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Momogo>kénbpl: newlyweds

Recently I had one of those odd conversations in which you can’t tell who’s crazy — you or
the person you’re talking to.

Friend: “Cnyrmaii, Thl He iymana o 6pare” ? (Hey, have you thought about marriage?”)
Me: B kakom cmblcite? (In what sense?)
OHa: B ToM, uTo 6pak 3T0 xopoiio u 1moxo (In the sense of it’s both bad and good.)

Me: Hy ga. >Kusub Takas (Well, yeah. That’s life.)
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Ona: Ho mouemy ske ofHo ci1oBo? (But why is there just one word?)
Me: (He Bbe3skaro) O uém Thi? (not getting it: What are you talking about?)

Ona: O ToM, UTO ecTh OpaK Kak cBajbOa 1 6pak Kak fgedekrt. He crpanto au? (About how
there is 6pak that means wedding and 6pak that means defect. Isn’t that strange?)

To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it, but it is strange. However, it is easily explained: the
words came from different sources. Bpak (marriage) appears to be derived from the verb
6paTh (to take), as in “take a wife.” Bpak (defect) came to Russian from low German, middle
Dutch, or German via (possibly) Polish, depending on which etymologist you consult, and
originally mean some kind of break. Judging by Webster’s 1828 dictionary, we have the same
word in English in the U.S. — brack— which means a breach or broken part, although now it
seems to be archaic.

Bad 6pak and its related words — the verb pair 6pakoBaTh/3abpakoBaTh and adjective
6pakoBaHHBIN — are useful words to know. Bpak is commonly used to describe some
manufactured or homemade product that has a defect or doesn’t look the way it should.
MoJtofble fieBUaTa Yroaay OpaKkoBaHHBIMU IITOKOIAAHBIMM Mefanbkamu (The young
women treated us to chocolate medallions that didn’t pass quality control). But the verb can
also mean to reject something as defective or not satisfying requirements: Pegkosnerus
aJlbMaHaxa 3abpakoBaia 3Ty ctaThio (The almanac editorial board rejected the article).

The marriage 6pax is richer, of course, especially if you start from the beginning of the
marriage process. We'll take the case of significant others who are a man and woman. They
begin as Bo3mto6eHHbIe (a couple in love). If they are meant for each other, they are
Cy>KeHbIH or cyskeHasI (intended, male and female). And if the deal is clinched — as was the
habit of wealthy families back in the day — then they become psi>keHBIV Or psiyReHast
(officially betrothed) as well. Ps;srkeHbiv comes from the verb psimuTs, a curious word that
means both to dress in a costume and to agree to something. So your cy>KeHbI - pSI>KEHBIN is
the man who is yours, heart and contract.

In the old days, the process of becoming HeBecTa (bride) and >keHnx (groom) was organized
by the families and codified, sometimes even on paper, in momonBKa (engagement). This
word comes from the verb monuTs, which originally meant to speak. This translates nicely:
the woman or man is “spoken for.” Today in the crowds I run with there are no prenups or
intimidating talks with family lawyers, and the couple just announces their 06pyuenue
(engagement), from a word that means “to promise.”

Most of the time the verb pair 06pyuaTbcsi/o6pyunTbess means to get engaged — cue
romantic music, ring, tears and embraces: B geHb 06pyueHUsI ¢ TF06MMOM [IeBYIITKOY IOHOIIIA
Hazienn HoBbIM KocTioM (On the day of his engagement to the girl he loved, the boy put on a
new suit). But sometimes the verbs are used figuratively. In English, we are a bit cruder in our
terminology: Koryia yacTHasi KOMIaHUs 00pyYaeTcs C TOCYJapCTBOM, TO Y HUX BO3HUKAeT
061111, TaK CKa3aTh, “cemerinbiit” 6romKeT (When a private company gets in bed with the
state, they open a joint “family” budget, as it were).

Next step: getting hitched. The verbs you use to describe this are different depending on
whether you’re a man or woman. The verbs are all very terribly descriptive and sexist. Men



SKeHSITCSI Ha JKeHIII1Hax (verb pair >keHUThCS1/I0sKeHUTHCH, literally “to get on wives”)
while women BbIxoAsIT 3aMy>K (verb pair BeixoguTh/BbeINTH literally “to walk after men”).
The family of the bride can “give her away” — BbifaTh 3amy>K: PoiuTenu X0TelIu BbIAATh €€
3aMYy’K 3a CbiHa 6oraThIx Kojuier oTiia (Her parents wanted to marry her off to the son of her
father’s rich business associates).

What if you want to say that Vanya and Marina got married, not that one married the other?
Then you use skeHUThCSI: MBI ¢ BosTofiei peruin I0>KeHUThCSI CDOYHO, 51 Obl/Ta Ha TPEThEM
mecsitie 6epemenHocTHU (Volodya and I decided to get married right away since I was three
months pregnant).

If you want to be neutral and decidedly not romantic, you can say BCTyIuTb B 6pak: OH
BCTYIIMJI B OpaK C HbIHEITHEeM KeHOU ABa rofa Hadaz (He got married to his present wife two
years ago). Another phrase is coueTaTbcst 6pakom (to be united in matrimony): HakoHeIi-To
HeBbIe3HasA M HaXOsIIasAcs Mo MOCTOTHHBIM Hai3opoM KI'B 6anepura Matis [Inrcenkas
coueTastach 6pakom ¢ Komno3uTopom Pomuonom IllegputbiM (The ballerina Maya
Plisetskaya, who was under constant KGB surveillance and not allowed to travel abroad, was
finally married to the composer Rodion Shchedrin).

The wedding ceremony is the dreadful sounding — to my ear — 6pakocoueTanue. One can
have a combining-in-marriage ceremony at one of the nation’s palaces of civil unions: B1959
rozy B JIeHMHTIPaJie OTKPBUICS MepBbIY [IBopel] 6parkocoueTanus (In 1959 the first Wedding
Palace opened in Leningrad). If you get married at one of those places, you can use the verbs
3a/perucTpupoOBaThCS OF PACIIMCHIBAThCS/paciucaThCsi: Mbl 3aperucTpUpOBaIvCh B UIOHE
(We got married [had a civil wedding] in June). Korga oHM npumuiy pacnuceiBaThbcs B 3ATC,
Bce artoaupoBanu (When they came to the registry office to sign their marriage papers,
everyone applauded).

If you wish, you can also get married in a church. This ceremony is called
coronation—BeHuYaThCcs1— because in the Orthodox Church crowns are held over the heads of
the bride and groom. MsI xoTUM BeHYaThCsI B 60s1bIiom xpame (We want to marry in a big
cathedral). This is also “to walk under the nuptial crown” — something you should do when
you’re sure about your future spouse: 3To Hafo 66110 3aMeUaTh JI0 TOTO, KaK UTU I10f
BeHeIl (You should have noticed that before you walked down the aisle).

Sometimes church weddings were secret — either because they were against parental wishes
before the Revolution or because they were against communist ideology after: MsI TaiiHO
nnoBeH4daHs! (We secretly got married in the church).

In any case, you need to be married in a civil ceremony to make it official: Mamia, pa3
ITOBEHYAHbI — TO U MOKEHUTHCS JOJIKHBI, ¥ TOT/]a MOSI MOCKOBCKasi KBapTUpa Tebe
JoctaHeTcs. (Masha, since we had a church wedding, we ought to have a civil ceremony too,
so that my Moscow apartment will be yours as well).

Of course, you can just call any ceremony, religious or otherwise: cBagp6a (wedding). In
Russian you “play” one: B okTsi6pe [leTbKa ¢ 3MHKOM ChIrpanu cBafiboy (In October Petka and
Zinka had a wedding).

Now that you’re married, people are going to discuss what kind of marriage it is. Sometimes



we say this quite differently in English: 3akoHHbIl 6pak (a couple that is legally married);
6pax 1o 168U, 1o pacuéty (a love match, a marriage of convenience); 1jepKOBHBIM 6paK (a
couple married in church); rpaskmasckui 6pax (civil or common-law marriage);
cMeITaHHBIM O6pak (mixed marriage — a couple of different nationalities or races);
(purTHBHBIM 6paK (fictional marriage); or HepaBHbIM 6pak (mis-matched married couple,
that is, when they are of different ages, social or monetary status).

Whew. Now that all that is over, the couple are monomo>xk€HbI (newlyweds), My>K 1 >KeHa
(husband and wife) or cynipyru (spouses). And then you can start different conversations: V
MeHS IoYb OT repBoro 6paka (I’ve got a daughter from my first marriage). ITocie BToporo
Opaka s1 He U1y uaeanbHy!o skeHy (After my second marriage I stopped looking for the ideal
wife). MHe, HeCOMHEHHO, IT0Be3710 ¢ TpeThuM 0pakom (There is no question that I lucked out
with my third marriage).

Third time’s the charm.
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