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Kommiaego: comme il faut

Ah, the mail’s here. Let’s see what’s in the post today... Question: “Can you explain the rules
for comma usage in Russian?” Answer: No.... Question: “Do you have a favorite Russian
word?” Answer: I have a new one every week. This week it’s mpeumyIIecTBeHHO
(predominantly) just because I like the way it sounds. Question: “Is moBeToH having a
moment?”’ Answer: I don’t know, but let’s find out.

Puzzled about the word? When in doubt, sound it out. MoBeToH is the Russian version of the
French phrase mauvais ton (bad taste), which along with komunsdo (comme il faut —
properly, dressing or behaving in the right way) and 6orTOH (bon ton — good taste,
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propriety) make up the once-French, now-Russian code of behavior.

Is moBeTOH having a moment in the linguistic sun? According to the Google Ngram, it sure is.
The word and concept of moBeToH appeared and began to be commonly used, presumably
among the upper classes — and aspirational classes — in the early 1830s and then sputtered
up and down until the early 1980s when it suddenly skyrocketed. And it's still rising.

I wanted to say that it was interesting to find Russians suddenly very interested in good taste
and proper etiquette at the dawn of the post-Soviet era. And I suppose that is true. But if 200
years ago people were in agreement about what was moBeToH and what was not, today’s
society has not yet settled on what exactly is in good or bad taste.

For example, here is some of the range of behaviors deemed moBeToOH: U361BaTh MbSTHULL U
cTapuKoB H 3T0 MoBeTOH (Beating up drunks and old folks is in poor taste). Also immoral and
illegal, but okay. And then: fI 3Har0, YTO MOBeTOH B XOAWTH OMA B TallOYKax, CaMa, KaK
BUIUTE, TOIBKO B TYDIISX U AasKe Ha Kabnyke! (I know what poor taste is! It’s when you wear
slippers at home, and I, as you can see, only wear shoes, and even heels!) If slippers at home
are in bad taste, 99.9% of Russians are in big trouble. And how about this, when bad taste
stinks: JKuTensim [TuTepa He TIOOUTDH CBOM TOPOJT HEJTb3s1. DTO MOTIAXUBaeT MOBETOHOM
(Residents of St. Petersburg can’t help but love the city. Not loving it would smell of bad
taste).

What’s the proper way to do things? Today’s notions of comme il faut also differ from those of
the 1830s: CTOPUKM YIIUTH M3 JKU3HU, MapKCUCTCKasI TapafiurmMa liepecTasia ObITh
roMmunbdo (Historians have died off and the Marxist paradigm is no longer comme il faut).

But how about the proper way to dress? Bcé Ha HeM 651710 KOMUIIB(HO B COrIacHO TOMY
06pa3y MOIHOTO JIOHJOHCKOT'0 MalTbuMKa-/IeHIU B YMaXx TeX, KTO ITUISIeTCSI U3 OJHOTO
MOCKOBCKOTO Kiy6a-aHzaeprpayH;a o apyroro (He dressed totally comme il faut, that is, he
fit the image of a stylish young London dandy as imagined by people who spend their time
going from one underground Moscow club to another).

One thing is certain, it is definitely komuns@do to offer your guests chocolate candies called
Komunbsdo.

BouToH is used less frequently, although it has produced the related adjective 60HTOHHBIM (in
good taste) and verb 6ouTOHUTS (to do something in good taste). The verb, however
tantalizing, appears to be more of a joke than real usage. But you find interesting descriptions
like this: JKeHruHa Mmutasi, HO BOT 60HTOHHas1. [lep>KuT paccTosiHue (She’s a nice woman
but does everything in good taste. She keeps her distance). Of course, that might be a Covid
restriction, but when you think about it, contnanbHas qucTaHIUS U eCTb 60HTOH (social
distancing is in good taste).

Another way to describe this translates French rather than transcribes it: mypHble MaHepbI
(bad manners). This is a Bad Thing. V Hero 6pu11 [ypHbIe MaHEPbI, HeCKIagHas1 GUrypa, Ha
KOTOPO¥ JTasKe IOPOTOM KOCTIOM CHeN KaK mofiapok u3 6oragenbau (He had bad manners
and the kind of loose build that made even an expensive suit look as if it had been a gift from
the almshouse).



That’s all the Frenchified good and bad taste in Russian. But: Kak 3T0 cKa3aTh 10-PyCCKU-TO?
(How the heck do you say this in real Russian?)

Well, you might start with HeBocniuTaHHOCTS / HeBocniuTaHHbIM (ill-breeding, ill-bred). On
HEeBOCIIMTAHHBIN U ITIOTAeT CJ10Ba, Koraa roBoput (He is boorish and swallows his words
when he speaks). In Russian, this is also the term used commonly to describe untrained pets:
Kakas HeBocniMTaHHast cobaka (What a disobedient dog!)

Badly raised is one thing; rough hewn is something else. In Russian this is HeoTécanHOCTS /
HeoTécaHHBIY from TecaTs (to cut, hew). This can refer to people as well as trees: OH
0CTaBaJICSI XyJTUTAHOM, [IMHUKOM, er0 HeOTECaHHbIe MaHephI IITOKUPOoBanu nyonuky (He
remained a bad boy, a cynic with rough manners that shocked the public). Or it can even refer
to countries: Poccus st EBporibl B cTpaliiHasi, HeOTécaHHasl, Tpydasi cuia, KOTopasl JIUIIhb
IyraeT, I0TOMY UTO >KUBET I10 COBCEM APYTMM 3aKOHaM, UeM OCTaJIbHOE UeJI0BeYeCTBO
(Europe sees Russia as a terrifying, barbaric, crude power that can only frighten because it
lives by different laws than the rest of humanity). This, it should be said, is one Russian
perception.

Another aspect of bad manners and a poor upbringing is 6eciepeMoHHOCTS /
beciiepeMoHHBIN (Unceremonious, presumptuous, cheeky). This is the kind of person who
makes himself at home as soon as you open the front door: he grabs a beer from the
refrigerator, opens your bathroom cabinet and pokes around in your OTC drugs, and stabs a
morsal of meat off his neighbor’s plate. But sometimes you find this rather unattractive
quality in otherwise interesting people: KpacHONMUIIBIN ¥ SHEPTUYUHBIN [0
becriepeMOHHOCTH, OH PeIKo COOJTIoa CybopAUHAIIMIO0 1 HUKOro He 6osuicst (He was ruddy
and energetic to the point of being discourteous, and he rarely observed the rules of
subordination and feared no one).

Actually, he sounds like someone I’d enjoy meeting.

Another form of MOBeTOH is HeZleTMKATHOCTD / HefleMUKATHRIY (inconsiderate, insensitive).
Solzhenitsyn had some good descriptions of what one person thought about this: [Tonpocuts
IPyroro moMoIYaTh OHa BOOOIIe cunTasIa HeeTMKaTHRIM (She considered it very
insensitive to ask someone to be quiet). HegenmKkaTHO 661710 61 OTKPHITO 3aTKHYTh
nanbiiamu yiu (Making a show of sticking your fingers in your ears would definitely be
inconsiderate).

Can’t disagree with that!

All of the above can also be called HeRy/TBTYPHOCTD /HEKYIBTYPHBIN (Uncultured). Mosojbie
>KEHIITUHBI, CTYOeHTKU He KypsIT, CYUTasl, UYTO KypeHue, B 3T0 NPU3HAK HEKY/IbTYPHOCTU
(Young women students don’t smoke; they consider smoking to be a sign of coarseness).
3aueM Ha TepPUTOPUH JaUU PAOOTHUKOB KYIbTYPbhI TAKOU HEKYIBTYPHBIN IepeBEeHCKUU
mom? (Why is there such an uncultured wooden house on the grounds of a dacha for people
working in the sphere of culture?)

When behavior is worse than uncouth, insensitive or in poor taste, it might be called rpy6o
(crude). T'pybuTs (to be rude to someone); rpybocTs (rudeness); rpyobiii (coarse, rude, crude);
and rpy6usiH (a crude person, a bounder, a cad — these are all quite strong words. OH rpy6un



Iaske TeM, KTO OBII cTapiie ero, B sBaeHre Ha BocToke pemuariiiee (He was rude even to
people who were his elders, a very rare thing to see in the East). In Moscow, we tend to use
this to describe service personnel: O6paTuTe BHUMaHVe Ha IPOIaBI[0B-KAaCCUPOB: IPYOSIT U
obMaHbIBatoT rmocTossHHO (Take a look at the salespeople and cashiers: they constantly
mouth off to the customers and shortchange them). But sometimes folks deserve it: BoT
PycitaHy rpyouTh HaJj0, ITIOTOMY UTO OH HAa peJKOCTh MPOTUBHEIHN (You ought to be rude to
Ruslan because he really is a pain).

Finally, you might call someone with bad manners HeBe>ka, which comes from the old word
BefaTh (to know) and thus literally means “not knowing.” I have an idiosyncratic association
of this word with mefBe>koHOK (bear cub), and so think of HeBeska as a big lug. That might be
true in some cases: []a, 51 ke 3a0bUT TPE/ICTAaBUTHCSI, BOT HEBeKa: Moe UMsI JIeOH, s OTIepHBIN
nieBer], (Oh, what a dolt I am — I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Leon and I’m an opera
singer). Interestingly, this noun can be either masculine or feminine, depending on whom it
refers to. In any case, HeBe>Ka is generally not just an uncouth person, but an unpleasant
character: HeBeska Kakoti B coBaTh HOC Kyja He 3Banmu! (What a lout! Sticking his nose where
it doesn’t belong!)

So, there you have it. You can condemn bad manners in Russified French or pure Russian.
Whatever you use, just be sure to duck afterwards.
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