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ITog HOC: under your breath

Russian — I suppose like all languages — has a bit of fun with various words for speaking
outside the normal range of menTaTs-roBopuTh-opaTs (Whisper-talk-shout). Here we get
into onomatopoeia, which in Russian is the more immediately understandable
3ByKonogpakaHue (literally “sound imitation”). This kind of colorful speech might be
divided into three categories: mumbling, chirping, and growling.

Mumbling is very expressive in Russian: mamnuTs. This is the word you use for any kind of
slow, indistinct, meandering speech. Sometimes it is just a sign of shyness or not wanting to
offend: 4 uT0-TO MMM, TIBITAJICS TOIOOPATH CJTOBA, AemuKaTHUYAN (I mumbled
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something, tried to choose my words and be tactful). More often it is a sign of embarrassment
or shame: Mama 4YTO-TO MIMJTWIA B OTBET, pacCMaTpuBasi 1oJ. Ei 66110 cThIHO (My
mother mumbled a reply as she studied the floor. She was ashamed). Or a sign that someone is
lying or trying not to, like this couple who was clearly up to no good: OHa >ke mHe
6eccoBecTHO BpET, PeTUKC TOKe MSIMJIMT, OTBeYAeT YKIIOHUYMBO, HO sI-TO 3HAI0, YTO Yy HUX
npoucxoaut! (She shamelessly lies to my face, Felix mumbles, too, and avoids a straight
answer, but I know what they are up to!)

ByoHUT® is related to 6yben (tambourine) and 6apabas (drum), and means to mutter,
mumble, babble, or yammer. If MmamiuTs is drawn out and slurred, 6y6HUTS is a more rapid-
fire monotone. This is the sort of prattling you might do when annoyed. It might be under
your breath, which is “under your nose” in Russian: O6b14Ho0 51 6y6H0 cebe 1o HOC YTO-TO
HeBHATHOeE (I usually mutter something unintelligible under my breath). Or you might
grumble in someone’s face: BacbKa IbIXTe1, CKpUIlesn, 6yOHMI pyraTebcTBa B HO HOBOe
OKHO ITOOHUMaAJ, CTaBWI, BbITHpan, oTmbiBan (Vasya huffed, puffed and muttered
swearwords, but he lifted up the new window, installed it, dusted and washed it).

When you or your loved ones — particularly small loved ones — babble in a birdlike manner,
you can quote them using the lovely verbs nenerats (to lisp, babble) and nonoraTs (to
prattle, rattle off). Both verbs can be used to describe the way a baby or child speaks. I think of
neneTaTh as the lispy, incorrectly pronounced first speech of a child: BosbIttasi cembs,
B3pOCJIble JIeTH, U TYT TaKasi IeBOYKa, TaKoe MaJIeHbKOe uyf0, Oeraer, rmajaer,
NogHMMaeTcs, eleueT geTcKue cinoBa (It’s a big family with grown children, and then there
is this little miracle running around, falling, getting up and gurgling baby talk). I think of
nonoTath as the babbling brook of baby talk: JJouka yibibamach B cBoei KpOBaTKe U UTO-TO
Becersio nornoTana (My daughter smiled in her crib and cheerfully babbled something). But
they aren’t all that different in meaning.

When used to describe adult speech, meneraTs suggests incomprehensible or senseless
babble. Here it’s used by a political opponent to denigrate Mikhail Gorbachev: ...oH nipefjaTenb
Y OTCTYITHUK, KaKUX He BUJeNI CBET, HO, KaK HU B UéM He ObIBaJIO, SKUBET Cpeiu Hac,
JereyveT Mpo COlaI-IeMOKpaTHio... (...he is a traitor and a turncoat, the likes of which the
world has never seen before, but here he is like nothing happened, living among us,
blathering about social democracy...)

JIonnoTaTs can also mean to speak quickly and incomprehensibly, swallowing syllables:
[ToMMaHHBIN 3a PYKY B TPaMBae MaJIeHbKUU BOP APO>KaJI OT UCITYTA U JIOTIOTAJT YTO-TO
HeBpasymurenbHoe (The little thief grabbed on the tram shook from fear and gibbered
something unintelligible). But in the next example it is the pleasant babbling of the radio in
the background. In this excerpt the radio is penpogykTop — a kind of radio box that was once
in most Soviet kitchens: BriBano, CUJIUIIb Y 3HAKOMBIX 3a UaeM, CJIyIIaelllb YIOTHbIe
MOCKOBCKUE Pa3roBOpbl, TUKAIOT CTEHHbIE YaChl, IOMIOYET PEIIPOAYKTOP, HO er0 HUKTO He
CIIyIIaeT, XOTS ITI0YeMy-TO U He BbIKIIOUaIOT (You’d be sitting with some friends over tea,
listening to homey Moscow small talk, while in the background the wall clock ticks aways and
the radio natters on, but no one listens to it, although for some reason no one turns it off).

JlorioTaTs can also be used to describe someone jabbering in a foreign language, I suppose
because it sounds like gibberish. VI HsiHBbKa, ¥ TOpHUYHAA, U TAlIWH JAEHIUK CO 3HAKOMBIMU



eMy congaTamu B Bce TaTapsl, ¥ Kcrollla 1ornoyeT ¢ HUMM Ha MeCTHOM Hapeuuu (The
nanny, the maid, Papa’s orderly and his soldier friends are all Tatars, and Ksenia jabbers away
with them in the local tongue).

The chirpiest word for chattering and twittering is mje6eTaTs, which can be used for actual
birds or for birdlike speech. 3gopoBast nTHIIa BRITTISIUT O0OPO, ITOABMKHA, IiebeueT, MOET,
xopotio noTpebnsieT Kopm (A healthy bird looks chipper and spry; it warbles, sings and has a
healthy interest in food). It is, in general, a rather sexist word; it is almost exclusively used to
describe women’s speech: “3gpaBcTByiiTE, HeBYIIKU. Beé mebeuere?” " leBymKkam" 6610
JIeT 110 IMAThECAT, HO oHM 3axuxukanu (“Hello, girls! You still chattering away?” The
“girls” were about 50 years old, but they began to giggle).

Another good word for this is unpukaTs (to twitter, chirp): 20 neT Ha3ag s1 BoIHe CHOCHO
YMPUKAJI Ha aHTTIUMCKOM (20 years ago I could rattle off English pretty well).

At the other end of the spectrum are the verbs Bopuats, 6ypuaTs and 6opmoTaTs — all in the
baritone to bass range, all forms of growling, grumbling, and general belly-aching.

BopmoTarts is similar to the mumbling, grumbling verbs above, but done at a lower pitch.
YuuTens psimoM 60pmoTant rmpo ceds: 'S ke roBopwu, 1 3ke roBopui...” (The teacher next to
me was muttering to himself, “I told you so, I told you so...”)

BopuaTs can be used for dogs and unhappy humans. Hamra cobaka BOpUMT Ha BCeX ITPOXOSKUX
(Our dog growls at everyone who walks by). Jlemyiiika nepectan BOpYaTh ¥ IPOCTO CUJIETI C
Kkucio poskei (Granddad stopped grousing and just sat there with a sour expression on his
face).

Bypuarts is the trifecta winner. It describes growling and grumbling by people, things and
bellies. Bcro mopory oHa 6ypuaia cebe moj Hoc (She grumbled under her breath the whole
trip). YariHuk 6ypuuT (The Kkettle is burbling away). HacTynaeT Takasi TUIIIMHA B T€aTpe, YTO
CJIBIIITHO, KaK OYypUMT y KOTO-TO B >KMBOTe B isiToM psiay (It is so silent in the theater that
you can hear someone’s stomach growling in the fifth row).

So now you know: go forth and burble, babble, grouse, grumble, mumble, chirp and natter
on...

Sound production by Yanina Sorokina and music "Xopormio" by Naadia.
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