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OceHbp: autumn

There are, I’ve heard, places on earth where weather is not a topic of conversation. I’ve heard
that in some places a few degrees up or a few degrees down is pretty much the entire range of
weather events.

That is not Moscow. ITorozma (weather) can run your life, determine when and if you go
outside, raise or lower the chances of breaking a limb, change your schedule to allow for 15
minutes of dressing before leaving the house, and — let’s not forget — ruin your budget as
you fill your closets with five kinds of winter coats, three pairs of boots, and piles of scarves,
hats, and that important hidden investment: petiTy35! (heavy tights, usually woolen);
KoroTKu (tights); Kanbconsl (long johns); 1 TepmanbHoe HUsKHee 6erbé (thermal
underwear), aka Tepmobenbé (thermals) aka Témnoe HaTenbHOE 6eTBE (Warm
undergarments).
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I recall when after the most delightful summer in recent memory, Moscow pulled one of its
stunts: it went from a record high on a Saturday (+26) to rain and a definite chill on Sunday
(+15) to OMG-where-did-I-put-my-hat on Monday morning (+4).

And do you know the weird thing? Russians like ocerb (autumn) — at least historically.

The reason is actually quite simple, and all you have to do is to consult a book of folk sayings
to find out: OceHb - Bpems cobupaTh yposkau (Autumn is harvest time). Or you could just
consult an etymological dictionary and discover that ocens is related to words for harvest, like
>kaTBa (to bring in the harvest, from >kaTs, to reap) and ypo>kati (the harvest).

That means: food —lots of it. And lots of food means lots of happy people: OceHb0 CROT
JKUpeeT, a yeioBek fJobpeert (In autumn the livestock gets fat and people get nicer). In fact,
that means lots of happy creatures: B oceHb 1 y KOIIIKY 1 ¥ BOpoObst mupsI (In autumn even
the cat and sparrow feasts.) So who cares if there is a bit of bad weather? XomomeH ceHTs6pb,
Ia ceIT (September is cold, but no one goes hungry). In fact, it’s only in the era of imported
foodstuffs that people began to like the spring. In the old days, springtime was the worst time
of the year: BecHa KpacHa, a roo/iHa, OCEHb JO>KIJINBA, J1a cbITHA (Spring is lovely but
hungry; autumn is rainy but full of food.)

Over the millennia, the folks who lived in this part of the world came up with fairly precise
descriptions of the autumn months. September is all about transition: B cenTsibpe miy6a 3a
KadTanom TsaHeTcs (In September you pull on your fur coat over your summer shift). And the
good summer berries are gone: B ceHTs10pe o[iHa SIrojja, ¥ Ta — ropbKas psibuHa (There is
just one berry in September — the rowanberry, and it’s bitter). Cold weather is on the way: B
ceHTsIOpe CUHUIIA POCUT 0ceHb B rocTH (In September the bluebird invites autumn in.)

October is rainy, muddy and not much fun. 3HaTh oceHb B 0RTsI6pe 110 rpsi3u (You know
autumn by the mud in October.) ORTSI6pb mIaueT XoaoaHbIMU ciie3aMu (October weeps cold
tears). ORTSIOpb HU KoJieca, HU 10103a He 1o6uT (Neither wheels nor sleigh runners like
October). And then, the rain turns into something else: ORTsI6pb — MecsitI 6;TU3KOM ITOPOIIH
(October is the month close to the first snow flurries.)

November is, without question, the worst month of autumn and possibly the entire year: bare
trees, frozen mud, nights getting darker with no snow to brighten things up. Russian folk
wisdom concurs, often poetically: Hoss6pp — cymepku roga (November is the twilight of the
year). Hosibppr — BopoTa 3umbl (November is the gate to winter). HostbpbcKrie HOUY [0 CHera
TeMHBI (November nights, before the snow, are dark.)

But there are always slight variations, and you need to pay attention to them, since they
predict the winter to come. Some are obvious, even to a city slicker: V 3ari1ieB 1epcThb
nobesnerna - 3uma 6u3ko (When a hare’s fur turns white, winter is nigh.) Some are not so
obvious. Témtast oceHb - K Jonarov 3uMe (A warm autumn means a long winter.) Keep your
eyes on the willows: ViBa paHo nHeeM MOKphIIach — K mojrou 3ume (If a willow is covered
with frost early, winter will be long.) [losiBTeHre KOMapoOB MO34HEN 0CEHbI0 — K MSITKOM
suMe (If mosquitoes appear in late autumn, the winter will be mild.) And: C 6epe3bl TUCT He
ortan — cHer aspReT no3gHo (If the leaves don’t fall from birches, snow will come late.)

There are other folk traditions connected with autumn other than checking out the birch



leaves and willows. For example: weddings. The peak wedding season in the old days was
during the non-fasting period of winter, between Epiphany and Lent, when there was nothing
to do but have a good time: JleTo — 7151 cTapaHbs1, 3UMa — IJIsl TyIsIHBS (Summer’s when
you work, winter’s when you play). But in autumn, the Feast of Intercession on October 14 was
another prime wedding time. It marked the end of the harvest work and a celebration of
bounty. If there was no groom in sight, on this holiday, named for the protective veil of the
Mother of God, unmarried women prayed for a husband in a rather racy way: I[TokpoB-
6aToIIKa, ITIOKPOM 3eMITIO CHE;KKOM, a MeHs skeHuItikom (Father of the Veil! Cover the earth
with snow and cover me with a groom!)

Ah, for the good old days. These days, we only shout: Vpa! Ctanu Tonuts! (Yay! They’ve
turned on the heat.)

XswroyrH: Halloween

Why do you think Russians are getting into Halloween? It’s because a) Halloween goes back to
ancient Celtic rituals and everyone knows that Celts and Slavs are related; b) it’s part of the
protest movement against the Russian Orthodox Church and state; c) it’s a good excuse to
dress up in cool costumes and party.

If you guessed “c”, you might be right. I actually have no idea — I’m just making this stuff up.
But judging by my Russian acquaintances, XamnoyuH (sound it out) is not very well
understood as a holiday by the Russian masses, but nevertheless heartily embraced as a great
opportunity to wear scary, silly or sexy costumes and drink a lot.

I personally support this, since the growing interest in Halloween means that phrases I've
struggled to render in Russian for decades now have more or less accepted and acceptable
translations. The jack o’ lantern — which has a complicated etymology involving an Irish folk
hero named Jack, the devil, and imprisonment of the latter by the former in a carved turnip —
is usually called a “pumpkin lantern”: ThIKBa-CBeTWIbLHUK Or ThIKBa-(¢oHapuK. The phrase
“trick or treat” — often mangled almost beyond recognition, including as “trik or trak” — is
translated variously, from the rather threatening yroctu nnu nos>kaneems (give me a treat or
you’ll regret it) and Komenor mnu >ku3Hb (your wallet or your life) to the more linguistically
and culturally accurate nmpogenku unu yromeHus (prank or treat) and c1afocTh UM rafoCTh
(sweet treat or dirty trick).

Of course, Russian kids aren’t dressing up as Spider Man or the Fairy Princess and going from
door to door with plastic jack o’ lanterns filled with TBukc (Twix) and IIIok (Shock). In Russia
Halloween is primarily a young adult holiday (see observations on costumes and alcohol
consumption above). Interestingly, some Russian sources interpret the holiday as
“countercultural” in the West, perhaps because Russian tourists have been most impressed
by the extravagant gay Halloween parades and parties in many cities and didn’t see the grade
school parties, suburban trick or treating rituals, and offices filled with vampire computer
programmers.

In any case, once you leave the culturally specific domain of Halloween, in Russian it’s easy to
talk about the more universal rituals, since the culture has a rich tradition of dressing up in
costumes, creepy ghosts and goblins, and scary stories.



Getting dressed in a costume is HapsIgUTBHCSA: KeM ThI HapsAAUIIbCS Ha XautoyuH? (Who are
you going as on Halloween?) You can also say HazieTs KocTioM: OH HajieJl KOCTIOM IIHpaTa
(He wore a pirate costume.)

You can order costumes online in Moscow, although they tend to be erotic rather than
terrifying, with offerings like BocxutuTensHas nupaTka (the enchanting lady pirate) and
KapameJibHast BefbMa (caramel-colored witch). You just gotta love capitalism, right?

Scary images might include npuspaxk or npuBugenue (ghost); uéptux (devil), Bembma
(witch); Bamnup/Bamnupiiia (vampire, male and female); konayH/KonayHbs (wizard, male
and female); ¢parToMm (phantom); or 30m6u (zombie). You can tell crpammnku (ghost
stories) — probably about mom c npuBugenusMmu (haunted house) rather than HOBBIN 3aKOH
06 nameHe (the new law on treason). And you can serve ThIKBEHHBIM nupor (pumpkin pie).

In my set, we celebrate cobaunii Xammoyus (doggie Halloween). Last year the canine winner
was a black lab wearing a blue safety light on his collar. What was he? JIuMy3uH ¢ MUTaJIKOM
(limousine with a flashing blue light). Brilliant.

EgnHCTBO: Unity

The main buzz on the street these days is about the November holiday — as in: Hanomuau
MHe, II03Ka/IyICTa — UTO 3TO 3a npas3gHuK? (Remind me — what’s this holiday?)

Well, it is a long story. It begins with the Berkasi oOKTI0pbCKasi cOLMaIUCTUYECKasT
peBomonuga (Great October Socialist Revolution). This “revolution” (read: coup d’état), which
occurred on October 25, 1917, was commonly called Benukuii OKTs16pb (Great October) or just
OrTs6pb (October), as in CiraBa OkTsi6pio! (Glory to October!)

Soon after, the Soviet government switched from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar. Oddly,
while the government was busy destroying religion, it kept the church tradition of celebrating
holidays on the new date, 13 days after the original event. And so, for 74 years the holiday was
celebrated on November 7. This was a bad omen.

I mean, what could you expect from a country that celebrated Great October in November?

By 1992 the USSR was no more, and Great October was an anachronism. But people were used
to a holiday in November, and so “B 1jensix cMsirueHusi IpOTUBOCTOSIHUS U IPUMMPEHUS
pa3IMYHBIX CJI0eB POCCUMCKOro ob1mecTBa” (in order to mitigate the level of confrontation
and reconcile various strata of Russian society) the name was changed to Jlens cornacus u
npumupeHnus (the Day of Accord and Reconciliation). There was no official parade on Red
Square and no sign of accord or reconciliation.

Not a great holiday.

Apparently, the authorities recognized that and started casting around for a replacement
holiday. After all, even if a whole generation had no memory of November 7 parades, it’s a
long stretch from June 12 to December 31 without a day off.

Lo and behold, they found a pre-revolutionary state holiday on November 4. True, it was a
church holiday, [TpazgHOoBaHMe KazaHCcKoM nKoHe Boskuert MaTepu (the Commemoration of



the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God). But it had a patriotic element — it was held “B namsaTs
n36aBaeHMsI MOCKBBI ¥ Poccuu OT MOISIKOB B 1612 roay”’ (in memory of the deliverance of
Moscow and Russia from the Poles in 1612).

The story is that after the Poles invaded Russia during the Time of Troubles (CmyTHOe
BpeMs), a meat and fish merchant named Kuzma Minin did some fundraising in Nizhny
Novgorod for the HapogHOe onomyeHue (voluntary army) and eventually joined up with the
commander, Prince Pozharsky. They marched on Moscow. According to one version, on
November 4, 1612, holding aloft the miracle-working icon of the Kazan Mother of God, they
attacked the invaders in Kitai-gorod and took back the Kremlin the next day. Exit Poles, stage
west.

Enter stage east — a few decades and centuries later -- a three-day religious state holiday and
a beautiful church for the icon and a grand statue of Minin and Pozharsky on Red Square.

In 2004, the holiday was revived — sort of. It has remained a religious feast day, but now it has
been declared [Jenb HapopgHoro eguHcTBA (Day of National Unity). Minin and Pozharsky are
cited for being o6pa3zer; reporama 1 CIJIOYEHHOCTH BCETO HAapoja BHE 3aBUCUMOCTHU OT
TIPOMCXOK/IEHUSI, BEPOMCIIOBEIaHMS 1 TTOJI0’KeHUsI B ob1iecTBe (an example of heroism and
unity of the entire nation regardless of origin, religious beliefs, or position in society).
Russian nationalists don’t buy the bit after “regardless” and celebrate it as a day to get rid of
us pesky foreigners.

And the people? As usual, they’ll be either going to Egypt or putting snow tires on their cars.
Jenp 61arogapervs: Thanksgiving

As someone who has celebrated the American holiday of Thanksgiving with my Russian
friends in Moscow for decades, I’ve learned that there are a few translation and cultural tricks
you need to know to make it a successful cross-cultural experience.

Trick #1: Forget about the fourth Thursday in the month. Even if you have the day off and have
somehow managed to shop, clean and cook during the work week, it’s a working day for
everyone else. By the time your guests get out of the office and battle the rush-hour crush, it
will be 8 p.m. — too late for the full turkey day experience. On the other hand, Thanksgiving
Saturday is a lovely Moscow tradition.

Trick #2: Don’t let your friends read about Thanksgiving on Internet. I do not cast aspersions
— after all, how many foreigners truly understand Russia Day? But some of the Russian cyber-
versions of Thanksgiving seem to confuse Thanksgiving, Christmas and school pageants. One
website notes that on Thursday morning “Bce usieHbI ceMbU 00513aTETHHO AOKHBI CXOOUTh
B 11epKoBb” (all family members must go to church without fail). Wrong: we’re cooking.
Then: B KaHYH ITpa3gHMUKa 6/1ar0TBOPUTEIbHbIE OPTAHNU3AIMY Pa3Ial0T HYKIAOIINMCS
nogapku. (On the eve of the holiday, charity organizations give gifts to the needy.) Wrong: we
do that a month later. And finally: [oHU ycTpanBarT] mapafibl — B 60JIBIIMHCTBE CBOEM
KOCTIOMMPOBAHHbBIE — B Of]e’K/IaX 17 BeKa 1 KOCTIOMax NHIeNIeB — U Becelbe (they
arrange parades — mostly parades of people wearing 17th century clothes and Indian
costumes — and merrymaking). Wrong: we’re too stuffed to parade and make merry. Someone
else wrote: K cTony nopiatoT uHAENKy wiu rycsi, yTky. (Turkey, goose or duck is served.)



Thanksgiving duck? Perish the thought!

Trick #3: Stick to a simple explanation of the holiday: ITociie nmepBoro roga >ku3HU B AMepUKe
MIUJIUTPUMBI XOTeTU IT061aroapruTh Bora 3a 00MIBHBIN YpOsKal U 32 ITIOMOIITL MECTHBIX
uHpenneB. (After the first year in America, the Pilgrims wanted to thank God for their good
harvest and for the help of local Indians.)

Trick #4: Tell your guests you’ll serve them Tpagurironnsii ykuH (a traditional dinner). My
first attempts to translate the menu did not sound appetizing to Russians. They liked the idea
of 3anmeueHHas nHeMKa (roast turkey), kaprodenbHoe mope (mashed potatoes) and
MOoZITIMBKa (gravy). But HauMHKa U3 CyXapuKoB, oBoiel u crierjuii (filling made of dried
bread, vegetables and spices) was impossible for them to imagine. KntokBeHHOe BapeHbe
(cranberry jam) sounded like it should be served over ice cream. BaTtaT (sweet potatoes)
conjured up inappropriate images of South American cuisine. And ThIKBEHHBIV TPOT
(pumpkin pie) suggested a Russian childhood food — kara ¢ TeikBO¥ (pumpkin porridge) —
mashed up inside some dough.

Trick #5: Don’t under any circumstances tell them: ITo ameprKaHCKOM TPpafiuIIMU, 3aKYCOK
He OymeT. (By American tradition, there won’t be any appetizers.) No one will come.

Trick #6: When your Russian guests arrive, ply them with alcohol while you finish the last
preparations in the kitchen. They will be nervous: cTon 6e3 3aKycox (a table without starters)
does not bode well. But when they see the table laden with turkey and all the trimmings, they
will relax — and cancel their mental plan to buy frozen pelmeni on the way home.

Trick # 7: When your guests try a dish and ask: Yto 3To Takoe? (What is this?), add the
phrases rmo-amepuKaHcKu (American-style) and criermanbHbIM (special) to your description.
I've come to call stuffing cnerimansHast x;1ebHast HaunHKa (special bread stuffing). Cranberry
sauce is TMKaHTHBIN KJIIFOKBEHHBIN COYC I0-aMepHUKaHCKU K AnuM (American-style, piquant
cranberry sauce for poultry). Pumpkin pie is mupor 1mo-amepuKaHCKY C HAUMHKOM U3
CJIaJIKOTO ThIKBeHHOTO cydie (American-style pie filled with sweet pumpkin soufflé).

Trick #8: Finally: ByabTe 6arogapHsbl. 3a Bcé. (Be grateful. For everything.)
That should do the trick — for Thanksgiving and every day.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.
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