKOB”, IIO-TIpe;KHEMY UMCT CHeT U sipKku 3Be37bl... (The golden sound of the multitude of
church bells still rings out, and the snow is as pure and the stars as bright as they ever were...).

One thing to note about both silver and gold: they have two adjectival forms — cepebpeHHbI
(made of silver) and cepebpucTsbiii (silver-colored) and 3o;moToit (made of gold or golden) and
3onmoTucTbiM (gold-colored). This distinction is key when you ask a salesperson about jewelry.

Gold more than silver is the measure of a good person in Russian: OHa u3 30710Ta, 3TO 51 Tebe
rosopio (I tell you, she’s made of gold). This is different than the English-language golden
boy or golden girl, which is someone who is easily successful, but often only temporarily. This
is a case of He Bcé To 30110TO, uTO 61ecTUT (all that glitters is not gold).

Gold also seems to have produced more expressions than silver, although the two metals
share one common phrase: cioBo — cepebpo, a MomuaHue — 3010To (speech is silver, but
silence is golden).

There are certainly a great many things made of gold, like 3o1m0Tas cepeguna (golden mean)
and 3o1oTas MmonoAéxRs (golden youth, aka rich kids). A treasure trove might be deep in the
ground — 3o1o0Toe gHO (a gold mine, a mother lode) — or piled high to the sky — 3om0TBIE
ropsl (mountains of gold, the moon and the stars). But the latter is usually only what is
promised, while the former is what is real. Bce KaHguAaThI 00€elIal0T U30MPATEISIM 30JI0THIE
rOpbl U MOJIOYHbIE PeKU ¢ KucenbHbIMU Oeperamu (All candidates promise voters untold
riches and the land of milk and honey). OHa 0TKpbLI1a CBoe COOCTBEHHOE YacTHOE
npepnpusitve B c1y>K0y 3HaKOMCTB. 9T0 661710 30710T0€ AHO (She opened her own private
business — a dating agency. It was a gold mine).

Another gold mine is the business My>k Ha yac (Rent-a-Husband), where you can summon
someone to do chores around the house that are more than you can handle but less than a
licensed carpenter or plumber would do. There all the “husbands” have 3onoTsIe pyru (they
can fix just about anything).

Guys like that kymaroTcs B 3omoTe (are rolling in dough).
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