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Drunk as a Skunk in Russia? Never!
The Word's Worth
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Kak orypuuk: fresh as a cucumber, er, daisy

So there you are at a dinner party, sitting around the table after the meal, sipping wine and
telling funny stories. You want to tell the story about how you didn’t know you were supposed
to dilute cnupT (grain alcohol) at your first Moscow party, so you drank about five shots
straight before nearly keeling over. You search the recesses of your brain where expressions
are stored and mentally translate into Russian, coming out with the fantastical: 1 6p1a
MIbSTHASI KaK CKyHC!

Silence. Which is odd because “drunk as a skunk” always gets a laugh.

Oh, right. Maybe it’s not funny in a country where there are no skunks and in a language
where “drunk” and “skunk” don’t rhyme.
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[TuTh Hago meHbIe (Lay off the booze).

In Russian, commonly used comparisons are called ycroviunBsie cpaBHeHUs (fixed similes).
And you should know them because otherwise you’ll sound like an idiot — like me.

Take the example of drunks. In Russian an old-ish way of describing a drunk is nbsiHBIN KaK
CTeJIbKa Or IbSHBIHN B cTeNbKY: drunk as a shoe liner. How’s that for an image? Not what I’d
reach for in my mental storehouse. After a mostly fruitless search for the source of this image,
I came to the conclusion that Russians aren’t too sure where the expression came from
themselves. One supposition is that the original comparison was bsiHbI}M KaK Call0>KHUK
(drunk as a cobbler) — allegedly because cobblers were “crude people” and “drank a lot” —
which led to the expression cano>XKHUK IbSIH B cTeNbKY (the cobbler was flat-out drunk,
smashed like a shoe liner).

But I’'m not convinced that cobblers drank more than any other manual laborers. On the other
hand, I suppose a flat, moist, stinky shoe liner might suggest someone who was dead drunk,
plastered, or hammered.

In any case, however the expressions originated and evolved, they are useful to know:
[IpUXOOUT AOMOM MY3K, IIbSTHBIN B CTeNIbKY. CTOUT BO3J1e ABepH, IToKauuBaeTcs. (Her
husband comes home completely blotto. He stands in the doorway, swaying.)

In literature you might find nbsiHbIV KaK ABIM, HOUb, HUKOTZA, BCET/Ia, IPsI3b, MEPTBBIH, (as
drunk as smoke, as night, as never before, as always, as mud, as death). Around the table you
might hear nbssHBIN B focKy (smashed [flat-out drunk like a plank]) or nbssHBIN KaK
310351/cBUHBS (drunk as a pig) — and another dozen or two images that depend on the
imagination of the speaker.

You might even hear a comparison where the intoxication is lovely: 3anax BeTpa nbsiHBIN
Kak mostozou xeb (The breeze smelled drunk, like unripe grain).

But you will never hear mbstHbIN KaK cKyHC (drunk as a skunk) or kak smopg (drunk as a lord).

Since we are on the subject of intoxication, the reverse state of sobriety is also expressed by
different comparisons in Russian and English. In Moscow you are not sober as a judge or
church mouse. You are Tpe3BbIN KaK OI'YPUUK OT just Kak orypuuK (literally as sober as a
cucumber) or Tpe3BBIM KaK CTEKIBIIIKO/cTeKIIO (literally as sober as glass). Both can be used
in contexts without sobriety, such as: O Bricnianicst u BcTan Kak orypuuk (He got a good
night’s sleep and got up as fresh as a daisy). But they can also be used to describe being stone-
cold sober: CkopocTh MaIlIHBI B IIpefiejiaxX TOMyCTUMOM, BOGUTENb TPe3B, KaK CTEKIIBIIIKO
(The car is going under the speed limit and the driver is as sober as a judge).

Another possible point of confusion concerns houses. When I see a friend who is almost nine
months pregnant, I might shout delightedly: Wow! You’re as big as a house! Or I might tell a
coworker: Don’t worry — your position is as safe as houses.

But in Russian that would sound insulting and weird. Russian houses don’t carry the
associations of large size or safety and security. Instead, they convey the sense of comfort, a
feeling of warmth and ease, self-confidence. YyBcTBOBaTh cebs1 Kak oma (to feel at home)



can mean to feel confident and competent in a new or foreign setting: Moei fjouke fecsiThIN
roJj IOMIEN, a OHa B Jiecy Kak goMa (My little girl isn’t even 10 years old and yet she knows her
way around the forest). Or it can mean feeling at ease or unconstrained: JlocTtaTouHO
ITOCUJIETH C MOEM COCEeTKOM IBe-TPU MUHYTHI, YTOOBI ITOUYBCTBOBAJI Ce0s1 KaK I0OMa, KaK
Oyb-TO BbI TaBHO 3HaKOMBEI (It’s enough to spend two or three minutes with my neighbor to
feel completely comfortable, like you’ve known her forever).

BBITH/4yBCTBOBATH KaK y cedst moma (to be or feel like you’re in your own home) is also used
when some place or circumstances are utterly familiar and comfortable. You might encourage
your guests to feel this way: Bynb Kak y ce6st moma! He cTecusticss! (Make yourself right at
home! Don’t be shy!). Of course, this might be annoying: Harmbiii néc pacmomosKuics Ha
MoOeM CKaMelike, Kak y ceost joma (That cheeky dog made himself at home on my bench).

Kaxk popHoi nom (like in my own home) is slightly different. The comparison is used to
describe a place that is like your second home: Xopor11o, Korga ueioBeK BOCIIPMHUMAET CBOU
Xpam Kak jiom popHow (It’s splendid when a church is like someone’s second home). Here is a
good example and explanation: CRa3aTh, 4TO paccKa3bl Babens 66111 MHe O1TU3KY WK
OueHb [MOHSATHBI, B 3T0 HUYero He cKa3aThb. (To say that I felt an affinity with Babel’s short
stories or that I understood them completely would be an understatement). OHu MHe 6bITH
Kak gom popHou. (They were like coming home.) Beib B pogHOM JJoMe He HaJ[0 AYMATh, UTO
3HAYUT TOT WIU UHOU IpeMeT, KOMY U JIJIsl Uero OH Hy>KeH, B OH KaK YacThb Balllero
cyiecTBa (After all, in your home you don’t have to think what some object means, who
needs it and why — it’s like part of your being).

Quite different is Kak B cymaciie/iimem jome or Kak B fyppome (like in a madhouse). This
describes any place with lots of noise and little order. V arTépoB, KaK B cyMacIiefIiem foMe:
KTO IUTaUeT, KTO CMeéTcsl, KTo 3yopuT poib (It’s a madhouse with the actors: one’s weeping,
one’s laughing and a third is memorizing his lines). Sometimes it’s so bad it’s not like a
madhouse, it just is one: V¥ Hac B Mara3uHe ceromHs MoHbIN aypaom (It’s a complete
madhouse in the store today).

Sometimes gypaoMm is an impolite way to speak about a psychiatric hospital: IIpocTo nHorga
KayKeTcs1, Kak OyaTo cyMacIteinye 3aXBaTiu aypaom (Sometimes it seems like the
lunatics are in charge of the asylum).

Actually, I think that almost every day when I read the newspaper.
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